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      I had been called ruthless. Uncaring. A bitch. And more.

      

      I'd known from a very young age that I wasn't like other women. I’d never wanted a husband and two-point-five children. I’d never wanted a white picket fence around a home that had to be baby-proofed. I’d never wanted a happily-ever-after. I was happy enough taking care of my sister, Lynn. Then the day came when Lynn didn’t need to be taken care of anymore. She didn’t need me. None of her “friends” needed me. I’d built this solitary life for myself and I liked it. Until I didn’t.

      

      Then I met Will Clark. He needed help in his office, and I needed to be useful, so I let myself in. I walked right into his life and I turned it upside down. What started out as a fun part-time job turned into real feelings and real…dare I call it love?

      

      For a short time, Will made me forget that I wasn’t suited to a normal life. He made me forget that marriage and family were not in my future. Then one day I was forced to remember. I had to make a choice. In the end, I had to choose to save him or save his ex-wife. Either way, there would be no one left to save me.
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      Clark

      

      Onlookers stood around the yellow tape, their phones at the ready, trying to catch a glimpse of the dead man. There wasn’t much to see. He had a hole right in the middle of his forehead. It was a clean shot, a shot any marksman could be proud of.

      “What do you think?” the detective on duty asked.

      I stood up to my full height and covered the dead body that lay exposed on the cold hard ground with a crisp white sheet. He deserved some dignity, even if he was a piece of shit wrapped in skin.

      Then there was also the fact that this particular victim was a victimizer. It made my job even harder, particularly when I was glad he was dead. He’d killed his wife four years prior, and had gotten away with it because someone forgot to read him his Miranda rights. He’d been walking the streets, using his dead wife’s money to buy hookers and cocaine, for four years.

      Now he was gone. I’d say good riddance if this had only happened to him, but I had no less than twelve cases just like this sitting on my desk. Dead men—not to mention a few women—who deserved to be dead. Only they weren’t dying of natural causes. They were dying because someone was taking justice into his or her own hands.

      I also had cases of missing criminals that were suddenly solved. One had been found just last week tied up on the front steps of the courthouse. The security footage from that time frame had somehow been wiped; it couldn’t even be found in the cloud. Yet there the shithole sat, a rag stuffed in his mouth as he waited for the sun to come up. Then another the previous month, where a mother who had traded all her children for heroin was found tied to the fountain in the city’s busiest park. Again, no security footage could be found, even though there were cameras all over the place.

      Whoever was doing this was really good at covering his tracks.

      The detective cleared his throat. “Officer Clark?”

      “Just Clark,” I said quietly. I wasn’t with the police department anymore, although they still contacted me when a case needed some special attention. I’d been told I had a knack for finding people who didn’t want to be found. I’d given up my badge, though. I had enough people to take care of in my private life. I didn’t need any more.

      The detective looked decidedly uncomfortable. “What do you think, Clark?”

      “I think he’s dead.” I popped a piece of gum into my mouth and started to chew. Even though I’d quit smoking ten years ago, I still wanted one in times of stress. My fingers got twitchy and I started patting my pockets. Gum took off some of the edge, but not all of it.

      “Well, no shit,” the detective barked.

      “The bullet hole in his forehead should have clued you in.” I sent him a sideways grin.

      The muscle in the man’s jaw ticked as he clenched his teeth.

      “Can’t say I’m sad about it. Whoever took him out did me a favor.” I’d been tracking him for months, trying to catch him doing something wrong, but I hadn’t had any luck.

      “You’re going to consult on this one, right?” the detective asked.

      “Don’t know why I would.” I lifted the yellow tape that cordoned off the area and ducked beneath it.

      I had almost made it to my car when a blue sedan pulled up next to me. “William Clark,” a voice called. I grinned. I knew that voice. It belonged to my former boss, my mentor, my reason for still freelancing for the police department. John Spanner was my connection to my old life. A life where I wore a gun and a badge. A life where I took care of others. Now it was all I could do most days to take care of myself.

      “Boss,” I replied. I rested my elbows on the top of his car and leaned toward his open window. I knew he wasn’t my boss anymore. He knew it too, but he’d always hold that place in my life. He was my conscience when I really didn’t have one. “What’s up?”

      “Dead body?” He nodded toward the crime scene.

      “Yep.”

      “Anyone we know?”

      “Danny the dick.”

      His eyebrows rose. “Danny the dick is dead?”

      “Ding dong,” I sang back at him.

      He whistled slowly. “Can’t say I’m sorry to hear he’s gone.”

      “Whoever did it deserves a medal.”

      “Any idea who that might be?”

      “Danny had more enemies than friends. Could have been anyone.” I turned my head away and blew my gum out of my mouth. It had lost all its flavor.

      He nodded. “Get in. I’ll buy you lunch.”

      I shook my head. “Can’t. Got to go watch somebody dunk a baby.”

      “What?” His brow furrowed.

      “Baptism. Friend. I’m going.”

      “Someone invited you out in public?”

      Okay, so I was a little rough around the edges and I really didn’t give a shit what anyone thought of me, but that one did sting a little. “Some people like me.”

      “Let me guess. A former client?”

      I grinned. “Solve a case for someone and you become his best friend.” I patted my stomach. “I’m hoping there’s free food.”

      A few months back, I’d done some surveillance work for a man named Mason Peterson when his wife Lynn was missing. It was a complicated case, and we’d eventually found her, but not without some problems along the way. They’d just had a baby boy and invited me to his christening. I’d accepted. I might be a cold, hard bastard, but I liked a happy ending. I’d never get one of my own, but I did take pleasure in other people’s.

      “You’re looking good, Clark. Better than the last time I saw you.”

      I nodded and stood up tall, looking into the distance, suddenly wishing this conversation could be over. “I’m going to be late.”

      He nodded and pulled into a parking space. I rushed to get in my car, still thinking about the dead guy. He had been one of my cases, and now he was dead. He wasn’t the first. There had been more like him in the past few months. We had a vigilante killer on our hands. Someone was killing people who were weaker than him—or her. We also had a vigilante fixer. I’d bet ten to one that they were the same person, but I had no proof. There was no profile yet. But there would be soon. I’d keep an eye out.
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      Shelly

      

      Lynn was going to kill me. I was late. I couldn’t possibly be late for my nephew’s christening, but I was. I loved that kid desperately, and my sister had asked me to be his godmother. It didn’t matter that everyone else thought I was crazy. Lynn loved me. She accepted me and she had enough faith in me that she was entrusting me with the care of her child, should anything ever happen to her and Mason. At best, she was trusting me to love him and care for him. At worst, she trusted me to guide him through life.

      The thought of her trusting me with something so precious made it difficult to swallow, and every time I thought about it, I got that same lump in my throat. Someone trusted me with something. Lynn trusted me. She’d never trusted me, despite all I’d done for her throughout the years. Not until now.

      Lynn and I were twins, though we’d never lived together after the age of six, aside from the odd summer or weekend when they let us be together. Our parents had sent me to live with our grandmother. Lynn had stayed with our parents. Lynn had suffered unimaginable terror, and there were repercussions from her having stayed with people who didn’t value her life at all.

      Finally, though, Lynn had the life she’d always wanted. At the age of thirty-seven, she was finally the woman she wanted to be. She liked running ten miles every morning, she could often be found with black nail polish adorning her slim fingers, and she liked to tinker with cars. But most of all, she loved that husband of hers. And together, they’d made a baby, a new life. They’d created something miraculous and wonderful and, since I knew I’d never have one of my own, I doted on that little guy like he was everything to me.

      His name was Jason and he was named after Mason’s father. Today, Mason and Lynn would dedicate him to God, and even though I didn’t believe in such a deity that could be in charge of my life, they did, and they wanted to impart that knowledge and belief to their son. I would support them in that. I would stand in front of a group of people and promise to lead him in the ways of the church. I’d treat the church like a temple, even if it wasn’t mine. Hell, I’d become a nun if that was what it took to be in his life. Truth be told, I was always in awe of God’s power. Luckily, today, all Lynn needed was for me to stand beside her and agree with the person leading the service.

      But first, I needed my good dress. I stopped really quickly at the drycleaner to pick up my favorite dress, one that Lynn gave me on my last birthday. It was a classic tan color with a flared skirt. It could have been a brown paper sack and I’d still have loved it, if Lynn gave it to me. She’d also given me the one I was wearing now, and I loved it just as much.

      What most people didn’t understand was that I needed Lynn like I needed air. Without her, my lungs didn’t work, my heart stopped beating, and my brain malfunctioned. Everyone thought I was crazy, but I was only crazy where Lynn was concerned.

      Well, where Lynn was concerned and when it came to those who hurt children or other people who couldn’t protect themselves. That drove me a little nuts. Not like homicidal nuts. Just like kick-your-ass kind of nuts. Only one person made me homicidal-nuts, and I’d gotten rid of him quite some time ago.

      Now that I didn’t have to worry about Lynn as much, I could focus a little more on me. I dashed into the drycleaner’s and slapped my palm against the top of the tiny bell on the counter. A man came from the back of the building, his eyes dragging slowly up and down my body as he stalked toward me. I had an instant and almost insatiable urge to kick him in the balls. But now I had to be respectable. I had a nephew I was obligated to guide in life. I had to set a good example. I would try to refrain from kicking this guy in the nuts. But I wasn’t above punching him in the throat.

      I passed him the claim ticket for the dress, and he dawdled around the front of the shop, letting his grubby fingers linger against mine as he took my credit card and ran it.

      “How much longer will it be?” I asked, drumming my fingers on the countertop.

      He laid his upper body on the counter, so he could lean closer to me. “Are you in a hurry?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hot date?”

      I didn’t answer. Where I was going was none of his business. “Did you ask someone to go and get my dress?”

      “Mm-hmm,” he hummed, licking his lips. His eyes did that slow slide down my body again.

      “My dress?” I said, a little less kindly.

      He lifted one side of the hinged counter and motioned for me to walk through. “Come on. You can help me get it.”

      “Thank you, but I’ll wait here.” I began to tap my foot on the floor.

      “Scared?” he teased.

      “No, but you should be.” I leaned toward him. “Go get my fucking dress.”

      His eyes lost the teasing glint that had been present. “I was just trying to get to know you,” he said, his eyes darkening. It was almost imperceptible, but I knew dark. And I also knew he hadn’t seen dark yet.

      “I’m not interested in getting to know you,” I replied. “I am interested in picking up my dress, so if you’d go and get it, I’d really appreciate it.” I bit back the filthy retort that had momentarily rested on the edge of my tongue. Keeping it to myself was tough, but I did it.

      He dropped the edge of the counter and closed the divide. “Be right back.”

      I kept an eye on my watch. When five minutes had passed, I slapped the bell on the counter again. When no one appeared, I looked at my watch again. I was going to be late. I lifted the countertop so I could walk through, toward the back of the shop. When I rounded the corner, I saw him sitting on a chair, playing a game with popping bubbles on his phone.

      “My dress,” I said loudly. He looked up for just a moment, and then back down at his game.

      “Just a minute,” he muttered.

      I walked over and plucked his phone from his hand.

      He looked up at me, his mouth falling open. He reached for the phone, but I stepped back. “Your phone for the dress,” I said.

      He reached to grab me, and I slammed my fist into his throat. He dropped like a stone, gasping for breath. I looked down at him. “You should have just gotten my fucking dress, asshole.”

      I stepped over him and started searching the racks. They were labeled by date, so I went to the most recent group. I found my dress, laid it over my arm, and walked back across the room. He was still trying to take a deep breath. He’d be fine. I stepped over him again and walked out. I’d already paid, so I wasn’t worried about that. On a normal day, I would have left a tip for him, but this wasn’t a normal day and he wasn’t a normal man. He was one of them. One of those people I despised.

      He had better be glad I let him live.

      I drove as fast as I could to the church, and then I went in the backdoor. I knew there were some rooms back here where brides changed into their wedding gowns, so I ducked into one and hung my dress on a peg. I really had to pee, so I ran across the hall and skidded into the bathroom stall. As soon as I arrived, I realized I really didn’t have time for a bathroom break after all, and I opened the door to leave, but my dress got hung on the sliding bolt on the door.

      I froze, and then very gently tried to pry it free, but it was stuck. The dress I needed was in the other room. Maybe if I got out of this one, I could dash across the hall and get it, but first I had to get out of this one. I unbuttoned it and bent so I could slip it over my head. I stood there for a second, doubting the wisdom of my plan, but Lynn and Mason and their child, they were all waiting. My phone buzzed from the pocket of the dress I no longer wore. I pulled it out. It was Lynn wanting to know where I was.

      I took a deep breath, opened the bathroom door, and stuck my head out. No one was in the hallway. I was around the corner from the sanctuary, so no one could possibly see me. Could they? I took a deep breath, stepped out, and then I froze, because he was there. Damn it. Couldn’t a girl have a weak moment once in a while without witnesses? The very day I decided not to wear a bra, I had to streak nearly naked through a church, and he had to be the one to bump into me.

      I didn’t really bump into him, because that would mean skin-on-skin contact, and all we had right now was eye contact. That is, until his eyes started that slide down my body. My face heated and my pulse hammered. He looked away almost as quickly as he’d looked down, and his eyes looked everywhere but at me, which was good, I guessed. He could have been a letch. He obviously wasn’t.

      He was a good guy, I knew that much. I knew because he’d helped my sister last year. And me, too, for that matter. Had I ever thanked him? I probably should do that.

      I pressed my fingertips over my nipples and said the only thing I could think to say. “Why are you back here, Clark?”
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      Clark

      

      I never expected to find a naked woman in the hallway of a church. At least not at a christening. Well, she wasn’t completely naked. She was nearly naked, which was even worse. She wore nude stockings that stopped at the tops of her thighs. They were held up with delicate little off-white garters with tiny metal hooks on them. I was pretty sure that her panties were barely-there wisps of fabric because I had a pretty good view of the curve of her ass when she turned sideways. She covered her breasts, which I assumed were completely naked, with her fingertips, pressing her nipples down, dimpling her creamy skin.

      But what surprised me the most was the fact that she didn’t seem at all disturbed by the fact I’d just intercepted her in the hallway of a church. Naked. Well, again, not completely naked. Just nearly naked. Which was almost worse than completely naked, because my guesses about the tiny little parts of her that were still covered were taking up my entire brain. They took up so much that all I could utter was—

      “Umm…” I swiped a hand down my face.

      “Why are you back here, Clark?” she asked.

      “Lynn sent me to find you.” I jerked a thumb toward the sanctuary, which was two halls over and down about four miles. At least right now it seemed like four miles. Because I was with Shelly Punter and she was naked. Nearly naked. Fuck me.

      “Shit,” she muttered. Then she looked up toward the ceiling. “Oh, so sorry, God,” she muttered. “Didn’t mean to do that in your house.”

      She stood naked in his house and she was worried about saying the word shit? Really? I swiped a hand down my face again, trying to center myself. Trying to look everywhere but at her.

      “I’m late,” she said. She darted into a room on the right. “Lynn is going to kill me,” she said from inside the room, her voice muffled. She squealed. “Could you help me?” she called out, her voice much louder this time.

      I walked cautiously toward the doorway and leaned to look inside. She stood in front of me with her arms above her head, trapped in a dress she must have tried to get into without unzipping.

      “I’m stuck,” she said, her voice muffled by the fabric.

      Luckily, the dress now covered what I knew were her naked breasts. But her legs…my God…there they were.

      “Today,” she snapped.

      I took her by the shoulders and turned her away from me, because I thought it might be easier. But then when I looked down, I saw the two bare globes of her ass and realized what a colossal mistake I’d made.

      “This just had to happen on this day,” she said, her voice still muffled as I unzipped her dress. Suddenly, her head popped free as the dress settled around her hips. She blew a lock of hair from her eyes, and her gaze skittered across my face. “Thanks,” she said. She stepped into a pair of nude heels, which brought her up to my chin. Around her neck rested a delicate strand of pearls, which were so at odds with her personality that they always confused me. She lifted her hair to the side. “Could you zip me, please?” she asked.

      I grabbed the tongue of the zipper and slowly raised it. When I reached the top, I could finally take a deep breath. I hooked the eye at the top and stepped back.

      “Thanks,” she muttered.

      She darted through the door and into the hallway. “Be right back. I have to pee.” She dashed into the bathroom, then she came back. “Are you coming?” she asked.

      “Oh,” I said, and forced my feet to move. My brain, and most of my common sense, were still in the hallway with Shelly, from a moment ago when I’d found her naked. “Yeah.”

      “Lynn is going to kill me,” she whisper-chanted as she sprinted down the hallway. I had to jog to catch up. And I really needed to catch her since her dress was now tucked into her panties after her mad dash to the bathroom, and one of her ass cheeks could be seen if she moved just the right way.

      When we reached the doorway that led into the sanctuary, Shelly reached for the door handle. I laid my hand over hers. “Wait,” I said.

      “What?” she groused. She looked at me like I was the dirt beneath her shoe.

      “You’re a little…” I looked for the right word. “Mussed,” I finally came up with.

      Her brow rose. “Mussed?”

      I reached a hand toward her hair. I stopped just short of touching her. “May I?” I asked.

      “Yes, you may,” she said. “If you’ll hurry the hell up.” She looked up toward the ceiling again. “Sorry, God. What am I supposed to do when subjected to imbeciles?” She lifted her hands beseechingly toward the ceiling, like the answer would fall directly from heaven into her grasp.

      I lowered my hand. This imbecile no longer wanted to fix her hair. Nor did he want to tell her that the back of her dress was tucked into her panties. “Never mind.”

      She pulled the door handle and ran into the sanctuary, the clip-clop of her heels suddenly muffled by thick carpet. I followed her and turned to go down the aisle and take my seat next to Aubrey, a friend of Lynn and Mason’s. Her husband Mal stood next to Mason at the front of the church, and Shelly ran to stand next to Lynn.

      Mason had chosen his best friend Mal to be his baby’s godparent. Lynn had picked her sister, Shelly. Shelly and Lynn were twins and looking at them side by side still startled me. They looked so much alike that it was ridiculous, but they were nothing alike at the same time. They shared some features, like their blond hair and blue eyes, and they both were of similar height, with strong, lithe bodies. The main difference between them was that Lynn had an air of kindness about her, and Shelly had an air of reserve. And strength. Strength seeped from Shelly’s pores. So did fuck-ability.

      Lynn took one look at Shelly’s disheveled hair and lifted a lock of it, putting it back in place. Shelly patted the rest of it smooth. Lynn reached behind Shelly and adjusted the skirt of her dress.

      “Please tell me that you didn’t just have sex with Shelly Punter,” Aubrey whispered from her seat next to me.

      Sex? What? “No,” I hissed. “Of course not.”

      She turned in her seat to face me. “Are you sure?”

      “I think I would know,” I muttered.

      “Promise?” she asked. Aubrey didn’t care much for Shelly, and with good reason. Shelly had once taken her into a dark, cold forest and dropped her off.

      “We’re in a church,” I hissed at her.

      “Never stopped her before,” Aubrey muttered. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and made a noise. I couldn’t even describe the noise if I wanted to.

      “I’d like to think I have a little more respect for the sanctity—” Suddenly she stopped me.

      “Do. Not. Sleep. With. Shelly,” she said, punctuating each word with a glare.

      “I have no plans to.” I threw up my hands. Why were we having this conversation?

      “Malcolm didn’t have plans to, either. But then he did.” She turned to stare straight ahead.

      “Not recently, right?” I didn’t know about that part of their history.

      “No. Before we started dating.” She pointed a finger at me. “You. Will. Not. Sleep. With. Her.” Her finger jabbed with every word. I felt each one all the way to my soul.

      She didn’t have to worry. I had no plans to sleep with Shelly. That bitch was more than a little unhinged and everyone knew it. Hell, even Shelly knew it. The funny thing about it, though, was that she embraced it. She didn’t apologize. She just was…well, she was Shelly. That was all she was and all she’d ever be.

      It didn’t matter that Shelly was beautiful and smart and that she kicked ass. The bitch was completely unpredictable, and I had enough unpredictability in my life already.
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      Clark

      

      When the service was over and Mason and Lynn’s new baby boy had been dedicated to God and all that jazz, everyone was invited back to their house for a small party. I stood in front of the punch bowl, filling my cup, wishing it had liquor in it. But I had to work later, no matter what, and liquor and guns didn’t exactly go hand in hand.

      “Thanks for coming today, Clark,” Mason, the baby’s father, said as he stepped up next to me.

      “Thanks for inviting me.” I lifted the cup to my lips.

      “Did you fuck Shelly at the back of the church?” Mason suddenly blurted out, turning to face me, his arms crossed over his chest as he glowered at me.

      “Why does everybody keep asking me that?” I muttered, more to myself than to Mason.

      “Because Shelly came out of the back of the church looking like she’d just been tumbled in the sheets.” He began to tick items off on his fingers. “Her cheeks were flushed. The hem of her dress was tucked into her panties, and her hair was all over the place.”

      “Hmm,” I said noncommittally.

      His eyes grew wider. “You didn’t!”

      I laughed. Because, well, his indignation was amusing. “No, I didn’t.”

      “Then what happened?”

      “Your wife sent me to find Shelly. That’s all. I went and got her and delivered her to her sister’s side. That’s it. Nothing else.”

      “You’re sure?”

      I said the same thing I’d said to Aubrey. “I think I’d know if I fucked her.”

      “I know she’s really pretty,” he began, using his psychiatrist’s voice on me. “But she has mental health issues that are still undefined.”

      “I know that.”

      “She’d eat you up and spit you out.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “So why did she look so disheveled?”

      “She had just changed clothes.” I shrugged my shoulders.

      Mason’s chest sagged. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Sorry, man.” He reached over and gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I just wanted to be sure.”

      “No worries. I completely understand.”

      “Just wanted to be sure you understand. Shelly… She’s not like most women.”

      I was fully aware of that. I’d put a full file together on her, back when Mason’s wife, Lynn, was missing. Shelly had been abused as a child, had been removed from the family home at the age of six, the circumstances of which I still didn’t fully understand, and she had never had a solid relationship with a man. Oh, and she was known to be homicidal. No one could prove it, but I was pretty sure she’d kill anyone who threatened Lynn. I was also certain she’d killed their father, but I couldn’t prove it.

      “Well, good thing is that you never have to worry about anyone hurting that kid of yours.” This time, it was me who squeezed his shoulder.

      Mason shivered. “She’s like an old mother hen with him. I never would have thought that Shelly has a maternal side.”

      “I don’t think they call that maternal. I think they call it homicidal.” I took a sip of my drink. Too sweet. Needed alcohol.

      “Takes one to know one,” a voice chimed out from right behind me.

      Ah, fuck. Of course, she was right behind me. “Shelly,” I said. I inclined my head toward her ever so slightly.

      “Clark,” she replied. Nothing more. Just that single word. I had a feeling I was in trouble.

      “So,” Mason said slowly, looking from Shelly to me and back again, doing that Spidey-shrink thing he did so well, “did you find anyone to fill that job you had open?”

      “Job?” Shelly parroted. Instantly, she was beside me, staring up at me, her blue eyes blinking slowly, the side of her breast pressed against my arm. “What job?

      “Whoops,” Mason said and chuckled. “I think I hear the baby.” Then he walked away, leaving me with the viper.

      “I don’t know what he’s talking about,” I said quickly.

      “He said job. I heard him. What kind of job is it? What would I have to do?”

      “No.” No fucking way I would ever hire Shelly Punter to work in my office.

      “Tell me.” She jerked my forearm toward her.

      “No.”

      “You have no choice, now that I know about it.”

      I heaved out a sigh. “I needed a person to help with filing, answering phones, doing data collection for cases, and things like that. Just someone to help me, that’s all.”

      “I’d be perfect for a job like that.” She danced on the toes of her sexy shoes.

      “No.”

      “Yes.” She stomped her foot. I jerked my toes back at just the right moment.

      “No.” I tipped my drink up and drained the last of the glass. “I need to go.”

      “Where are we going? What are we working on?”

      “I’m working on a case. You’re staying here.” She pressed so tightly against my side that I could feel her heart beating in my forearm. I put my hands on her hips and set her away from me. But then all I could think was how Shelly’s hips felt under my hands. “I have to go.”

      She finally stepped away, her eyes narrowing into thin slits framed by blond lashes.

      I paid my respects to Lynn and Mason, pretended to fawn over their offspring for a moment, and left.

      As I walked to my car, I looked up to find either Shelly or Lynn framed in the doorway. I couldn’t tell which one it was, but my gut said it was Shelly, and it also said that Mason had just opened a big old can of stinky, smelly worms for me.

      There was no way I would ever allow Shelly Punter within one hundred yards of my office.

      And what was even worse was that every time I closed my eyes, I could see Shelly standing naked in that church, her hands over her nipples, and all the rest of her…well…there. Right in front of my face.
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      Shelly

      

      “I’m sorry I was late today,” I said to Lynn as she changed Jason’s diaper in the nursery of their home. The house was finally empty, and Lynn had exchanged hostess duties for baby duties, while Mason cleaned the kitchen.

      “Why were you late?” Lynn asked, as she cooed over Jason’s naked stomach, blowing loud raspberries against his petal-soft skin. He pumped his arms and legs, his smile so cherub-like that my ovaries ached.

      “Getting my dress at the drycleaner’s took forever.” I didn’t tell her about chopping the dickhead in the throat, because she would have scolded me if I did. “Then I had to change clothes.” I took a breath. “Again, I’m sorry I was late. I didn’t mean to be.”

      She blew another raspberry on Jason’s stomach and said absently, “You and Clark, huh?”

      “Me and Clark, what?”

      She started to wrestle Jason’s legs and arms into a pair of pajamas. “I just assumed—” She shook her head. “Never mind. I read something into the situation that must not have been there.”

      “What exactly did you read?” I got up and walked to stand next to the changing table so I could look at her face. She wore guilt like some women wore a bikini that was too small.

      “I’m sorry. I thought you had seduced him at the back of the church.” Her cheeks flamed and she looked everywhere but at me.

      “What gave you that idea?” I had to bring my voice down a few octaves, because the level of noise would scare the baby.

      “Your hair was all messed up.” She put socks on Jason, his little feet flailing in the air as she tried to catch them. “And your dress was tucked into your panties. You flashed your butt cheeks at all the guests. I told you that you shouldn’t wear thongs with dresses.”

      “You act like they’ve never seen butt cheeks before.” I couldn’t contain my snort.

      “I doubt any of them have seen butt cheeks at a christening,” she muttered.

      Suddenly, it hit me and shame overwhelmed me. “Did I embarrass you?”

      “Not at all,” she rushed to say. She took a deep breath in through her nose. “Well, maybe a little, but only because I assumed you screwed him. But now that I know you didn’t, I’m not worried about it, and you shouldn’t be either.”

      “I didn’t. I wouldn’t do anything to ruin your day. Not on purpose.”

      She looked up at me. Her blue eyes, so like my own, stared into mine. “I know you wouldn’t. I’m sorry I assumed.” She smiled at me. “Forgive me?”

      She held a bottle out toward me, and my insides got all warm. “I can feed him?”

      She motioned for me to sit down in the rocking chair, and then she passed Jason to me. He rubbed his eyes, already tired. I tucked him into the crook of my arm, lifted his bottle to his mouth, and started to rock.

      “He saw me naked,” I suddenly blurted out.

      She froze, where she had been folding tiny clothes on the other side of the room. “Who?”

      “William Clark.” Jason lifted his fingers to my lips and absently played with my mouth, his eyelids growing heavy as he fought to stay awake.

      “William Clark saw you naked? How did that happen?” She spun to face me.

      I pulled Jason’s fingers from my lips and let him hold my index finger instead.

      “I dashed across the hallway naked and bam! There he was.”

      “And what did you do?”

      I shrugged, which caused Jason to settle in closer. The warmth of him seeped through my dress. “I covered my tits with my hands and tried to pretend like he wasn’t a really hot man who was looking everywhere but at my naked body.”

      She giggled. “How did that work out for you?”

      “Oh, he was still a really hot man looking everywhere but at me.” Still handsome on a stick. Still hot. Still scared me to death with that scar across his face and the intensity of his eyes.

      She laughed out loud, and Jason startled, so I held him a little tighter. “Shh,” I whispered, as I dragged a finger down the center of his nose. His eyes fell shut.

      “So, what did he do?” she asked.

      “It was weird—” I stopped. “Never mind,” I muttered.

      She sat on the floor in front of me and began to fold laundry there, so she could look at me. “What was weird?” she asked softly.

      “He didn’t really even look at me,” I admitted. “It was odd.” I’d never met a man who wouldn’t take any opportunity to stare at a naked woman. At me, in particular. I was well aware that I was beautiful. It wasn’t a gift. It was more of a curse.

      “You’re just not used to hanging out with actual gentlemen.”

      “Pfftt,” I scoffed. “He’s about as far from being a gentleman as I am from being a nun.”

      “He’s actually a really nice guy. He’s been through a lot these past few years.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She shook her head. “You’d have to ask him.”

      “Lynn,” I scolded quietly.

      “Not my story to tell,” she replied.

      “But there is a story.”

      “Yes.”

      “A good story?”

      “Not for him, no.”

      “Jeez, Lynn. Now you have to tell me.”

      “I can’t. I promised.”

      Great. Now I would have to find out on my own. “He’s hiring an office assistant.”

      “And?” Her brow rose as a grin tipped up the corners of her lips.

      “And I might be interested.”

      She made an odd noise. “In the man or in the position?”

      Or in what position I could put the man. “The position,” I said instead. “I would like to have a job.”

      “You need a job like I need a hole in my head.”

      “I can be respectable,” I rushed to say.

      She got to her feet so she could put away the clothes. Then she laid a hand on top of my head. “Or you could be your perfect self.” She leaned down and air-kissed the top of my head.

      I was far from perfect, and I knew it.

      “Just don’t catch the feelings for him. He has a lot of baggage.”

      “What kind of baggage?” I asked. Jason’s bottle fell from his mouth, his lips slack.

      “Not my story to tell,” she sang out as she left the room. She popped her head back in. “You can put Jason to bed, right?”

      My heart swelled about four sizes larger in my chest. “If I must.”

      Then I spent the next hour watching the baby sleep. I laid my hand on his chest and counted his breaths. And knew that I would never have a life like Lynn’s. I would never have a husband or a family, despite how badly I desperately wanted both. I wasn’t made for that kind of life, and nothing could change that fact.
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      Clark

      

      At almost two in the morning, I finally dragged my ass back to my office. My whole body hurt. I’d done some stupid shit during my years as a private investigator, but tonight I’d taken stupid to a whole new level. And I didn’t catch the person I’d been trying to find. He’d eluded me, right after waving and taunting me into jumping off a rooftop to get to him. I’d missed. And it hurt.

      I stopped abruptly when I saw my office door was open just a crack, enough that I could see that the light was on. I’d turned it off before I left. My place of business was in an office building, and I only used it to store paperwork and meet with clients. The rest of my work was done in the field. On rooftops. In alleyways. Seedy bars. Where the criminals went, I followed.

      Only now it looked like one had followed me, instead.

      I reached into my jacket and slid my Glock from its holster, caressing its roughened grip against my palm. I held it out in front of me and stuck the toe of my shoe into the crack in the door, silently kicking it open. As it swung wide, I let my finger caress the side of the gun. My dad had always taught me you never let your finger tickle the trigger until you’re ready to shoot. I’d always stood strong with that advice. When I saw her, I almost wished I’d tickled the trigger, and then let it shoot.

      Shelly Punter stood across from me, her feet spread wide, her arms lifted where she pointed a SIG Sauer P238 at me. My heart tripped in my chest.

      She let out a breath, lowered her weapon, and laid it on the outside corner of my desk. “What are you doing here?” she barked. Then she crossed her arms and glared at me.

      I lowered my weapon when I saw that she’d discarded hers, but I didn’t put mine away. This was fucking Shelly Punter, it was the middle of the night, and she was in my office.

      “This is my office,” I reminded her, scratching the stubble on my chin. “How did you get in here?”

      She glanced toward the doorknob and shrugged. “Oh, I picked the lock.”

      I looked toward the same lock. “Why?”

      “Well, you weren’t here.”

      And for some reason, she thought it was okay to break in. “Where did you learn to pick a lock?” It was a dumb question and I knew it as soon as I asked.

      She shrugged. “Here and there.”

      I nodded my head. “So why did you pick the lock on my office door in the middle of the night?”

      She looked around. “Well, it wasn’t the middle of the night when I got here. It was about nine o’clock, and you weren’t here and I knew you needed help in your office with filing and…other stuff.” She looked around and I finally realized that my office was neat and tidy, not at all like I’d left it. When I’d left, I’d had paper all over the place, littering every surface of the room, and file folders had been stacked on the corner of my desk.

      “Where did you put all my papers?”

      “Where they belong,” she chirped. She danced from side to side. I suddenly realized that her stocking-clad feet were buried in my carpet, her high heels discarded near the door.

      “You’ve been here all night?”

      “Only since nine. Once I got started, I couldn’t stop.”

      I nodded and swiped a hand down my face. “Shelly—”

      But she held up a hand to stop me. “I know what you’re going to say.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her. “What was I going to say?”

      She grinned and rolled her eyes. “Well, you were going to say thank you, silly.” She narrowed her gaze at me suddenly. “And you weren’t going to say another fucking thing aside from ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Shelly.’”

      “That’s not what I was going to say.” I bit back a groan.

      She shrugged again. “Close enough.”

      Jesus. I knew she was different, but damn…

      “You can say thank you now,” she prompted.

      I looked around. “Where did you put all my paperwork?”

      “I filed it.” She pulled open a file cabinet I’d never used and pointed inside. “Old cases, cold cases, invoices, receipts.” She swiped her finger around, pointing out the other files. Then she dusted her hands together. “I can work on your invoicing system next. It needs some serious work.”

      “Shelly.” I heaved her name out on a sigh. “I’m not hiring you to work in my office.”

      “I know. I’m doing it for free.”

      Fuck me. “Why would you want to work for free?”

      She rolled her eyes at me again. “I have a trust fund that would allow me to buy whatever I want. But it won’t let me buy myself a job. And I kind of told Lynn that I would try to be respectable, now that I’m an aunt and all.”

      She looked so serious that I almost bit back my laugh. Almost but not quite. I coughed out a sputter.

      “What’s so funny?” she asked, her brow furrowing.

      “You want to work for me? For free? So you can be respectable?” I barked out another laugh. While I chuckled, I tucked my Glock back into its holster.

      “Is that so hilarious?” The vee between her eyes grew deeper.

      Yes. Yes, it was. “No,” I said. “I just don’t need office help.”

      Her features softened. “Tell that to someone who didn’t just reorganize your filing system.”

      I raised my hand to run it through my hair, but my side hurt like hell, so I brought my arm back down.

      “Why did you just wince?” she asked, her eyes sweeping up and down me like she had X-ray vision.

      “I didn’t,” I muttered. I did. I hurt like hell, but there was no reason for her to know that.

      “Yes, you did.” She reached for my arm, her slender fingers sliding across the tender skin on my wrist.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “I fell.”

      “Did you break something?”

      “No.”

      Her fingertips tickled up my side until she poked a spot that made me wince. “You might have broken a rib.”

      “I don’t think so.” I’d done that enough times that I’d know. She continued to poke around until I grabbed her fingers. “Please stop poking me where it hurts.”

      “Oh,” she chirped. She winced. “Sorry.”

      She didn’t pull her fingers from mine, and our stare-off turned quickly into an uncomfortable moment. I cleared my throat as soon as I realized it and she jerked her hand back.

      “You should go,” I said. And don’t come back. I was going to kill Mason for suggesting she come and work for me. “Why don’t you just ask Mason for a job at the hospital?” Mason and both his parents worked there. It should be easy.

      “I can’t work with psychiatric patients.” She waved her hand in the air. “Something about me being a little psychotic once upon a time. A lack of remorse. Yadda, yadda, yadda.”

      “You know legal work and medical work kind of have similar rules, right?”

      “You don’t do legal work. You surveil stuff. You detect. You investigate.”

      I shook my head. “I do legal work. For the police department. When I’m not ‘surveilling stuff.’” I drew air quotes around her ridiculous phrase.

      “Oh, well, I won’t tell anyone if you won’t.” She walked across the room and slipped her feet into her high heels. Then she walked back to the desk, picked up her gun, flicked the safety, and put it in her purse.

      “Shelly,” I said slowly.

      She raised her eyes to meet mine. “What?”

      “Is that gun legal?”

      She nodded. “I have a permit.”

      “And you know how to fire it?”

      “Of course. And I can fire it accurately. With precision. Perfect aim. I’m a gun prodigy, they told me at the firing range.” She said it all without even cracking a smile. She was serious, and that was disturbing.

      She hitched her purse strap onto her shoulder. She was still wearing the dress I’d zipped for her earlier today. Suddenly, a vision of her almost naked flashed in my mind’s eye again.

      “You can’t work for me, Shelly,” I said.

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She strode toward the door.

      “Shelly,” I called out. “Did you drive here?”

      “Of course.”

      “Where did you park?”

      “By the street. Why?”

      “I’ll walk out with you.”

      She patted her purse. “I’m safe.”

      “I’ll still walk out with you.”

      She smiled, and I thought it was a true, genuine smile. But with Shelly you never could really tell. “That would be nice of you,” she said softly.

      She was quiet all the way down the elevator. She didn’t say a single word as she walked to her car.

      When she opened her car door, she turned to face me. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Shelly, you can’t work for me.”

      “Okay.” She smiled and shook her head.

      Then she got in her car and left. I stood, somewhat shell-shocked, and looked at where her car had been. Then I called building maintenance and left a message for them to install a better lock on my office door first thing in the morning. Something that was Shelly-proof.

      Then tomorrow I was going to kill Mason Peterson with my bare hands.
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      Clark

      

      The next morning, I stopped by Mason’s office because I needed his help with the vigilante case I’d been working on. I’d taken him the file the week before, before the last murder even happened, so he would have time to look it over. I greeted Mrs. Anderson, his secretary, and then I rapped my knuckles on the doorframe of his office, and he looked up at me. Then he looked back down at the file he had open on his desk.

      “Good morning to you too,” I muttered as I stepped into his office and took a seat across from him. I glanced down at my watch. I was on time.

      Finally, Mason closed the file. That’s when I noticed it was mine. The words “Vigilante Justice” were written on the tab.

      Mason narrowed his eyes like he was thinking about how to break bad news. Finally, he blurted out, “I think this is more than one person.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      He shook his head. “I’m not sure.”

      “You’re not sure why you think that or you’re not sure why it’s more than one person?”

      He opened the file and fanned the profile pages out like a deck of cards. “This one,” he said, pointing toward the case where the abusive husband had been shot between the eyes. “This one is a clear case of vengeance. His wife didn’t do it. She was in another state, with witnesses.” He pointed toward another. I recognized the name. “This one is similar, yet different.” He shook his head. “The man sexually abused his two daughters for years.” And someone had entered the home in the middle of the night and chopped his dick off. “His wife died two years ago. And his daughters didn’t do it. They couldn’t have.”

      “Why not?” People who had been abused often went back for vengeance.

      “They’re both right-handed. The slice was made by someone who’s a lefty.”

      “Huh.” I scratched my head. “What about the case of the dead wife?”

      He pulled out one of the profiles. “This one is what makes me think these are random crimes.” He stared at the paper. “She beat her son black and blue in a fit of rage.”

      “And?”

      “And her son is six years old.” He closed the file and pushed it toward me across the desk. “He didn’t kill her. There’s no physical way that he could have restrained her like that, and then killed her.” He shook his head. “I know you were hoping this was a vigilante killer, so you would only have to go after one person, but none of these are related.” He stopped and stared at me.

      “I just have this feeling.”

      “And I have a feeling you’re wrong.”

      “My gut has never led me astray.”

      “Until now.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      Mason’s grit was one thing I liked about him. He never failed to stand up to me. I tended to intimidate people. I’d been told it was my size; I topped out at six-two, two-forty. And then there was the scar that slashed across my face. People tended to recoil when they saw it. I’d gotten used to it. Mason wasn’t intimidated by me at all.

      “Okay.” I didn’t agree with him. I still felt like someone was using open police cases to get vengeance against people who hurt people weaker than them. There had been over two dozen in as many months, just in this state, in this general area.

      “You should talk to Shelly about six-year-olds who tie up their fathers. Get her perspective.”

      I knew about Shelly’s situation. I knew about how she’d tied her father up with a lamp cord when she was six. Then she scared the fuck out him with threats after he’d beaten Lynn nearly to death. Shelly had scared her father so badly that he had his wife dump her with his mother. He kept the other sister, Lynn.

      “Speaking of Shelly,” I began.

      He chuckled. “A match made in heaven.”

      “She can’t work for me.”

      He held up his hands like he was surrendering to the cops. “Talk to her, man. Not me. She has a mind of her own.”

      “You set me up.”

      “She needs a job.”

      “She needs no such thing.”

      “You’re right. She has a trust fund that could feed a small nation.” He laughed. “Just let her play at working for a while. She’ll get tired of it.”

      “I don’t need help.”

      “That’s not what she told Lynn. Your office was a mess.”

      “It’s my office.” I could leave it a mess if I wanted to.

      “Admit it. She was helpful.” He paused as a slow grin slipped across his face. “So she pulled a gun on you, huh?”

      “In my own fucking office. At two in the morning,” I grumbled. With silky, nylon-covered feet, her shoes kicked off in the corner, the top button of her dress undone, one of my pencils stuck in her hair, holding it up off her neck.

      “She’s a hell of a shot. I think she’s teaching an intro-to-gun-safety class at the shooting range. And another one at the women’s shelter. That one is more hand-to-hand combat, though. No guns.” He laughed. “Never tussle with Shelly, man. She can kick ass.”

      “She can’t work for me.”

      “Too late.” He tossed up his hands and grinned. “She’s in. It would be a lot of work to get her out.”

      I’d get her out.

      “I know you didn’t fuck her, by the way,” Mason suddenly blurted out.

      “What?” I jerked my head up from where I’d been staring at the file on his desk.

      “At the church. You found her naked in the hallway. You helped her get dressed.”

      “Oh, that. Yeah.” I scratched my head again. “Why was she naked in the church?” I asked. I couldn’t stop myself.

      He laughed. “Apparently, she hung her dress up in one of the back rooms and had to go to the bathroom. As she was coming out of the stall, the hem of the dress she didn’t want to wear got stuck on the lock handle. She didn’t want to tear the dress, since Lynn gave it to her for some special occasion or another, so she shimmied out of it. She didn’t think anyone would see her.”

      I saw her. I saw a lot of her. Damn it.

      “She’s very pretty,” Mason said, his eyes watching me closely.

      “Uh-huh.” I opened the file and flipped through the pages. “Are you sure about these?”

      “No one is ever sure of anything when it comes to mental health. But you were looking for a tie between them, a motive, or some way to link them together. I couldn’t find one. I’d be happy to take a look at more, though.”

      “I’ll let you know.” I closed my file.

      “About Shelly—”

      I held up my hand. “I really don’t want to discuss Shelly.” That was a finished deal. I would get rid of her. That would be done.

      “I just wanted to warn you.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I replied. “I’ve been warned.”

      “She’s very beautiful.”

      “You’re married to her twin. Of course you’d say that.” I snorted.

      “I’d say that even if they looked nothing alike. She’s a lovely woman.”

      “Why do I feel a but hanging in the air between us?”

      “But,” he said loudly, “don’t forget that she is what she is.”

      “What is she, exactly?”

      “Diagnostically speaking, she’s an obsessive–compulsive sociopath with homicidal tendencies.”

      “And if you had to describe her personally?”

      He shook his head. “I wouldn’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t want to.” He bit his lips together.

      “She’s your sister-in-law.”

      “I know.”

      “Come on, Mason. Tell me what you think.”

      “I’m not allowed to.”

      “By dictate of your profession or your wife?”

      “Both.” He took in a deep breath. “Just be careful, okay? Shelly has a way of being whatever you need her to be when you need her to be it. She’s like a chameleon and she can fit into any situation, anywhere, anytime. But you should never let your guard down. Never.”

      “Why did you set me up, if you had all these concerns?”

      “I don’t know anyone else who could handle her, honestly. She wants a real life, and she’s never been allowed to have one. She’s had privilege, she’s had heartache, and she’s suffered. She’s never had a chance for a lot of happiness. Hell, I think she’d settle for contentment. I think she might find that in a job. And I don’t know anyone else who might accept all those things that she is and just…let her be her. Maybe even like her. As a friend. Just as a friend,” he rushed to say when I began to protest. “No one else knows everything about her. You’re not going into this blind. You’re aware. And you need help. She can help. Let her give normal a shot, will you?”

      I stood up and smacked my file lightly against my palm. “Thanks for looking at this. I appreciate it.”

      I left without looking back.

      One thing I knew for sure was that Shelly Punter could never be normal. Not in her lifetime. Not in mine. Not ever. She was too far gone. She’d seen too much, done too much, and she had too many scars. They would chafe at her for the rest of her life. Just like mine.
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      Clark

      

      “I want you to find my son,” the woman said as she perched on the edge of her chair, directly across from my desk. My desk was clear of papers and clutter, and that alone was distracting. But even worse than that was the lady who wanted me to find her son. He’d escaped from prison two months ago. He’d been on the run ever since.

      “I’m pretty sure that the police are already looking for your son,” I reminded her.

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” She gnawed on her lower lip. “My son is innocent,” she rushed to add.

      That’s what they all said. They were innocent, right until the point where someone proved they weren’t.

      “I need for you to find him before they do.”

      “For what purpose?”

      She appeared confused. “Because I love him and want to be sure he’s all right.”

      Of course he wasn’t all right. He was running from the law. “What makes you think he’s innocent?”

      “My son is not a killer.” She shook her head. “He wouldn’t hurt a fly. He loved that girl. He didn’t do it. He was framed.”

      Of course he was. My temple began to thump, and I knew a headache would be forthcoming, a bigger one than the one that sat across from my desk. I needed some pain relief, and my bottle of anti-inflammatory was in the bathroom cabinet. “Would you excuse me for a moment?” I said absently as I got to my feet. My side still ached from last night, and today had been a royal shit show. This lady wasn’t making it any better.

      “Of course,” she said quietly. She scooted back in her chair so that her arms no longer rested on my desk.

      I got up and went to the bathroom, and then I stopped to splash some water on my face.

      I loved my job, but damn…some days were better than others.

      After I took a couple of pills, I went back out to my office. I stopped short when I saw Shelly sitting in my chair behind my desk. Her elbow rested on my desk, and she frantically scribbled notes on a pad in front of her. As I walked closer, she got to her feet, shook the woman’s hand, and led her with a gentle hand on the woman’s elbow toward the door. She closed it behind the woman and froze when I spoke.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I didn’t pick the lock,” she said, turning to face me. “The door was open.” She glanced down at her watch. “I came during regular business hours.”

      Her blue eyes met mine and my mind went instantly blank. There was nothing in my head aside from the blue of her eyes.

      “Clark?” she prompted. She tilted her head to the side. “Are you all right?”

      I gave up and sat down, then lowered my head so that each temple rested on each of my palms. I said nothing and just took a few deep breaths.

      “Clark?” she said again.

      Finally, I let my arms drop and lifted my head. “Yes, Shelly.”

      “Are you all right?” She stepped closer toward me. She was wearing those ridiculous high heels, a pencil skirt, and a button-down blouse that was almost the same color as her light-pink lips.

      I heaved a sigh. “I’m fine.”

      “Headache?” she asked.

      Yes, one that was about five-six, blond hair, and bright blue eyes. “I’m fine.”

      “Did you take something?”

      “Yes.” I looked down at the notes that Shelly had scribbled.

      She’s a fucking liar.

      Her son is guilty.

      He killed her and tossed her body into the dumpster like garbage.

      He’s garbage, and someone should find him, choke him to death, and dump his body in the same fucking dumpster.

      “Did she tell you all this?” I asked.

      She rocked her head from side to side. “More or less.”

      “What exactly did she tell you?”

      “Oh,” she chirped as she crossed the room and set her purse on the floor by my desk, “she told me that he’s a good boy, that he’s never been in any trouble, except for that one time another girl he was dating disappeared. The mother told me that the son was with her the night that girl had been killed.”

      Shelly lifted her slim arms, rolled her hair into a bun, leaned over my desk, opened my drawer, and retrieved a pencil. She stuck it into the bun. Then she leaned back over the desk and shut my drawer. And I could see down her shirt all the while. Jesus. I was in trouble.

      “In other words,” she said, “she fucking lied through her teeth. He’s guilty. She’s guilty for wanting to protect him. And there’s more than one dead girl out there. There will be more unless someone catches him.”

      “What makes you feel this way?”

      “I have an excellent bullshit meter.” She shrugged. She walked into the kitchenette and busied herself doing something. A few minutes later, she came back with a cup of coffee. “Black,” she said, as she set it in front of me.

      I stared down at it. “No thank you.”

      “Caffeine helps when you have a bad headache.”

      “No thank you,” I said again.

      “Fine,” she said. “Be stubborn.”

      “Hello pot. Meet kettle,” I muttered. “What are you doing here?”

      She rolled her eyes, and it would have been adorable if it hadn’t been so damn aggravating. “Working,” she sang out. “You should get me a key so I won’t have to break in again.”

      “I had the locks changed.”

      She snorted. “I’ve never met a lock I couldn’t pick.” Then she got up, took a small kit out of her purse, turned the lock on the door, stepped through it and closed it behind her. The handle jiggled as she tested the knob from the other side.

      Twenty seconds later, the door snicked open.

      “That one was much more difficult than the last one.” She blew a lock of hair from her eyes and sat down. Then she put her lock picking kit in her bag, pulled a laptop out of it, and opened it on the other end of my desk. She logged in, clicked a few keys, and then she reached over and took the legal pad from in front of me. She looked at it for a moment, and then she set it down, and started doing whatever the fuck Shelly wanted to do. Suddenly, she looked up at me. “Would you rather I go in the reception area?” she asked.

      “Certainly not,” I said, my voice cold. “Take up my whole desk, doing whatever it is you’re doing.” I propped my head in my hand and watched her work. She really was rather striking. She was beautiful in a Katharine Hepburn kind of way, a classic beauty that was startling in its intensity. Her clothes were perfect, and she wore a thin strand of pearls around her neck.

      I finally gave up on watching her and started to read my emails.

      She made clucking noises with her tongue while she worked, but it wasn’t otherwise irritating. I did drink the coffee she’d brought and the vise squeezing my head did begin to ease.

      Suddenly, she shifted her laptop over and motioned for me to pass her the legal pad. I slid it across the desk.

      She jotted down several lines of text, and then she slid it back to me.

      “Rachel Marie Munson?” I read aloud.

      “The other woman he killed. Although technically she wasn’t a woman then. She was seventeen when she went missing. No one ever suspected him.”

      I sat back and steepled my fingers in front of me. “And how did you come to this conclusion?”

      “His mother told me the girl’s name. Well, her first name. I had to figure out the rest. This was the girl he couldn’t have killed. But I had this feeling. So I went to various social media sites, looked at his friend list, and all his friends’ friend lists, until I found her. She’s missing. Has been missing for years.” She picked at her nails like she was bored.

      I looked back down at the paper. “And this address?”

      “That’s probably where he is.” She crossed her legs and began to wiggle her foot.

      “And how did you come up with this location?”

      “Tax records for his friends.” She rolled her eyes. “His best friend’s uncle’s father has a cabin in the woods of Montana, very rural area. I doubt anyone even knows he’s there.” She tilted her head to the side. “Do you want to call the police? Or do you want me to?”

      “You know I can’t call the police with circumstantial evidence.”

      “It’s not circumstantial. It’s just evidence.” She heaved in a breath and moved her mouth like she was praying for patience. Then she opened her eyes and stared into mine. “I might have logged into the friend’s uncle’s account at the power company. Someone is there, and he has been there for the past two months. Before that time, there was minimal power usage. Now, there’s power consumption going on.”

      “How did you log into his account?” My head spun. Maybe my headache was worse than I’d thought and I was hallucinating.

      “I wrote some code,” she said with a breezy wave.

      “You…wrote some code?”

      “It was nothing.”

      “It was illegal.”

      She jumped to her feet. “Do you want more coffee?”

      “I can get my own coffee.”

      “So…is there anything you want me to work on? Anything specific?” She looked around the room. “If not, I can work on your invoicing.”

      “My invoices are on my computer. They’re private.”

      “Oh,” she said quietly. Then she winced. “So last night, I sort of, kind of, maybe just a little bit might have hacked into your computer so I could compare your paper invoices with your computer invoices. Then I transferred your files to my computer, just to make things easier.” She held the wince on her face.

      I jumped to my feet. “You did what?” I slammed my palms down on the desk in front of her.

      She stood up opposite me and took a similar pose. “You can say thank you now,” she spat out. We stood nose to nose and I realized her mouth smelled like cherry lip balm. I looked down at her lips.

      “Don’t do that,” she said quietly.

      “Don’t do what?” I whispered back.

      “Don’t think about kissing me.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about kissing you.”

      “Yes you were.”

      “No I wasn’t.”

      “Puhleeze,” she said as she straightened up and put her hands on her slim hips. “You were totally thinking about what my lip gloss would taste like.”

      Fuck me. She was right. “Why do you do that?”

      “I like the truth.”

      “No, why do you say everything that comes into your head?”

      Her brow furrowed. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “You distract people by delivering the truth. You notice things that will throw them off balance.”

      “I do?” She stared at me, her blue eyes soft and yielding for the first time ever.

      “You do.”

      “I throw you off balance?”

      “Very much so.”

      She smiled. “Good.”

      Then she picked up her computer, reached into my desk drawer and removed a file labeled “invoices.” Then she went to the desk in the reception area. I assumed she was going to work, even though I wasn’t paying her, and I didn’t want her here.

      She leaned around the corner of the doorway. “Do you want me to call the building maintenance people to get them to try a new lock?” She didn’t even smile when she asked the question.

      “No thank you,” I replied.

      She shut the door between me and her, and for the first time since she’d arrived, I was finally able to take a deep breath.
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      Two days later, when Mason Peterson showed up at my office, I should have known something was up. He came in and walked straight to my desk.

      “Dude, you need a receptionist,” he said. He jerked his thumb toward the outer office area.

      “Apparently, my receptionist only works nights,” I said absently.

      He laid his palm on the back of the chair across from my desk. “May I sit?” he asked.

      I closed the file in front of me. “Is this about the vigilante killer?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. It’s about Shelly.”

      “What about her?”

      He glared at me. “Are you going to keep her?”

      He spoke of her like she was a stray puppy that no one really wanted. “I wasn’t aware that I had her to begin with.”

      “Oh, you have her. She called Lynn this morning gushing about the case you solved a couple of days ago. She was really proud of you.”

      “What case?” I had no idea what he was talking about.

      “It was on the news this morning. The cops in another state found a fugitive from here. You called in the tip…” Suddenly he winced. “Jesus,” he muttered, as he rubbed his temple. “Shelly strikes again,” he sang out.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      “At her apartment, I’d assume.”

      I jumped up and rushed across the room, sliding into my jacket as I went. “Where is her apartment?”

      Mason stood up too. “Why? What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to tell her thank you, of course.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “No, I’m a really good liar. What’s her address?”

      He pulled out his phone and started to dial. “I’ll just need to ask her if it’s okay to give you her address.”

      “Never mind,” I muttered as I breezed past him. As long as she hadn’t moved, I knew where she lived.

      He yelled my name and sprinted to catch up with me. “What are you doing to do?” he asked.

      I was going to get rid of Shelly Punter. That’s what I was going to do.

      He followed me all the way to street level where I’d left my car. “Are you really mad at her?” he asked, cutting his eyes toward me in the elevator.

      I said nothing.

      Hell yes, I was mad. With one misplaced word, she could ruin my reputation, my business, and my life.

      I got in my car and slammed the door. I saw Mason pull his phone from his pocket as I pulled away, but I really didn’t care if he warned her. She was going to see me. We were going to finish this. Shelly Punter could not enter my life and then whirl around like the tornado she was, ruining everything in her path.

      I stopped in front of her apartment building and pushed buttons until someone buzzed me in. Then I took the stairs up three flights and stopped at her door. I didn’t even wait to catch my breath. I knocked. Hard. So hard that my knuckles throbbed.

      No one answered. I knocked again.

      The lock slid free on the other side of the door, the scraping sound of it doing nothing to calm my nerves. The door opened, just a crack. I leaned forward to look inside. I saw no one, so I laid my palm on the door and slowly pushed it open. “Shelly,” I called out.

      I didn’t step inside. At least not yet.

      The first thing that hit me was the slight scent of perfume. It smelled like Shelly, like cherry lip balm and freshness. The next thing I noticed was how tidy her apartment was. The last time I’d been here, the white tile floor had been covered in Mason’s blood and Shelly had been confessing her desire to kill him as Lynn sat, stunned, on the floor next to her.

      Now the apartment was clean, and empty. Someone had just opened the door. I knew someone was here.

      I turned and closed the door behind me, and then I nearly jumped out of my skin when I realized she was standing behind the door, her gun aimed at my forehead. She was a dead shot, she’d told me the other night. I had no reason not to believe her. I held up my hands, because that’s what a smart man does when he’s facing a crazy woman with a gun, particularly when he’s just let himself into her home.

      “Shelly,” I said calmly.

      “Clark?” she asked. She squinted at me. “I don’t have my contacts in, so you had better start talking.”

      Holy shit. She couldn’t actually see me, but she had a gun pointed at my forehead. “Yes, it’s Clark,” I said succinctly and slowly.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked, as she lowered her weapon.

      “Mason didn’t call you?”

      She spoke over a yawn. “I just woke up when some idiot started banging on my door like the building was on fire.” She lowered her weapon and set the safety. Then she put it in the top drawer of the entryway table and closed it with a gentle shove. “What are you doing here?”

      She walked by me going toward the kitchen and I suddenly noticed what she was wearing. Or rather, I noticed her ass, because that was all I could see. She had on a pair of tiny little boy-shorts and a grey t-shirt. She turned halfway toward me and I could read the front. It said, “I never said that. ~Jesus.”

      I’d never seen Shelly looking less than perfectly put together, so this version of Shelly, this was an anomaly. It was like seeing Belle from “Beauty and the Beast” dressed in leather and metal. But quite the opposite. Shelly had morphed from someone I had no desire to touch into someone who made my fingers itch.

      “Did you tell me why you’re here?” Shelly asked as she poured herself a cup of coffee. She lifted it to her lips and blew across the rim, making the liquid ripple. That breath shot straight to the center of me.

      And I couldn’t remember why I was here. “Um…” I scrubbed a hand down my face.

      She arched a brow at me and reached into a kitchen drawer to retrieve a pair of glasses. They sat crooked on her face, but her confusion cleared when she could finally see me. “Oh,” she said, and she rolled her eyes.

      “Oh, what?” I asked.

      She glanced down toward my crotch and then back up, a smile hovering around her lips. “Men are so predictable,” she said. She sat down at the kitchen table and crossed her legs. They went on for miles, it seemed. I jerked my eyes away.

      “Men are not predictable,” I scoffed.

      I started opening her cabinets until I found her coffee mugs. The one I picked up matched her shirt with the Jesus comment. I happened to agree with it, since in my opinion people put a lot of condemning words in Jesus’s mouth that had never been there. I poured myself a cup of coffee while I gathered my thoughts. She said nothing as she sat quietly at the table.

      “Make yourself at home,” she finally muttered. She raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Could you go and put some clothes on?” I asked.

      She smirked even louder. Or at least it sounded loud in my head. I was pretty sure there was no actual sound to it, but inside my brain, it reverberated like a cathedral bell.

      She set her cup on the small table. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here?” she said succinctly.

      “Mason came by my office to congratulate me on that solved case.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Which one?”

      “The lady who came to my office. You hacked the power company account.”

      She finally nodded. “Oh, yes. That one. Right. It was on the news at midnight. They used your tip and caught him.”

      I slapped my hand on the table. To her credit, she didn’t even flinch. “I didn’t leave a tip.”

      “Sure you did. Two days ago. I told you about it. You’ll probably get a commendation or a thank-you letter or something out of that one.”

      “Shelly…”

      “You did a really good job on that case.”

      “Shelly!” I tried again. “You can’t do that. You have to communicate with me. You have to tell me things and let me decide if they’re things I want to attach my name to. Then you have to respect that decision.”

      “That makes no sense,” she said. “None at all. It was a good tip.”

      “Shelly, you can’t work for me anymore.”

      She glared at me.

      “You’re fired.”

      “I don’t work for you, so you can’t fire me.”

      “If you don’t work for me, then you shouldn’t come to my office.”

      Her face scrunched in confusion. “You have to admit I’ve been helpful.”

      My office had never been cleaner, my invoices had never been better caught up, and she’d even installed virus software on my computer. Along with a game of solitaire. “That’s not the point. You’ve stepped across the line. My reputation is at stake.”

      She pointed toward her chest. “I did?”

      “God, Shelly,” I growled. “You make me so goddamn angry. Do you listen at all?”

      She looked everywhere but at me. “I listen well. I hear everything. I just have trouble understanding how people feel about things, okay? I see the facts and they all make sense to me. But what never makes sense is how people feel. So if you feel something, particularly if you feel something strongly, you’ll have to tell me.”

      “I feel strongly like you shouldn’t be working for me.”

      “Give me one reason why not.”

      I could think of about ten, just to start. “You have invaded my space.”

      “How does that make you feel?” she asked, her voice getting louder.

      “It makes me feel helpless. Like I’m working in chaos. And I hate chaos.”

      Her brows drew together. “Oh,” she breathed. “I’m sorry I made you feel that way. It wasn’t my intention. I just wanted to help.”

      “Why do you want to help so badly?”

      “I want to make Lynn proud of me,” she replied.

      “Lynn is already proud of you.”

      She shook her head. “She’s trying to be. But I constantly see her bracing herself, waiting for me to mess everything up.” She looked vulnerable all of a sudden, and damned if I didn’t like vulnerable Shelly almost as much as I liked kick-ass Shelly. My heart squeezed. “Can I keep working if I promise to talk to you about things rather than just doing them?”

      “Is that a promise you can keep?”

      She nodded.

      I got up, drained the last of my coffee, and rinsed my cup in the sink.

      I suddenly felt like a failure. I’d come here to fire her, and I hadn’t. What was she doing to me?

      “You can’t call in any tips from my cases. But you can come to me with your theories. Then I’ll decide what I will and will not do with them. Do you understand?”

      She nodded vigorously, reminding me of an eager puppy.

      I stuck my hand out and she pressed her palm against mine and shook my hand like she was pumping a well.

      I already regretted my decision.

      “Are you going to work?” she asked, as I walked toward the door.

      “Yes.”

      “What case?”

      “I have to go surveil stuff,” I said, trying to use the same words she’d used before.

      She rubbed her hands together. “Oh, can I go with you? I want to learn to surveil stuff. Please.” She jumped up and danced from side to side.

      “I don’t need help.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Of course you don’t. Give me five minutes to get dressed.” She dashed toward the other room.

      “I suggest something you can run in,” I called to her. She gave me a thumbs-up without turning around.

      I watched her ass as she walked away from me. I was going to regret not firing her. I could already feel it.
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      Clark didn’t say a word as we drove across town. Instead, he stared straight ahead and pretended like I wasn’t around.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “To surveil stuff.”

      “Where?”

      “At the surveilling location.”

      I turned toward him a little, bending my knee so I could look at him. He had a strong profile, a square jaw, and a five o’clock shadow no matter the time of day. His head was slick and smooth. “Do you shave your head every day?” I suddenly blurted.

      He spun quickly to face me. “Nosy much?” He jerked his eyes back to the road.

      “Was that nosy?” He wasn’t angry, because I could see that a corner of his mouth was quirked up into not quite a smile.

      “Yes.”

      “Is curiosity a bad thing?”

      He suddenly looked at me. “Do you shave your legs every day?”

      I didn’t even have to think about it. “Usually, yes.”

      “And your armpits?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “Am I being nosy?”

      “I don’t know. Are you?”

      He heaved out a sigh. “I was being sarcastic.”

      “Oh.”

      “You couldn’t tell?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “My questions didn’t seem too intimate?”

      “Not at all.” Suddenly, the gears aligned in my head. “Was my question about shaving your head an intimate question?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s not like I asked if you shaved your balls this morning.”

      He choked, lifting his hand so he could cough into his fist. “Shelly,” he said on a groan.

      “What?”

      He chuckled. “Don’t ask me about my balls.”

      “You just asked me about my armpits.”

      “Armpits and balls are miles apart.”

      I sat quietly, thinking about what he was trying to explain. “Yes,” I suddenly said.

      He swiveled his head to look at me quickly. “Yes, what?”

      “Yes,” I said. I winced. “Well, I don’t have balls, but I shave that same area. Does that make things seem more even? Now I don’t have to feel bad about asking about your head, right?”

      He shut his mouth, the grin that had been lurking around the corners of his lips suddenly gone. He settled into his seat a little more firmly. He said nothing. Not a word.

      “I just messed up, right?”

      “Yes,” he bit out.

      “Okay.”

      For the next ten minutes, we rode in silence. He said nothing, and I was afraid to say anything at all. I wanted to impress him, not offend him. But I seemed to be much more adept at the latter.

      Suddenly, he flipped on his turn signal and slipped into a parking spot on the side of a busy street. He reached into the back seat and retrieved a ball cap, which he tugged down over his bald head.

      I pointed toward the brim of his cap. “Do I get one of those?”

      He reached back and pulled out another. It was slightly rumpled. I took it from him and pulled it on, gathering my ponytail so my hair would stream out the back.

      “Now what?”

      He opened his car door about an inch. “Be right back,” he said.

      “Where are you going?” I asked, but he was already out the door and striding quickly down the street. Damn, I hated it when I had to chase a man.
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      I got out of the car, mainly because when I sat that close to Shelly, I had an insatiable desire to kiss the shit out of her. She smelled like cherry lip balm and cookies today, and I apparently had a thing for cherry lip balm and cookies, not to mention shaved pussy. I should have just said yes when she asked if I shave my head every day. I could have avoided all that talk about legs, armpits, and other places. But I’m an idiot, and I strode right into the conversation without even giving myself an escape plan.

      Shelly was like no one I’d ever met. I’d dare say she was at genius level when it came to intelligence, but the bitch was unpredictable as fuck. I knew that. And I was still interested.

      I turned left to go into the pawn shop I knew was on the corner of the street. The infrared alarm chimed loudly, announcing my arrival. Two men stood behind the counter, and one of them was scared shitless when he saw me. That was George. He was my guy, and I’d been looking for him for days.

      “Stop!” I called just as George turned and slipped behind the curtain. The other man, his brother, lifted his hands like he was surrendering to the cops and stepped back, allowing me to walk behind the counter toward the curtain. “Who’s back there?” I asked.

      “No one,” he muttered.

      I pulled out my gun and held it up as I shoved the curtain to the side. The hooks rattled and I saw no movement beyond the curtain at all. No movement was never a good sign.

      Light suddenly flooded the room and then a door at the back of the supply room clicked shut. Shit. He was going to get away. I dodged around boxes, bags, and what appeared to be a casket on wheels. You could find some crazy shit at a pawn shop. I hip-checked the bar on the door and shoved it open, holding my gun high, braced by my other hand. I didn’t plan to use it, because I just wanted to talk to the guy, but I also knew I needed to protect myself, particularly in this neighborhood. I scanned left and right, but no one was there. Damn it.

      I holstered my gun and walked quickly around the building. And that was where I found Shelly. She stood over George, who was sprawled on the sidewalk, clearly incapacitated. How that had happened, I had no idea. “What did you do?” I bit out.

      “He ran around the corner of the building, and I assumed he was running from you.”

      And what if he hadn’t been?

      I bent down next to him and checked for a pulse, gratified when I found one beating strong. “What did you do to him?”

      “He tripped.”

      “Over you?”

      “Over his own two feet.” She held up a hand like she was swearing on a bible. “I swear it.” She pointed toward the cameras above us. “Check the surveillance footage. I was just standing guard. I promise.”

      I called 9-1-1 and asked for an ambulance. Then I called the station to let my former boss know I had the man he was looking for. Unconscious. On the ground.

      “I got him,” I said into the phone.

      “I’ll meet him at the hospital.”

      Just then, a couple of detectives pulled up. “Clark,” one of them said, with a nod of his head. He helped the ambulance driver get a good parking spot, and then got in to ride with George to the hospital. He looked back at me. “Thank you.” The door closed behind him and the ambulance pulled away.

      I looked at Shelly. She leaned against the building, her hip resting against the brick, her feet crossed beneath her.

      I motioned for her to follow me to the car.

      I pulled my cap from my head and she did the same, shaking her ponytail free. Her hair was a little darker than Lynn’s, but not by much.

      “You want to tell me what really happened back there?” I asked.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” She stared straight ahead.

      “George didn’t trip over his own feet.” That much I knew for sure. He was wily and nimble as a cat. He’d led me on many a merry chase in the past few weeks. The first night Shelly showed up at my office was only one of the times I’d tried to chase him down.

      “Does it really matter what happened?” Shelly asked. She finally turned her head so that she faced me, her blue eyes startling in their intensity.

      “When he files a suit against us for harassment or endangerment, it will matter.” I put the car in drive and pulled out into the street.

      “Oh,” Shelly said quietly.

      “Is there anything I need to know?” I heaved in a sigh.

      “George didn’t trip over his own feet,” she muttered, her mouth barely moving.

      “What?” I asked. I was afraid I’d just heard her say George didn’t trip over his own feet.

      “George might have sort of kind of just a little bit tripped over my foot.”

      “Why did he trip over your foot?”

      “I might have stuck it in his path. Maybe. Sort of.” She winced, and it was so damn cute that I wanted to laugh, but I knew it was the wrong thing to do. Not with Shelly. It would just encourage her. “Him hitting his head, though, that was his own fault.”

      I turned quickly to look at her, and caught the rigid pose, like she was waiting for a beheading. “He hit his head?”

      “Yes.”

      “On what?”

      “The side of my fist, the first time. The lamp post, the second time.” She clenched her fist, and that was my first glimpse of her bruised knuckles. I pulled over and parked.

      I picked up her hand and held it gently in mine. “You’re hurt.”

      “Oh, that’s nothing.” She waved her free hand in the air.

      “Is it broken? Squeeze my hand.” She clutched my hand in hers, and a flood of heat shot straight into my gut. “I don’t think it’s broken.”

      “It’s not.” She didn’t pull her hand back.

      “I’ll be right back.” I got out of the car and went into a nearby restaurant, then came back with a bag of ice. I placed it over her swollen fist. “Don’t ever do that again,” I said quietly.

      “I didn’t want him to get away.”

      “How did you know he was who I was looking for?”

      She rolled her eyes. “He came running from the back of the building you’d just gone in. It didn’t take a genius to figure it out.”

      “You could have just let me catch him.”

      She opened her eyes wide and stared hard at me. “Because that was working so well for you. You’ve cornered him no less than eight times in the past six weeks.”

      I pulled back out into traffic. “How do you know that?”

      “I read through all your files.”

      “All of them?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shelly…” I began. But I had no words. Not a single one. “Don’t lie to me again,” I finished lamely.

      “Are there parameters that are acceptable?”

      What was scary was that she was completely serious.

      “No. Lies are not acceptable at all. Not when they could affect my business. If you knock somebody flat on his ass, you have to tell me, because I might have to make up a story to lessen the damage.”

      “You mean you would lie about it instead of me.”

      I rocked my head back and forth as I thought about it. “No, but I can set up the situation so that it’s presented in the best possible light.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Okay?” Did she just agree? I thought she did, but with Shelly, you never could be sure.

      “Okay,” she said again with a nod. “Can we go and get something to eat? I’m kind of hungry.” She laid a hand on her stomach just as it let out a loud grumble.

      “Kind of? I’m kind of scared after hearing that.” A grin hovered in my mind, even if I didn’t let it show on my face.

      She turned and whispered to me, “I only consume men who are weaker than me.” She smiled a slow, sultry smile and, quite frankly, it scared the shit out of me. She tapped her finger on her temple. “Mentally, of course. Not physically.”

      “Explain.” I just said that one word. Nothing more.

      “Well,” she said. She bit her lips together and stared ahead. “Never mind,” she said quickly, shaking her head.

      “No,” I replied. “Enlighten me.”

      “Men are sometimes simple. They like sex, food, and whatever their favorite pastime might be. If you give them those three things, and you’re really good at being what they need for you to be, they’ll do just about anything for you.” She heaved in a sigh.

      “What’s that sigh for? It sounds like you’ve found the formula for making men happy.” It was true. She was right. We are typically simple creatures. Much simpler than women, with their emotions and hormones.

      “I’ve never made a man truly happy. Not like Lynn and Mason. What they have is special.” She scrunched down in her seat and pulled her knee up to her chest, then leaned her head against the window.

      “Do you want that?” I asked. Shelly was talking and I was listening.

      “Not really.”

      “Why not?”

      “Love makes you weak.”

      “No,” I said. I reached over and adjusted the ice bag where it had slid from her knuckles. “Loving the wrong person makes you weak. Love, in general, does not.”

      “Wait,” Shelly said. “You’re not married, are you?” She looked at me with sudden contempt.

      “No, I’m not,” I said. Well, not really. Not today. Maybe not tomorrow. Maybe never. Who knew anymore? “Why do you ask?”

      “No reason,” she said quietly. “Let’s go for pizza. Carbs. Yum.” She smiled at me and a little piece of my heart melted a little.

      I turned the car around and went in the other direction. If we were going for pizza, I knew the perfect place.
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      “You really know how to treat a girl to a good time,” Shelly muttered as she sat next to me in the car. She had napkins spread over her lap and a drippy, greasy piece of pizza rested there on a paper plate.

      “This is the best pizza in the city,” I said around a mouthful of goopy cheese and meat. “Quit being such a food snob.”

      I’d taken her to my favorite food truck, which I followed with an app on my phone so I’d always know where to find them on any given day. The owner, Sheila, was a former client of mine. I’d helped her through a messy divorce with a cheating husband. Because of me and my ability to “surveil stuff” she’d gotten the food truck, the house, and the children in the divorce. Her cheating husband had gotten a black eye when he ran into my fist.

      She was still grateful, and she still made the best pie in the city.

      “I am not a food snob,” Shelly said. She picked up the pizza and folded it in half, then raised it to her lips and took a bite.

      “What do you think?” I asked. “Of the pizza?”

      “It’ll do,” she said, still chewing.

      “It’ll do,” I repeated, stupefied. “This pizza is superb. Don’t talk bad about my favorite pizza place, woman,” I chided.

      “What makes this pizza place so special?”

      “It’s the best fucking pizza in the world.”

      She snorted. “So it has nothing to do with the red-haired lady who was fawning all over you while you were ordering? I was standing right next to you, for God’s sake.”

      “She wasn’t fawning. She was being nice.”

      “She was being a nice woman who really really wants to fuck you, Clark. Are you that unaware? Seriously?” She took another bite of her pizza and then returned it to the plate in her lap. “I can’t enjoy pizza made by such a twat as that. I’m sorry. I just can’t.”

      “Twat?” I said. I laughed out loud. “Did you really just use the word twat in casual conversation?”

      “What’s wrong with the word twat?”

      “Nothing.” I snorted out another laugh I couldn’t hold back. I laid my head back and chuckled, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done that. “Twat.”

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Twat, Shelly. That shit’s funny.” I took another bite of my pizza. I pointed to hers. “Eat,” I said. “The way your stomach was sounding, I thought it was going to attack me. You need nourishment. Eat.” I pointed to her pizza again.

      She lifted the pizza and took another bite and made another face.

      “Sheila is happily remarried to a friend of mine,” I said. “His name is Ralph and he’s a nice guy. You’d like him.”

      “Does he know she wants to fuck you?” Shelly parried.

      “She doesn’t want to fuck me.” Just then a rap sounded on my window. I looked over to find Sheila. She smiled at me and motioned for me to roll my window down. I did. She leaned over and held out a piece of chocolate chess pie. “Thought you might like this,” she said.

      I took it from her, and she leaned into my car and kissed my cheek, lingering just a little too long for comfort.

      “Thanks,” I croaked.

      “Any time,” she said, and she winked at me. Then she went back to her food truck.

      Shelly smirked. “Told you so.”

      “I hate you,” I said as I rolled the window back up.

      “And yet you still would give your left nut to taste my lip balm,” she said quietly. Then she stuffed her pizza into her mouth and took a huge bite.

      I snorted. “Shows how much you know. I don’t have a left nut.”

      She turned to face me, her mouth open ever so slightly. “You’re kidding,” she said around her food.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know.” I pushed her chin up with my finger. “Close your mouth. I can see your pizza.”

      She opened her mouth wide. “You mean like this?”

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had this much fun. My life, it wasn’t full of fun and games. It was work. And other obligations. But not much fun.

      She glanced down at her watch. “Can you drop me off in front of the rec center on Front Street?” she said. “I have a class in just over an hour.”

      “What kind of class?”

      “Self-defense. I teach it two days a week.”

      “How much do you know about self-defense?”

      She glared at me. “Duh…” she said. “Only, like, everything.”

      I picked up her hand and looked down at her bruised knuckles. “You might want to go easy on punching people today. Those knuckles are pretty bruised.”

      She laid her head back against the seat and smiled a salty smile at me. “If you’d wanted to hold my hand, you could have just asked.”

      I dropped her fingers when I realized that I was, indeed, still holding her hand. “You suck so bad, Shelly Punter.”

      “Actually, I don’t,” she said. “I’m really good at sucking.” She grinned at me. The thought of her sucking anything shot straight to my dick. I looked away from her.

      I drew in a slow breath. “Why do you do that?” I asked quietly.

      “Do what?” she asked as she took the last bite of her pizza, chewing carefully as she watched my face.

      “You turn everything into a sexual innuendo.”

      “Everything is a sexual innuendo,” she replied, giving me a perplexed look.

      I cleared my lap and put the car in gear, pulling out of the parking space. I shook my head in consternation. She wouldn’t understand it even if I explained.

      “Tell me what you mean,” she prompted. “You were talking about your left nut,” she rushed to say.

      “I was joking.”

      “So was I.”

      “No, you were enticing.” I didn’t look at her. I couldn’t right now.

      “You think I’m enticing?”

      I heaved out a sigh. This was getting me nowhere.

      “Don’t pretend like you don’t want to sleep with me, Clark,” she said. “You do. You know you do. I know you do. Now we all know you do.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “Tell me a lie. Tell me you don’t want to fuck me, Clark,” she said.

      I pulled into a parking space in front of the rec center and put the car in park. Then I sat for a moment and thought. “Many years ago, I met a woman who changed my life.”

      “Who was she?”

      “My wife.”

      She went absolutely still. “You said you weren’t married.”

      “I’m not. Not anymore.”

      “Okay.”

      “But the woman, you remind me a lot of her.”

      “How so?”

      “She was beautiful.”

      Her gaze softened.

      “She was smart.”

      She began to smile.

      “And she was crazy as fuck.”

      I expected to see her face fall, but it didn’t. She still looked elated. “Where is she now?”

      “That’s not important.”

      “Then why are you telling me this story?”

      “Because the moment I met that woman, I wanted to fuck her. I let her gorgeous legs and her fuckable mouth take over all my common sense. I wanted her, and I fucked her, and then my life went to shit. So forgive me if I choose to overlook your overt fuckability, Shelly. Once burned, twice shy, and all that.” I heaved out a sigh. “So from now on, if you could keep your smart little innuendos to yourself, I would greatly appreciate it.”

      She reached over and opened her car door. “Thanks for the pizza,” she said. “And I hope I never have to see that twat again.” Then she stepped out. She looked back just before the door closed, bending so she could talk to me through the open door. “For what it’s worth, you’re letting one bad woman spoil the whole bunch.” Then she closed the door, slamming it very gently.

      I put the window down and called out to her. “Hey, Shelly,” I said. She turned back. “What time does your class start?”

      She looked down at her wrist. “In one hour. You want to come and see if you can take me down, PI guy?” She smiled at me.

      I’d like nothing more than to take her down. Right down on my cock.

      “You’re fired, Shelly,” I sang out.

      She shot me the middle finger. “I’ll see you later,” she called back.

      I put the window back up and pulled out of the spot. Shelly was a problem. But I didn’t know what to do about it. Not yet, anyway.
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      Shelly

      

      I wasn’t fired. Of that much I was certain. Clark might not want to admit it, but he needed me. He needed me and he wanted me, although I was sure he was even less likely to admit the latter. I had no idea what had happened to him in the past with his ex-wife, but I was certain it was pretty big, based on the fact that Lynn refused to tell me about it. It was big and it was intimate, and that made me want to know about it even more.

      I let myself into the building and walked into the big gym and then into the locker room where I kept a locker with my clothes. I changed into my workout gear, which was a pair of yoga pants and a sports bra with a t-shirt pulled on over it. Then I laced up my sneakers and went to the gym to stretch and get ready.

      But when I entered the gym, I stopped short, because standing on the mat in the front of the gym were five of the most handsome men I’d ever seen. They were all tall with blond hair. They had tattoos on every square inch of visible skin, and I grinned when I realized who they were. As I walked into the room, they all turned to face me, and then one of them stepped to the side, revealing my partner in crime, Reagan Reed. Reagan had come today as a favor to me, mainly because she kicked ass.

      “Reagan,” I said as I approached her. I held out my hand for her to shake, but she bypassed it and hugged me instead. “Okay,” I muttered against her shoulder.

      She stepped back and stared at me. Then she pointed her chin toward the five men. “I brought my practice dummies,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind. I wanted to show some actual defense techniques today that the class participants can use against an actual assailant.” She jerked her thumb toward the one closest to her. “You remember my husband, Pete, right?” she asked, her brow furrowing as I stared at the man. “And these are his brothers.”

      “Of course.” I was a regular watcher of their reality TV show and, for the first time in my life ever, I was feeling a little star-struck. “Pete,” I said. Then I went down the line. I shook hands with Logan, Paul, Matt, and Sam. “So nice of you to join us.”

      The one that looked just like Pete—Sam?—rubbed his stomach like he was bored. “Sometimes Reagan likes to knock us around,” he said drolly. “Pete says it turns her on and then she rocks his—”

      Reagan reached over and covered his mouth with her hand. “I apologize for my brother-in-law,” she said over a laugh. “He appears to have left his manners at home.”

      “Pretty sure he never had any,” Logan said.

      “Yes, he did,” Paul replied. “He just forgets to use them.” Then he hooked Sam with a big hand and drew his head into the crook of his elbow, where he proceeded to give him a noogie. Then Paul shoved him away. “Behave yourself,” he warned with a scowl.

      Just then, people began to filter into the gym. Some of them were in workout gear, while others were in jeans and t-shirts. Still others were in work clothes. I knew from experience that some people were here because they got a work credit for taking the class, and others because they had suffered a traumatic experience themselves. I walked around and greeted them as Reagan prepped the men in her family with protective gear. Luckily, no one had recognized them yet, and now that they were in protective masks and headgear, they might get out of here without anyone being the wiser, but I doubted it. The Reeds were generous with their time, and with their fans they were normally willing to go the extra mile.

      “Do you know who that is?” Reagan asked me, leaning her head close to mine. She nodded toward the newcomer who was hanging out around the perimeter of the room.

      “Never seen her before,” I replied. “I’ll go find out.” I approached the woman, who regarded me like I could potentially be dog shit on the bottom of her shoe. I stuck out my hand. “I’m Shelly. Welcome to the class.”

      She shook my hand, her grip a little too aggressive for my liking. “Megan,” she said. “I’ve heard interesting things about your program.”

      “From?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her.

      “I take Krav Maga down at the gym on the corner. They speak very highly of you there.”

      I had taken Krav Maga many years ago. Krav Maga was a mix of boxing, judo, karate, and other martial arts, and it was primarily used to defend oneself. If she was in that class, she might be able to protect herself. There was only one way to find out.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I said. Then I went back to stand next to Reagan. The Reed men were curiously absent, and I stood silent as Reagan gave her introductory speech, explained what they could expect from the class, and she encouraged anyone who was intimidated by the class to take a seat on the mat and watch, rather than participate. Half the group immediately sat. The rest stood. A few of them nibbled their nails, and the rest of them stood with shoulders back, feet spread wide apart. They were ready.

      Suddenly, a blur of man erupted from behind one of the bleachers. The man ran toward Reagan, and she opened her mouth and screamed as loud as she could. The man didn’t stop. Instead, he wrapped his arms around her, locking his hands in front of her stomach, her arms caught against her sides.

      I’d seen Reagan and her husband do this bit before, so it didn’t startle me, but the other participants of the class were immediately terrified. One woman ran toward the locker room and left completely. But a few of them were still standing with squared shoulders and planted feet. Megan was one of them.

      Reagan kicked out, trying to land a blow anywhere she could, but her husband didn’t flinch. Instead, he took her down to the mat and covered her body with his.

      Reagan tapped the mat and he froze. She stopped and explained every action she could potentially take to get out of the situation. There were many techniques that a victim could use to get out of a hold like the one she was in, and Reagan explained every last one. People nodded their heads, leaned in close to look, and one person came to kneel directly next to them on the mat so she could clearly see the moves Reagan was using. When it was over, Pete rolled off her onto his back, his chest heaving. She leaned down, pulled off his headgear, and kissed him quickly. “Thanks, babe,” I heard her mutter.

      He grinned back at her, and then he went to sit on the bleachers with a bottle of water.

      Next, it was my turn.

      Paul Reed darted from behind a different bleacher and ran toward me. He grabbed me, covering my mouth with his hand as he did so. My training and innate ability to thwart danger kicked in, but I tempered it. This class was for teaching. It wasn’t for maiming one of the Reed brothers, which I could have already done three times over.

      I explained various techniques, and when we were done, Paul shook my hand and went to sit beside his brother.

      Next, Logan tried to steal Reagan’s purse from her shoulder. Reagan went through the various methods she could use to protect herself while protecting her property.

      Then Matt and Sam both took a turn. I had to give it to them, they were solid men with amazing instincts. They were strong, but deep inside they were soft as kittens. They genuinely cared about people, and everyone could tell it.

      Megan, the newcomer, raised her hand. “May I take a turn?” she asked.

      “Not against them,” I said. “You can go against me.” For some reason that I couldn’t identify, something was off about this woman.

      She nodded. “Good enough.”

      I waited a moment, and then I attacked her. I tempered my assault because I wasn’t sure how much she could take. And in that moment, I knew I’d made a mistake. She caught me with a fair punch directly in the eye. I felt like someone had shoved a hot poker into my eye socket, but I didn’t let her stop me. I lifted my arms to deflect her next two blows, and that’s when I realized that she wasn’t trying to protect herself. She had one goal: to take me down. That would never ever happen. She had underestimated her opponent. Severely.

      Reagan shouted and the Reed Brothers came forward to help, but I waved them off. “What’s your goal?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “To learn self-defense,” she said with a sneer in my direction.

      “Aside from that?”

      She grinned. “What makes you think I have another goal?”

      Because I knew evil. I’d seen it enough in my life. I knew it when I saw it, and this woman was sheer evil. There wasn’t a benevolent bone in her body.

      “Who hurt you?” I asked.

      She kicked my knee, almost sweeping my legs out from under me.

      “A boyfriend? Someone you didn’t even know?”

      “I knew him.” Then she punched toward my face, but I deflected it.

      “Where is he now?”

      “He’s riding around in cars, eating pizzas with other women.”

      And suddenly it hit me. She wasn’t here for me. She was here for Clark. And Clark…well, he was one thing I’d never let her have.

      “You sure you want to do this?” I asked. I wanted to give her one last chance to back out.

      She didn’t respond, and she punched out again. For the next five minutes, I used every move I’d ever learned to block her, and when I’d had enough, I took her down to the floor and pinned her down, holding her tightly in a headlock with my arm around her throat. She fought until I thought she would pass out. Then she tapped the mat.

      I eased up but I didn’t let go. “I’m going to release you,” I said close to her face. “Then you’re going to get up and walk the fuck out of here, and I’m never going to have to look at your face again. Understood?”

      She nodded.

      I let her up and she did just that. She weaved a little on the way to the door. “Anybody get that on video?” I asked.

      “I did.” Pete raised his hand.

      “Will you send it to me?”

      My phone pinged as he air-dropped it and I hit the button to accept it. I’d analyze it later. Right now I had a class to teach, and that bitch had just derailed it.

      “So, let’s talk about some of the moves that Shelly just used,” Reagan said, and she segued into an analysis of my techniques, using the Reeds to recreate the moves.

      I took a quick break and got a drink of water, and then I got back to work, but in the back of my mind, I was trying to figure it out.

      After the class was done and the Reeds had finished signing autographs, I showered, got dressed in my pencil skirt, a nice top, and my pearls, and then I went straight to Clark’s office. I let myself into the outer area, and then into his private office.

      He looked up and froze. “What the fuck happened to your eye?” he asked as he shot to his feet.

      I glared at him. “Megan happened.”

      “Megan?” His eyes grew wide.

      “Megan,” I clarified.

      “Ah, fuck,” he said, then he sank into his chair with a weary sigh. He sagged against the back of the chair for an extended moment, breathing heavily as he stared toward the window. “Was she all right?” he finally asked, his voice quavering.
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      Clark

      

      She was alive. I’d known she was, because I’d caught glimpses of her here and there. I’d smelled her perfume in my office, and in my car. But it wasn’t her perfume. Not really. It was Megan’s. Marley had been gone for years, along with her scent, her never-ending kindness, and her love for me. She wasn’t dead. I knew that deep inside. But she hadn’t made an appearance in a very long time.

      “You took my sister’s case because the woman you love has dissociative identity disorder,” Shelly said, breaking me out of my mental fog.

      “What?” I asked, still reeling from the idea of someone encountering Megan out in public. Megan was a recluse. She traveled in the shadows. She moved at night, in the dark, in secret. She didn’t show herself, generally. She was stealthy, like a cat.

      “You got involved in Lynn and Mason’s case because you could identify with the pain that Mason felt when Lynn was gone.” She didn’t pose it as a question. Instead, she made the statement.

      My neck hurt when I bobbed my head in a quick nod. I unclenched my jaw. “Tell me exactly what happened,” I said.

      “You first,” she replied, her face stony.

      “Shelly, I don’t want to do this right now.” I jumped up from my chair and went to the coffeemaker.

      “I don’t give a fuck what you want,” Shelly said from behind me.

      I sucked in a breath and held it for a moment, trying to calm my racing heart.

      “I already knew about Marley,” Shelly suddenly called out.

      I spun to face her. “How?”

      “The false bottom in your lower drawer,” she said, arching a brow at me.

      “You broke into my drawer and read my private files?” Of course she did. She was Shelly.

      “I knew when she walked into the gym today that she wasn’t Marley.” Her gaze softened almost imperceptibly. “But I wasn’t sure who she was until she introduced herself.”

      “They’re very different, Marley and Megan.”

      “So were Lynn and her other personalities.”

      For the second time ever—the first being when I met Mason—I felt a kinship with someone who could understand what my life with Megan was like. It’s why I signed on to help Mason Peterson when Lynn was missing. I understood the utter devastation that came with loving someone with DID, or MPD as some people still called it. I understood—and so did Shelly.

      “She had more than one, right?” I asked, because it was easier to talk about Lynn’s personalities than it was to talk about Marley.

      “She had several.” She nodded her head while staring at me. Shelly had this way of staring so deeply that I felt like she was peeling back layers.

      “But none of hers were malevolent.”

      She shook her head. “No, she didn’t need one that was malevolent.”

      I jerked my head up. “Why not?”

      She smiled a sickly-sweet smile. “She had me.” She shrugged. “I’d do whatever it took to protect Lynn and she knew it. In Lynn’s case, her alters allowed her to share things she needed to share, things that were too painful for Lynn herself to share. Ash allowed her to be sweet and playful but kick ass at the same time. Charlie allowed her to give up control. Jamie allowed her to wear her scars out in the open. And then there was me. I’d kill to keep Lynn safe.”

      I took my coffee and went back to my desk, sinking into the chair. “And did you kill for Lynn?”

      She hummed a quick, jaunty little tune. “Only once, but I’d do it again.” She stared at me, waiting. Then she blurted out the question. “Which one did you meet first?”

      I smiled at the memory of it. “Marley. She worked as a waitress at a deli I liked to eat at around the corner. I went for lunch every day.”

      “Love at first sight?”

      I let out a breath. “She was smart and funny and kind.”

      “You married her.”

      I nodded. “But then she disappeared.”

      “For how long?”

      “Just a couple of days. That’s when I met Megan.”

      Shelly sat down on the edge of my desk. “What was that like?”

      “Terrifying.” I bit back a shiver. “She was the opposite of Marley. Where Marley was soft, Megan was hard. Where Marley was kind, Megan was a menace. Where Marley loved me, Megan wanted me. But I couldn’t do it. I still don’t know how Mason kept them all separate in his head, how he had sex with more than one of them on a regular basis. I had no attraction to Megan. None whatsoever.”

      “Did Marley know about Megan?”

      “No.”

      “Did Megan know about Marley?”

      “Yes. Megan knew everything.”

      “And Megan wanted you.”

      I shook my head. “I’m pretty sure she just wanted what Marley and I had. I don’t think she wanted me in particular. She wanted the love story. She wanted the happily ever after, but then at the same time she didn’t. It’s hard to explain.”

      “She knows that I’ve been working here. And that we spent the day together in your car. She told me right before she tried to kick my ass.” She reached up to absently touch the eye that looked pretty tender to the touch. “For a lefty, she packs a hell of a punch.” She pulled her phone out of her purse and queued up a video. I watched as they grappled on the mat at the rec center. And I saw the moment that Shelly realized who she was dealing with. What she was dealing with. I saw the moment when she realized that she was up against someone who truly wanted to harm her. And I saw her rally.

      “Where did you learn to fight like that?”

      She shrugged. “I was born this way.” Her cheeks turned pink, as if her ability to kick ass was something to be embarrassed about.

      “I think you’re pretty fucking amazing,” I admitted, heat creeping up my own face.

      “I’m not easy to love, so don’t go falling in love with me, PI guy.” She snickered, and I knew she was deflecting.

      “Have you ever been in love, Shelly?” I suddenly asked. I didn’t even know the question was there until it shot from my brain to the tip of my tongue.

      She shook her head and rolled her eyes at me. “I’m not made for love, I told you.”

      “Why not?”

      She shook her head again. “I’m just not.” She shrugged.

      I sat back, trying to look comfortable, but I was anything but. “Explain why not. I’m curious.”

      She laughed. “You don’t want to hear the answer to your question. Not really.”

      “Why not?”

      “You won’t like it.”

      “Try me.”

      She leaned down so that her palms rested on my desktop, where she could stare into my eyes. “I’m an attractive, young, smart female. I don’t need a man to complete me.” She smiled at me, but it was the kind of smile that hurt rather than healed. “Now go ahead and tell me about the joy of the happily ever after.”

      “I wouldn’t know anything about happily ever afters. Never walked down that particular path myself.” I broke eye contact with her and took a sip of my coffee. “I don’t think you need to change a thing about yourself.”

      “Aww,” she crooned. “That’s so sweet.”

      Suddenly, her phone broke the tension that crackled between us. She pulled it out and smiled as she lifted it to her ear.

      “What?” she asked as she picked up her purse and looped it over her head. “When?” She started toward the door. “I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “What’s going on?” I called toward her back. She was already out the door. She turned back to face me when I raced after her into the hallway.

      “I’m really sorry, Clark,” she said, wincing ever so slightly.

      “Why? What happened?” She was scaring me.

      “Nothing yet. But I’m going to have to kill the woman you love. I won’t like it. But I’m going to have to do it.” Then she turned and walked away.

      I ran after her. What else was I supposed to do?
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      Shelly

      

      “She was in our house!” Lynn bent down and screamed the words in my face. Then she went deadly still. “Who is she?” she asked, her voice scary-quiet. “Why was she in my house?”

      “Can I see the video recording?” I asked, modulating my voice so that I sounded almost bored. I tapped my fingers on the arm of the chair I’d sat down in when I’d arrived. I’d tried standing, but Lynn had been pacing a path across the room, streaking from one side to the other, when I arrived, all while Mason sat and fumed from his own chair. I’d sat down next to him, because I didn’t know how else to stay out of Lynn’s way.

      The thing about Lynn was that she was quiet and dependable, but when she was angry, she had a temper that rivaled mine. Most people had never seen it. I wasn’t even sure that Mason had seen it before.

      Lynn set her laptop on my lap. “The password is—” she began. But then scoffed. “Never mind,” she muttered. I knew all Lynn’s passwords. I always had. And if there was ever one I didn’t know, I could find it out in minutes.

      I opened her laptop, logged in, and logged into the app that recorded the action from her baby monitors and video cameras she had around the house. “When did it happen?” I asked. I planned to watch all the footage, but it would be easier to see it quickly if she gave me a time frame.

      “She was here while I took a nap. She walked right in the front door!” Her voice went up another octave as she began to pace again. Clark jumped out of her way, choosing to hang out in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. He leaned there in the open doorway, like his bulk alone could hold up the whole house.

      “I found it,” I muttered, as I found the footage she was talking about. I watched as Megan walked into the house through the front door, turned off the alarm system, and walked straight to my nephew’s room. I motioned for Clark to come over and take a look.

      His breath hitched as he leaned over my shoulder to watch as Megan reached into the crib, removed Jason from his bedding, and sat down with him in a rocking chair, where she cradled his sleeping form, staring down silently into his cherubic little face. Then her gaze lifted from his perfect self and she stared directly into the camera. The smile that had graced her face fell away, and she looked like the Megan I’d encountered earlier. She raised her hand, extended her middle finger, and shot me the bird. I knew it was for me. There was no one else who would appreciate it the way I did.

      There was no doubt in my mind that her visit to Lynn and Mason’s, and her holding the baby, were for anyone’s sake but mine.

      “Who is she?” Lynn demanded.

      Clark’s voice rumbled from behind me. “She’s one of my ex-wife’s alter egos,” he said, his voice clear but quiet. “This is my fault.”

      “Why?” Lynn asked. “Why would she come here?”

      “Because she’s mentally unstable,” I said. “And she apparently has found my weakness.”

      Lynn pointed at the computer screen and addressed Clark with her next question. “This is Marley?”

      “Wait,” I said, looking from one face to another in the room. Lynn’s gaze, though still sharp, had softened. Clark looked wary. And Mason looked resigned. “You knew about Megan and Marley?”

      Lynn heaved out a sigh. “I told you that he had a story to tell. And that it wasn’t my place to tell it.” She addressed her comments to me, but she reached over and squeezed Clark’s forearm. She’d kept his secret, even from me. “Not even to you.”

      “I told them when I was working on their case,” Clark supplied.

      “He’s the only person who ever understood what we were up against,” Mason said, finally speaking.

      “Because he’s lived it,” Lynn added.

      I still couldn’t believe that she didn’t tell me, but I decided to let it drop.

      “What did you do to piss her off?” Lynn suddenly asked, her eyes opening wide like someone had just surprised her.

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said, offended at her implication.

      “You always do something,” Lynn said. She snorted.

      “She didn’t,” Clark said clearly. “If anyone is to blame, it’s Mason.” He stared hard at Mason. “I told you I didn’t need a secretary.”

      “Shit.” Mason scrubbed a hand down his face. “So what do we do now?”

      “You do absolutely nothing. I’ll handle it.” I closed the computer after I watched Megan tuck my sleeping nephew back into his crib. Then she let herself out of the nursery, stopped in the open doorway of Lynn’s room, and stared into it as Lynn slept, and then she left as quietly as she’d arrived.

      “I didn’t even know she was here until I saw that the alarm system was turned off. I rolled back the footage, just because I thought I’d set it. I was sure I had. And I did. She turned it off like it was nothing. It was like she was…” She glared at me. “Well, it was like she was you. She had our secret code and everything.”

      “She’s really good at getting information,” Clark said. “What she doesn’t have already, she can get.”

      “So what do we do?” Lynn insisted.

      “I told you.” I jumped to my feet. “You don’t have to do anyth—”

      But Clark cut me off. “I’d suggest that you take a vacation.”

      “What?” the three of us cried all at once. We all spun to face him.

      “Take the baby and go on vacation. I’ll find Megan and I’ll get her back to the hospital, which is where she belongs.”

      “We can’t just leave!” Lynn threw her hands into the air.

      “You don’t have another choice.” Clark stared at them, and I immediately knew he was right.

      “You’re my weak spot,” I said quietly, as I worked it all out in my head. “You and that baby are the only people I care about in this whole wide world.” I looked at Mason. “No offense, Mason,” I rushed to amend.

      “None taken,” he said drolly.

      “She’s right,” Clark said. “Megan looks for weak spots. Then she exploits them. This was a warning, but it’s going to escalate. She won’t stop until she gets what she wants.”

      “And what is that?” Lynn asked.

      “For Shelly to step out of my life.”

      “So step out, Shelly!” Lynn huffed. She dusted her hands together like this was a done deal. “If that’s all it’ll take, then do that.”

      “It won’t be that easy.” Mason heaved out a sigh. “She’s gone too far. She’s sent a warning that Shelly’s presence will not be tolerated. And at this point, even if Shelly stepped back, she probably wouldn’t stop what she’s doing. That’s my professional opinion.”

      Clark concurred. “Megan is cold-hearted.”

      “What’s her kryptonite?” I asked. “What would she be willing to die for?”

      This time, it was Clark who scrubbed a hand down his face. Then he blew out a breath, his lips vibrating. “She doesn’t have anything. She has no attachments. She has no family, no one she loves.”

      “He’s right. I’ve seen her file,” Mason said.

      Clark looked surprised.

      “I pulled all her records after you told me about your situation. I’m sorry. I just needed to know who and what I was dealing with when I asked you to help find Lynn.”

      “What records?” Clark asked.

      “Her hospitalizations. Clinic visits. Medication. Therapy sessions when she was inpatient.”

      “So you know everything.” Clark spread his feet apart, like his world was suddenly unstable.

      “Yes.”

      “Does everyone?”

      “No.”

      By everyone, did they mean me?

      “You three should leave tomorrow,” Clark said. “Leave your phone behind so she can’t track you. Pay for everything with cash. Turn off the navigator in your car, and just drive.”

      “You think she’s dangerous? Really?”

      “I know she is,” Clark stated.

      “So you don’t think Shelly can fix this by just staying away from you?” Lynn asked.

      “No,” Mason, Clark, and I all said at the same time.

      “Then how will we fix this?” Lynn asked.

      “I’m going to set a trap,” I said, my mind whirling. “And I’m going to be the bait.”

      Clark gave me a tight nod.

      “Are you going to hurt her?” Lynn asked. “Marley can’t help that Megan is in control right now.” She thumped her fist against her chest. “I know how that feels.”

      I stood up and walked over to Lynn so I could stare directly into her eyes. “Yet the fact remains that Megan is in control right now, you’re all in danger, and I have to fix this.” I rested my palms on her shoulders and squeezed. “I’ll do everything I can to keep Marley safe. I promise.”

      Mason cleared his throat. “When one alter ego is malevolent, the safest place for the host is in the hospital. Full time. But Megan has escaped from every facility where she has ever been placed.”

      “So we’ll find one where she can’t get out,” Lynn suggested.

      “But first we have to catch her,” Mason added.

      “Oh, no problem.” I waved a hand breezily in the air. “I know exactly how to do that.”

      Everyone in the room turned to stare at me. “How?” they all asked at once.

      I glanced down at my watch. “I have a lot to do. I need to go.” I leaned in and gave Lynn a huge, loud kiss on the cheek.

      “Shelly?” she whispered.

      “It’s going to be fine. Have I ever let you down?”

      “Not once,” she replied, her voice clear and even. “Except for that time you crawled into bed with Mason. That was pretty shitty.”

      “It’s not like I wanted to fuck him.” I smiled. “I’ve never let you down. And I won’t let you down now.” I turned to face Mason. “Pack up. You leave first thing in the morning. I’ll bring a car and some cash. You’ll find it outside. The keys will be in the wheel well.”

      “Where are you going to get a car at this time of night?” Lynn asked, her mouth hanging open almost comically.

      “You let me worry about all that. Pack your things. Be ready to go.” I pointed at Clark. “You’ll stay with them tonight.”

      “I’m going with you.” He hitched his pants a little higher. “I have a friend who can guard the door.”

      “Call him,” I barked out.

      “Is all this really necessary?” Lynn asked.

      “Yes,” we all said at the same time.

      Clark stepped into the kitchen to make his phone call, and I could hear him clearly, which allayed some of my nerves.

      “Shelly,” Lynn whispered. “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to find her. I’m going to be sure she’s somewhere that she can’t hurt anybody, least of all you or that baby.” I grinned at Mason. “Or Mason.”

      “Thanks,” he deadpanned.

      “He’ll be here in twenty minutes,” Clark said as he walked back into the room.

      “Good.” I looked around. I had a list of items in my head that I needed to purchase.

      I needed a few flirty dresses.

      I needed a couple of nice handbags.

      I needed some sexy shoes.

      Because I needed to be something I’d never been: I needed to be a girlfriend.

      I bit back the shiver that crawled up my spine. The idea of turning myself into someone’s arm candy nearly turned my stomach. “I have a lot to do tonight.”

      “You’ll take care of her, right, Clark?” Lynn asked around the fingernail she absently chewed.

      “I won’t leave her side,” he replied.
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      Clark

      

      “What is this place?” I asked, brushing brambles out of my face as I followed Shelly down the overgrown path to the garage of a tiny little house deep in the forest.

      “Why does that matter?” she asked as she brushed back a limb of a small tree and stepped forward. It swung back quickly and slapped me in the face. I bit back my grunt and trudged along behind her, suddenly wishing I was wearing something a little sturdier than the dress pants and button-down shirt I’d had on before. Walking this path would be easier in walking shoes instead of the shiny dress shoes I had on.

      “Just curious,” I answered tersely.

      A thorn snagged the back of my hand and I bit back an oath.

      “I bought this place a while back,” she said. “No one comes here but me.”

      “Does Lynn know about it?” I asked, surveying the place in the darkness. We were walking by the lights of our phones, which were woefully inadequate in the gloom. We had driven for about two hours to get here, leaving the city far behind.

      “Again,” she said, annoyance clear in her tone, “why does that matter?”

      “Never mind,” I muttered.

      Then we stepped into a clearing and I saw an overgrown path to the garage that she had been looking for. I followed as she let herself into the garage with a series of four different keys in four dead bolts. I didn’t fail to notice that the place, although it looked old and unkempt, was as safe as Fort Knox. She had cameras on every corner. I could see the tiny green and red lights that showed they were operational. Then it hit me. She cared about this place.

      “I just need to get the Jeep for Lynn,” she said. “And the cash. And some weapons.”

      My head shot up at that one. “Weapons for what?”

      “Would you prefer that I just throw my purse at Megan when she finally shows up?” she asked.

      Finally, the door opened, and we walked into the garage. A pristine older Jeep sat parked inside. It was obviously taken care of. Shelly got inside and hit a button to open the garage door. Then she turned the key of the Jeep and backed it out of its spot.

      “This one doesn’t have navigation. They should be fine in it,” she said more to herself than to me as she climbed back out and shut the door.

      “Is it yours?” I asked.

      “Who else’s might it be?” she asked absently. She was obviously going through a to-do list in her head because she paid me almost no attention as she walked to a door at the back of the garage and let herself inside, again going through a series of locks on the way.

      She went into the small room. I followed, but I stopped short in the doorway. It looked like an armory. Guns, knives, and other weapons hung on every wall.

      “Do you know how to use these?” I asked.

      “Why else would I have them?” she tossed back.

      Since she was Shelly, and I felt pretty confident that she did know how to use every last one of them, I didn’t even answer. She was Shelly.

      “Are they legal?”

      She smirked at me from over her shoulder. “Where would be the fun in that?”

      She moved a false front from one of the walls, and I saw a safe. Shelly entered the code, and the door swung open. She began to remove stacks of cash from inside, stacking them on the table in front of her.

      “Shelly…” I said hesitantly.

      “Hmm?” she replied without looking up. She counted to herself, but I couldn’t hear her.

      “Where did you get all this cash?”

      “Don’t worry, big guy,” she said, patting my shoulder as she walked by me. “It’s all mine.”

      “Where did it come from?” I asked, still in awe as I looked around the room.

      “Here and there,” she replied flippantly. She closed the safe and locked it back, then started to fill a black bag she’d just picked up. In a second bag, she loaded firearms. Enough firearms to protect a whole city.

      “Do you need all that?”

      “Better to be over-prepared,” she said, still engrossed in her task.

      I needed to tell her that I couldn’t let her take all that with her. “Shelly—”

      But she cut me off. “These aren’t for me,” she said.

      “Who are they for?”

      “For Lynn and Mason. Just in case.”

      “Nobody needs that many guns, Shelly.”

      “No one needs a gun until they really need a gun, Clark,” she replied. She finally turned to face me. “Do you want to drive my car or the Jeep?”

      “Either one,” I replied, still mentally tallying up the cash and the value of the weapons she’d just loaded into the Jeep. Mason had said Shelly didn’t lack for money, but I had no idea what she was actually worth. A lot, apparently.

      She tossed me the keys to her car. “I’ll take the Jeep. Follow me back to Lynn’s, and then we’ll get a few hours of sleep and come up with a plan.”

      I nodded, still struck so dumb I couldn’t speak.

      I shouldn’t have been surprised. But I was.

      We dropped the car off in the dark of night, leaving the keys in the wheel well like we’d said we would.

      “Aren’t you worried about leaving that much cash?” I asked as she locked the doors.

      “There’s more where that came from.”

      We’d stopped at a gas station and bought two disposable phones. Then she’d programmed the one for Lynn with the number for hers, so they could stay in touch. She left Lynn’s new phone in the glove box.

      “Does Lynn know how to use a gun?” I asked as she got in her car. I folded myself into the passenger seat.

      “She’s not a very good shot. I tried to teach her, but she didn’t want much to do with it. She’s more of a pacifist.” She grinned at me. “I never had that problem.”

      I believed her. I completely believed her.

      “Do you want me to drop you off at your apartment?” she asked.

      I’d promised Lynn I wouldn’t let her out of my sight. “I can go with you.”

      “Good,” she said, shifting into drive. “That way I can keep you safe.”

      “Keep me safe?”

      She glared at me for just long enough that I paid attention. “If you think it’s just me that Megan is coming after, you have another think coming.” She pulled out into the street and merged into the early-morning traffic. I covered my mouth, trying unsuccessfully to stifle a yawn. “Pussy,” she teased.

      “It’s tomorrow,” I reminded her.

      She was quiet for a moment, and then she said, “Thank you for helping me with the Jeep.” Her quiet thanks shocked the shit out of me.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “Do you want to talk strategy now or later?”

      “Strategy?” I asked.

      She chuckled. “Later it is.” Then out of the clear blue, she said, “Will you hate it?”

      “Hate what?” I had no idea what she meant.

      “Being my boyfriend. Will you hate it?”

      “I’ll live,” I replied. But some little part deep inside me was thinking that, no, I wouldn’t hate it at all. And another little part, the sane part of me, knew that my acquiescence to this plan would be one of the dumbest things I’d ever done.
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      Clark

      

      “Would it be okay with you if we get some of your things and take them to my house for the night?” I asked Shelly when we got to her apartment.

      “Would you feel safer there?” she asked, stopping in the entryway to her kitchen. She jerked her thumb toward her bedroom door. “I have guns in the gun safe. And ammo. And knives.” She started to tick items off on her fingers. “I have some low-grade explosives.” She stared at me. “Close your mouth, Clark.” She rolled her eyes dramatically.

      “I have someone at my house who relies on me,” I blurted out.

      She spun around quickly to face me.

      “Close your mouth, Shelly,” I taunted.

      “Who’s waiting for you?” She drummed the toe of her shoe against the hardwood floor. “Please tell me that you and Marley never had a child…” Her voice trailed off.

      “No, no,” I rushed to say. “Nothing like that.” Thank God we never had a child. That would have compounded the horror of our love story.

      “Then who’s waiting for you?” she asked, her hands settling on her hips.

      “My grandmother,” I muttered.

      “Your what?” she asked, cupping her ear as she leaned toward me.

      “My grandmother lives with me, and I don’t like to leave her alone all the time,” I confessed, my cheeks growing warm as she studied my face.

      “Your grandmother lives with you,” she said, slowly enunciating each word as the smile grew on her face.

      “She raised me. And now she’s old.” I shrugged. She still stared, her lips tipping up more and more into a grin.

      “You need to go home so you can take care of your grandmother.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “And I need to feed the dog.”

      She hitched her shoulder against the doorjamb, crossed her arms, and stared at me. “You have a dog.” She shook her head, like she was shaking cobwebs out of her face. “Never would have suspected that.” She narrowed her eyes at me. “I bet you have a goofy, great big golden retriever with a permanent smile.”

      I snorted. “Nope.”

      “Then what kind of dog is it?”

      I finally smiled, too. “You’ll have to wait and see.”
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        * * *

      

      “That is not a dog,” Shelly said quietly as Channing wandered around her feet, sniffing her and barking randomly.

      “Don’t tell her that. She’ll bite you.” I showed her my hand where Channing bit the shit out of me last week.

      “What did you do to her?” she asked, as she bent down and baby-talked to the most hateful dog that ever existed. I could barely touch the thing, but my grandmother had had her for ten years before coming to live with me three years ago. She was part poodle, part something else hairy, and all hateful. She weighed about eight pounds, and her favorite pastime was making me miserable, despite the fact that I was the one who fed her, walked her, and applied her flea and tick prevention. She whined during the night, keeping me awake, and she slept during the day when I wasn’t home. If I was working at night, she adjusted her schedule just so she could spread as much misery as possible.

      “I didn’t do anything to her,” I groused.

      “What’s her name?” Shelly asked, as she sat down on the floor and let the killer dog climb into her lap and lick her chin.

      “Her name is Channing Tatum.” I watched as the little dog that hated everyone fell all over herself trying to get closer and closer to Shelly. “Channing for short.”

      “You named the dog Channing Tatum?” Shelly grinned at me.

      “I didn’t. MeeMaw did.” Then I waited. Because I knew it was coming. But Shelly said nothing about what I called my grandmother. Instead, she grinned even wider. “And apparently Channing is a fucking traitor.” Okay, so I said the last part a little too loud.

      “Watch your language, young man!” a voice called back from down the hallway. “It’s not her fault she doesn’t trust men!”

      “That’s my MeeMaw,” I said quietly to Shelly. “You want to meet her?”

      “Hell yeah,” Shelly said, and she stood up, scooping Channing into her arms where Channing settled comfortably under her chin. I hated that dog, and I was jealous as hell that she was cuddling up to Shelly when I’d been trying to buy the dog’s love for the past three years. “Lead the way,” she said.

      We went into the kitchen, where MeeMaw sat at the little table watching a portable television set.

      “You make her sit in here all alone?” Shelly whispered, her eyes wide as two saucers.

      “He doesn’t make me do anything,” MeeMaw replied, without taking her eyes off the little TV. “I can’t figure out all the buttons on that monstrosity of a TV in the living room.”

      “I told you I could teach you, MeeMaw,” I reminded her.

      “I’m too old to learn. And I like my buttons and dials,” she said, motioning toward her tiny TV.

      I leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to MeeMaw’s forehead and she finally looked up. “Why do you have my dog?” she asked Shelly when she saw Channing cuddled up quietly in Shelly’s arms.

      “I think she likes me,” Shelly replied with a shrug.

      “MeeMaw,” I said, “this is Shelly. She’s a…” I looked at Shelly and she waggled her brows playfully at me. “Friend,” I finally said.

      MeeMaw patted the table with her fingertips, making a ticking sound. “This is the one…?” She finally looked at me, with a question on her face.

      “I’m the thorn in his side. The tear in his beer. The pain in his ass. Also known as the office assistant.”

      “I heard you’re crazier than a whole bunch of bedbugs.”

      Shelly grinned, blushing only slightly. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She looked over Shelly’s shoulder at me. “Why is she here?”

      “Well, it’s a long story,” I began, reaching to rub the back of my neck again.

      “Then you had better get started.”

      Shelly and I explained the situation, and I watched the pain flash across MeeMaw’s face at the mention of Marley, and then anger when we showed her the video of the fight at the gym, and told her about Mason and Lynn’s baby and the break-in.

      “Well, it’s a good thing you brought her home,” MeeMaw said at the end of it. She reached over and turned her tiny TV up—loud—and I knew that conversation was at an end.

      “Did you cook tonight, MeeMaw?” I asked over the noise of the TV, hoping against hope that she did.

      “Don’t I always?” she replied, motioning toward the refrigerator. “You can walk Channing while I heat it up.” She looked Shelly up and down. “I made enough for a crowd.” She always did.

      “Does she have a leash?” Shelly asked.

      “MeeMaw or the dog?” I replied.

      Shelly glared at me.

      I retrieved the leash from its hook in the mudroom and Shelly hooked it to Channing’s collar, since Channing tried to bite my finger off when I did it. Then we went out the front door.

      “So, your MeeMaw is pretty amazing.”

      I smiled, not even meaning to. “I know.”

      “You love her a lot.”

      “I do.”

      Shelly jumped when I grabbed her left hand in my right hand and laced our fingers together. She immediately tried to pull away, but I tightened my grip.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her voice quavering slightly.

      “I’m boyfriend-ing,” I whispered back at her. “Roll with it.”

      “I don’t understand.” Her fingers still wiggled in my grasp.

      “We need Megan to think we’re boyfriend and girlfriend.”

      She finally stopped wiggling.

      “And this is how I boyfriend.”

      The scowl on her face was almost comical. “I don’t like it,” she replied.

      I almost replied and said I hated it just as much. But I’d be lying if I did that.

      She looked up at me. “Is this really what boyfriends do?” She lifted our joined hands between us. “This?” She glared at our interlocked fingers, confusion marring her brow.

      “Yep.” I grinned at her discomfort. “This is what boyfriends do. They hold hands with their girlfriends.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it feels good?” I wasn’t completely sure myself.

      “It doesn’t feel good.” She shook her head, the vee between her brows growing even deeper.

      “How does it feel?”

      “Weird.” She shook with a tiny shiver.

      “Think you can live with it?” I asked. I squeezed her hand in mine, and I felt her relax ever so slightly.

      She sniffed, lifting her nose into the air. “If I must.”
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      Shelly

      

      Clark’s MeeMaw was an amazing cook. “Why aren’t you fat?” I asked as I forked up another mouthful. I put it in my mouth and the flavors exploded across my tongue.

      “He’s too vain to get fat,” his grandmother said with a loud snort.

      He patted his flat stomach. “I’m not vain. I just feel better when I’m in shape.” He nudged me with his elbow. “Shelly works out too. A lot.” His eyes did a slow trek down my side and my breath hitched. I tried to bite it back, but I could tell that MeeMaw noticed it when her eyebrows shot up. She shook her head and looked away.

      Clark’s MeeMaw was a study in contradictions. She was rail-thin with silver hair, or at least what I could see of it. She had it up in curlers. She wore a house coat with snaps up the front. She was thin but solid, as grandmothers typically were. My own grandmother, the woman who’d raised me, was built like a tank. She was tall and thin, but she could move mountains. And what she couldn’t move, she would just blow up. Or poison. Or something. She liked to bake but she didn’t cook, not like this. This food was amazing, and I told her so.

      “I used to own a restaurant,” Clark’s grandmother said, her voice firm. “I learned a few things.”

      I hummed around another mouthful.

      “I could teach you how to make a few things.”

      “Mrs…” I looked to Clark for clarification on the last name.

      She covered my hand with hers. “Everybody calls me MeeMaw, dear,” she said kindly. “You can too.”

      “I doubt Shelly wants to learn to cook, MeeMaw,” Clark said with a snort.

      That got my hackles up. “As a matter of fact,” I said, “I love to cook.”

      “Well, then, we’ll plan a lesson as soon as you can shake loose of my grandson.” She shot him a speaking glance.

      “Go away, Clark,” I said. “I’m going to learn to cook.” I shooed him with my hands.

      “You haven’t slept yet, Shelly,” he reminded me. “It’s tomorrow, remember?”

      “Who needs sleep when there’s food to be had?” I said. But then a yawn caught me by surprise. I covered my open mouth.

      “You do,” he said. “Do you want to shower? You can use my bathroom first, if you want.”

      “A shower would be nice,” I said. I looked at MeeMaw. “Can I take a rain check on the cooking lesson?” I yawned again. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Go shower and get some rest, dear,” she said. “You look like you’re dead on your feet.”

      “I’ll go set out some towels for you,” Clark said, and then he disappeared down the hallway.

      I got up to rinse the plates Clark and I had just used and loaded them into the dishwasher.

      “He’s not going to know what to do with you.” She said the words clearly and succinctly, but I still almost missed them. I stopped and turned to look at her, drying my hands with a nearby dishtowel.

      “Beg your pardon?”

      “I said he’s not going to know what to do with you.” She said each word again slowly and clearly.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “He’s been talking about you ever since the first night you showed up at his office.” She chortled. “You pulled a gun on him. That was when I knew you might give him a run for his money.”

      “I did pull a gun on him. Because he surprised me. But I still don’t know what you mean.” I folded the dishtowel I’d used and left it on the counter. “He told you about all that?” I wanted to ask what else he’d had to say, but I was afraid she might tell me. “I really like working for him.”

      “You’re pretty and smart.”

      “Thank you.” I’d heard those words my whole life. I’d been at genius-level IQ in middle school. My teachers never knew what to do with me either. And I’d never lacked for men who wanted to fuck me.

      “But I think you’re also a little lost.”

      Those words… They sank deep into my soul and sat there, heavy like a boulder. “Probably,” I replied, knowing how flat my voice sounded. But I didn’t really care.

      “My boy, he likes to try to fix things that are broken,” she said, and she reached over and turned off the little TV. “But he ends up breaking himself.”

      I sat back down next to her and she patted my hand.

      “I have no plans to harm him.” I held up both hands like I was surrendering to the cops.

      “Neither did Marley.” She heaved in a breath. “Did you see his face?”

      “I’ve seen his face many times.” I kind of liked his face.

      “The scar, dear. Did you see the scar?”

      Of course I had seen the scar. It slashed from his temple down beneath his eye and stopped next to his nose. “I’ve seen it.”

      “Did you ask him how he got it?”

      “I’m sure he would tell me if he wanted me to know.”

      “He went to bed with Marley, and he woke up to find Megan standing over him with a knife. She slashed his face before he could move.”

      It felt sort of wrong having MeeMaw tell me this story. Clark should have been the one to tell me.

      “And he still tried to make it work. Until he couldn’t make it work anymore.”

      I said nothing.

      “He had her put in a facility for people with mental illnesses, a medical institution, and it nearly killed him.”

      My sister had lived in a facility during her teen years. That was how she met Mason.

      “When one personality is hell-bent on killing people, it’s the only thing you can do. It broke his heart.” She stared at me so long that it became uncomfortable.

      “You know about my sister.” I didn’t ask it as a question, because I felt like she probably already did.

      “I do.” She sucked in a breath and blew it out slowly. “But your sister is the exception to the rule. She’s not like Megan. Or Marley for that matter.”

      “There were only two of them?”

      “As far as he knows, yes.”

      “And Marley has been gone for a long time.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you don’t want me to be here.”

      This was the most candid conversation I’d ever had with a person I’d only just met. But I appreciated her honesty.

      “I think you need to be here. Because you’re probably the only one who can find Marley.”

      “And Megan.”

      “And Megan,” she said with a nod. “But don’t make him fall in love with you. Please.”

      I snorted. “You don’t have to worry about that.”

      She said nothing. She just stared at me.

      No one had ever loved me. Except for Lynn, and she didn’t even like me most of the time. She’d never understood the way my mind worked. “I have been told I’m not the lovable sort. So I think he’s safe.”

      “Shelly!” I heard him call from down the hall. “You can shower if you want!”

      “Be right there!” I called back. “Thank you for breakfast,” I said. “It was wonderful.”

      “You heed my words, you hear?” She challenged me with the fierceness of her gaze.

      “I’ll certainly try.”

      But Clark was safe. I wasn’t the lovable sort, and if he didn’t know that already, he would soon.

      I grabbed my bag from the entryway and went to Clark’s room, where I stopped and stared. He had a manly room, with dark furniture made from heavy wood. It was neat and tidy, and he had a huge bed against one wall.

      “The guest room is down the hall, but there’s no bathroom attached to that one, so just let me know when you’re finished.” He looked around like he was uncomfortable having me in his space. “MeeMaw uses the main bathroom, and her junk is spread all over the counters, or I would send you there.”

      “Thank you,” I said quietly, my bag still over my shoulder. I avoided looking at him, because the conversation with MeeMaw had left me feeling unsettled, and I didn’t like feeling like this. Not at all.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Nothing.”

      He took a step toward me. “Did she say something to upset you?”

      “No, she’s amazing. You’re lucky to have her.” I started toward the bathroom. “I’m going to get that shower so I can get out of your hair.” I faked a yawn. “I’m really tired.”

      “Shelly—”

      “I’m fine, Clark,” I said, and I stepped into the bathroom and closed the door with a solid click behind me. Then I sagged against the wall. Because I knew that I would never have the love of a man like Clark. And that was okay with me, because I didn’t want that anyway. Love made you weak. And that was one thing I would never be.
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      Clark

      

      “What did you say to her?” I asked as I walked back into the kitchen. I was rather proud that I didn’t even raise my voice. If it was anybody but my MeeMaw, I would have been loud about it. But MeeMaw…well, she’d slap me into the middle of next week if I spoke to her the way I thought about talking to her sometimes.

      “We just had a little chat.” She waved a hand breezily in the air. “She’s a nice girl.”

      No, she wasn’t. She was a shark. “MeeMaw…” I said slowly, rubbing the bridge of my nose.

      “Willy.” She mocked my tone and shot me a glare.

      Shelly had refused to even look at me as she went into the bathroom. “What did you do?”

      “We just talked.” She stared at me. “Get that scowl off your face, Willy,” she warned. “I’m already tired of seeing you all puckered up like that.” She pointed her finger at me, and I knew I would soon be in trouble, if I wasn’t already.

      “Shelly’s special, MeeMaw.” I wanted to explain. Shelly didn’t think like the average woman. She couldn’t read people. She didn’t understand the meaning behind their words. “She has trouble reading between the lines. You have to be very direct with her. If you’re not, she might get confused.”

      “She wasn’t confused. She understood every word I said.”

      “You think she wasn’t confused. You don’t know that.”

      “I was very clear.”

      “Why did she refuse to look at me, then?” I finally asked.

      “You’re going to fall in love with her, Willy, and you’re going to get your heart broken.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “You are going to fall in love with that woman. And she’s not going to be able to love you back, not the way you need.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t say that to her.”

      “I didn’t say that to her.” She waited a beat. “But I did say something very similar.” She jabbed that long, pointy finger at me again. “And you know I’m right. You always fall for the broken ones. You think you can fix them.”

      “She’s not broken!” I cried. “Truth be told, I think she’s pretty damn amazing. She doesn’t need fixing.” That was the biggest truth I’d ever told. But once it hit my brain, I knew it was true. Shelly might have done some shady shit in the past, but I had a feeling that there was a reason for every shady thing she’d ever done.

      Beyond me, a shadow moved in the hallway, and I knew without a doubt that Shelly had been standing there listening.

      “Don’t fall in love with this one, Willy. She will break your heart.” This time, there was no finger jab. No fierce glare. There was just a soft resignation on her face.

      “I won’t fall in love with her. She’s only here temporarily.” Only long enough to find Megan, and to get Megan back to where she needed to be—where she couldn’t harm anyone. “I need her to find Megan.”

      “If Megan thinks you’re sleeping with that woman, she’ll let her presence be known. Soon.”

      “Maybe you should go and visit Aunt Edna,” I tossed out. “Where you’ll be safe.”

      She chuckled. “And miss the shit show? Not a chance in hell.” She stood up, walked over and pulled my arm until I bent down so she could kiss my cheek. “Go get some sleep. I’m going to play cards with my friends.”

      “Strip poker again?” I teased.

      “I’m too old for strip poker. My left tit would end up under the sole of my shoe.”

      I choked on my own spit. “MeeMaw!” I said, my face flooding with heat.

      “It’s true. One side always sags worse than the other.” She patted my arm and laughed out loud when I grimaced. I didn’t like thinking about MeeMaw’s tits. I didn’t even want to know MeeMaw had tits.

      “Call me if you need me,” I warned. “I’m going to sleep for a couple of hours, and then Shelly and I will probably go to the office, and to dinner, so we can be seen by those who might want to see us.”

      “It’s sad that Megan went after Shelly’s family.” She shook her head.

      “Shelly doesn’t love very many people,” I said.

      MeeMaw stared at me. “I don’t think that’s her problem.”

      “Enlighten me, MeeMaw,” I prompted. She was going to do it anyway.

      “I think her problem might just be that no one has ever loved her enough.”

      She patted my chest as those words sank deep inside me, twisting my heart in a jumbled mess.

      “Get some sleep,” she said. Then she disappeared down the hall.

      Shelly had closed the door to my room when she’d left it to go to her own, so I opened the door and flipped on the light. Then I stopped short, because Shelly was in my bed. On my side of the bed. With her head on my pillow. And she was sound asleep.

      I stared at her for more than a few seconds. She was sleeping soundly with her hand resting under her cheek. I turned the light back off, took a quick shower, changed into boxers and a t-shirt, and I tiptoed around to the side of the bed that Shelly wasn’t occupying. I slid between the covers, taking care not to jostle her. She didn’t even take up much space. She seemed tiny and vulnerable on her side of the bed. Shelly usually seemed larger than life, and far from vulnerable. But right now, for the very first time, I felt like there could be more to Shelly than I’d ever realized.

      MeeMaw had said that no one had ever loved her enough. But had anyone ever really loved her at all? Even Lynn’s love had been conditional until recently. And that…well, that seemed like a tragedy. Everyone deserved to be loved. Even Shelly.

      Particularly Shelly.
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      Shelly

      

      I’d never slept in a bed with a man before, and I wasn’t sure if I was highly opposed to the idea of doing it again, or if I was looking forward to it. I’d woken up before Clark did, so I took the time to study him in his sleep. He slept with one arm over his head, his mouth hanging open as harsh breaths escaped his mouth. Every now and then, a noisy rattle rose from his nose. Then he adjusted and the sound stopped.

      I knew when he woke up, and I knew he was pretending to still be asleep. “Do you always stare at sleeping men like a weirdo?” he asked, his voice roughened with sleep.

      “I’ve never slept with a man before, so no, I can’t say I always stare.” I rested the side of my head in my upturned palm. He still had his eyes closed, but I knew he was awake.

      He snorted, and then he reached up to scratch the stubble on his chin. “Don’t even try to tell me you’re a virgin.”

      “I said slept with, Clark. I didn’t say fucked.”

      His breath hitched. It was almost imperceptible, but I caught it. “There’s a difference?”

      I lowered my voice to a conspirator’s whisper. “Well, one involves a penis and a vagina,” I began. “And the other just involves a bed and exhaustion.”

      “Stop talking about my penis,” he said, his voice getting raspier, more than just sleepy. He reached down and not so discreetly shoved his junk to the side.

      I laughed and buried the noise in his pillow. I stopped to sniff it. “Your bed smells like you,” I told him.

      “That’s because you’re on my pillow. On my side of the bed.” He finally turned his head to look at me. “Why are you in my bed, Shelly?”

      “Channing Tatum came in here to see me, just as I was getting out of the shower. He hopped up, so I stopped to pet him. I guess I fell asleep.” I raised my arms over my head to stretch.

      “Do you have on pajamas?”

      “T-shirt and shorts. Why?” I rolled my head so I could look at him again.

      “Just checking.”

      “You didn’t check me out while I was asleep?”

      “I prefer to check out women who are conscious.”

      I still stared at him. “This sleeping with a man thing is a novel experience,” I said. “Thanks for being my first.” I blinked my eyes at him like I’d seen women in old movies do.

      He groaned. “Sometimes I could strangle you.”

      I tossed the covers back, sat up, and swung my feet over the side of the bed. “What’s the plan for today?” I asked. “I’m guessing we’re going to bait the trap by looking normal but being anything but normal.”

      “You couldn’t be normal if you tried.” But he didn’t say it like most people said it. He said it with something akin to admiration in his voice, and that did things to my insides that I couldn’t fully understand.

      “Thank you.”

      He chuckled. “You’re welcome.”

      I stood up and stretched, getting ready to walk to the bathroom.

      “Shelly!” he said loudly, covering his eyes with his forearm.

      I spun back around to face him. “What?”

      “You said you had on shorts!” he said, then he groaned into that forearm. “Jesus,” he whispered. The muscle in his jaw ticked.

      I looked down. “I do have on shorts.”

      “Those are not shorts, Shelly.” He didn’t move his arm, so he didn’t take a second look. “If I can see your ass cheeks, you can’t call them shorts. Holy fuckballs,” he said, as he not so discreetly adjusted his dick again. “And you can’t wear them again while you’re here. Throw them in the trash. Get rid of them.”

      “Oh, you’re a butt guy, huh?” I rolled my eyes at him. “You men are so predictable.”

      “There’s a certain law of decency, Shelly,” he said slowly, like he was hell-bent on explaining something to me that I couldn’t understand. “When you’re a guest in somebody’s house, you have to follow their rules.”

      “Oh.” I thought for a minute. “It’s really not my fault that your dick is hard.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him and stared at his groin until he grabbed the pillow I’d been sleeping on and shoved it in his midsection. “Go get dressed or something,” he grumbled. “And stop talking about my dick!” He dropped his voice down to a grumble I almost didn’t hear. “And I just woke up, damn it.”

      “You always wake up like that?” I asked, just because I was curious.

      He finally lifted his head and glared at me. “Seriously, Shelly? Do we have to do this right now?”

      “When would be a better time?”

      He heaved a sigh and swiped his hand down his face. “Okay, Shelly.” He sat up and swung his feet to the floor. “Occasionally, I wake up hard. Occasionally, my dick gets hard for no reason. Every now and then, my dick gets hard when a beautiful woman is standing in my bedroom wearing nothing but underwear. Sometimes, when I smell your cherry lip balm, I think about kissing you and then my dick gets hard. And now…” He lifted the pillow I’d slept on to his nose. “…now my fucking pillow smells like that perfume you wear.” He looked down at his lap. “And my dick is hard. Fuck.”

      I said nothing.

      “And for the first time ever, she’s quiet,” he said on a low, annoyed breath. “And I have never, ever spent this much time talking about my dick and its unfortunate propensity for getting hard at inopportune moments.”

      “Do you read a lot?” I asked.

      He swiped his hand down his face again. “Why do you ask?”

      “Occasionally, you toss out big words that most people don’t know.”

      “Do you know them?” He was nearly growling now.

      “Yes.”

      He threw his hands in the air. “Then what does it matter?”

      “Are you always this cranky when your dick is hard?” I asked, just because I was curious.

      “Only when somebody makes me talk about it ad nauseam.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh,” he repeated.

      “How long will you be annoyed at me?” I asked. Just because I needed to know.

      “Until you stop talking about my dick,” he groused. “Little Willy is not an appropriate topic for conversation.”

      I choked out a laugh. “You call your dick…” I snorted. “…Little Willy?”

      “Still not a topic for conversation,” he sang out.

      I reached into my bag and took out my cosmetics case, and then I laughed all the way to the bathroom, where I brushed and flossed my teeth. When I came back out, he was standing in front of the dresser buttoning his shirt, looking as dressy as he normally did in khaki slacks and dress socks. It felt strange standing in a room with a man who was getting dressed. I’d never done it before. I’d been in a room with a man who was dressing, but not in a getting dressed for the day kind of dressing. It was always a get dressed and get the fuck out kind of dressing. This seemed almost more intimate than sex, and my insides had that quirky, weird feeling again.

      “Are you done in there?” he asked.

      “For now,” I replied.

      “Good,” he said.

      “We need to go shopping today!” I called toward the closed door.

      He opened it back up, his eyes slowly raking up and down my body. “I know. We need to get you some appropriate pajamas.” He slammed the door in my face, much harder than was necessary.

      “Well, then,” I said to myself. Then I started to get dressed.

      I tried to figure out what that weird, bubbly feeling was, but I couldn’t be sure. If Lynn called today, maybe I could ask her, because I was quickly learning that asking Clark about certain topics would make him grumpy.
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      Clark

      

      She didn’t buy pajamas. But I did follow her around the mall as she bought a few dresses she didn’t want me to see and some shoes. Then we planned to stop at the food court for something to eat. I didn’t eat out much, since MeeMaw was such a great cook, but I knew we needed to look like a couple.

      Shelly came out of the store she’d dashed into with one more package. I hooked it with my finger and carried it with the others.

      “You are aware that I am perfectly capable of carrying my own bags, right?” she asked.

      I leaned close to her ear and whispered, “This is what boyfriends do.”

      Her face scrunched up. “Why?”

      “Because we typically feel absolutely useless while out shopping, and it gives us a reason to keep breathing.” I looked down at the packages in my arms. “What all did you buy?”

      “Is that a boyfriend question?”

      I bit back my smile. “No, it’s just me being nosy.”

      She eyed the bags hooked over my arms. “I just got some date clothes.”

      “What are date clothes?” I asked. I looked into one of the bags but she slapped my hand away.

      “Well, I assume they’re flirty dresses and high heels.” Her cheeks turned rosy. “But I’m not one hundred percent sure. I’ve never been on a date.”

      I lifted my nose a little so I could stare down at her. “Stop lying.”

      “I never lie. I don’t need to.” She adjusted her handbag.

      “Now I know you’re lying.” But when I looked at her face, I saw the utter truth in her gaze. Shelly had never been on a date. And she didn’t tell lies. She didn’t need to. “Are you serious?” I finally asked.

      “About which question?” The vee between her brows deepened the way it did when she was confused.

      Shelly was a beautiful woman. She was stunning, actually. She was take-your-breath-away beautiful. While we’d been walking through the mall, men had been gawking the whole time, and she was just wearing her customary pencil shirt, a simple blouse, and her strand of pearls. She drew attention everywhere she went. How could no one have ever taken her out on a date?

      She started toward the food court and I followed, in awe of the elegant way she walked in her four-inch high heels, which she almost always wore.

      “Are all the men around you blind?” I asked. “Or just stupid?”

      She stopped walking. “What?”

      “You are stunning, Shelly,” I said quietly. Her eyes darted left and right, like she was trying to find a place to set her gaze, and she didn’t want it to be on me. “Sometimes you take my breath away.”

      “Is this something a boyfriend would do?” she whispered at me, confusion still marring her face.

      I shrugged. “Maybe.” I stared at her startled face. “No man has ever asked you out?”

      “I’ve been asked. I’ve just never said yes.”

      “Why have you never said yes?”

      “Because dates lead to emotional intimacy, and I don’t have time for that.”

      Stunned, I repeated: “You don’t have time for emotional intimacy.”

      “I have a very busy life. Until recently, I spent most of my time taking care of Lynn.”

      “And now that Lynn is fine?”

      She started to tick items off on her fingers. “I teach self-defense. I give lessons at the gun range. I take a cooking class sometimes. I like to make glass.”

      “Glass?”

      “Blown glass,” she said and waved a hand to dismiss my questions. “It’s a process.”

      I grinned at her. “You’re going to run out of fingers.”

      “I stay busy.”

      “And when you want companionship?” I watched her face closely now, hoping to catch a glimpse of the truth.

      “Why would I want that?” She snorted, and it was the cutest damn sound I’d ever heard.

      “Friendship. Someone to spend time with.” I waited a beat. “Sex…”

      “I don’t need friends.” She gave a small shiver that I was sure she didn’t even notice. “And sex is easy. And useful.”

      I stopped walking and she stopped too, turning back to find out why I’d stopped our forward trajectory. “You find sex to be useful,” I repeated.

      “Orgasms lower your blood pressure. And sex can sometimes be used to make people more pliable.” She motioned for me to walk with her again.

      I scrubbed a hand across my forehead instead and stood there staring at her.

      “What?” she asked, when she realized I wasn’t moving.

      “I’m so confused.” And I was. I didn’t understand. And then it hit me. No one had ever loved Shelly. She’d never experienced that connection with another person. She’d never experienced the fit of someone else’s body with hers, when the fit was more than just physical. She’d never had it. She probably didn’t even understand it.

      Suddenly, her face fell. “Have I disappointed you?” she asked.

      “Why would you ask me that?”

      She motioned toward my face and said, “Because you suddenly look like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you don’t like me.”

      I liked her. I liked her more and more every time I spent time with her. Her brain was a thing of wonder. Her body was a work of art. Her personality was intriguing. But fuck if I could understand anything about her.

      “Lynn always looks at me like that when I’ve disappointed her. When I haven’t lived up to her expectations.” She began to wring her hands. “And now you’re doing it, but I don’t fully understand why.”

      “You haven’t disappointed me.”

      She finally breathed again. “Okay.”

      “I’m just confused. Sorry.” I started to walk again.

      Suddenly, a woman on the other side of the walkway yelled out, “Help! He took my wallet!”

      We were on the second level of the mall, walking down the walkway with the railing on the left side of us. The scream had come from the other side of the open area, on the other side of the mall.

      Then I saw him. A kid, maybe about sixteen years old, dashed down the aisle, and he was too fast for anyone to catch him.

      But before I could even blink, Shelly had kicked her shoes off.

      “Don’t!” I said, but she was already gone.

      “Fuck,” I said as I let her bags fall to the floor. I turned to dash after her, but she was already rounding the corner. She’d hitched her pencil skirt up her legs, and she ran like I’d never seen anyone run. But the part that surprised me the most was that she did what I would have done—and I seriously would have if she had given me one more fucking second—and she ran past the next connecting walkway and went around to cut him off.

      Next thing I knew, she’d tackled the gangly young man. His beanie fell from his head as he hit the floor with an umph and the woman’s wallet skidded out in front of him. Shelly put a knee in his back to hold him down. The young man grunted and kicked but Shelly subdued him until she could reach over him and get her hands on the woman’s purse. Then she lifted her knee, got off his back, mumbled something that only he could hear, and he ran in the other direction. Then she straightened her skirt and pushed her hair back from her face. She picked up the woman’s wallet and calmly returned it to her.

      People had recorded the whole scene on their phones as the woman cried about how her rent money was in there, in cash, and how very grateful she was. “How did you do that?” she asked.

      Shelly just shrugged, graciously accepted the woman’s thanks, and walked back to where I was still standing next to her discarded bags. She stepped back into her shoes, which made her as tall as my nose. “Are you ready to eat?” she asked.

      “You’ve never been on a date, huh?” I asked, still replaying the tackle in my brain. She wasn’t even breathing hard.

      Her brow furrowed. “Didn’t we just discuss this?”

      “Friday night,” I said on a laugh. “I’m picking you up at my house at seven o’clock. I expect you to be wearing one of these flirty dresses and I expect to take you on your first date ever. So be ready.”

      She smiled. “Okay.”

      I probably should have asked instead of just telling her, but Shelly wasn’t just any woman. She was different.

      “This is for Megan’s benefit, right?” She stared at me.

      “Sure,” I said. But I wasn’t sure that was entirely the case. I wasn’t sure at all.

      “Then I accept your invitation,” she said politely.

      I picked up her bags, hooking them over one arm, and then I took her hand in mine. She startled, mouthed the word boyfriend at me with a question in her gaze, and then she relaxed a little when I shrugged. Her hand tightened in mine briefly, and then we went to the food court for food.

      “Why did you let him go?” I asked as we sat and ate, keeping the conversation light.

      She shrugged. “He was just a kid. He made a bad choice. It’s one he won’t make again.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Because I told him that if he ever tried something like that again, I’d come to his house, kill everyone he loves, and he’ll regret it for the rest of his life because it will be his fault.”

      I sat, stunned, unsure of how to reply. I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Um…”

      She laughed. “I’m kidding. I told him that this was his one and only get out of jail free card, and that he should use it wisely.”

      The tension in me eased a little. “That’s all you said?”

      “Yes, why?” She looked at me, her gaze questioning.

      “Just checking.”

      “So, Friday night…”

      “Be ready.”

      She grinned, her blue eyes sparkling.

      I was taking Shelly on a date. And it wasn’t for Megan’s benefit. It was for mine. I wanted to give her the first date experience she’d never had. It was selfish and reckless, and I had no idea why I wanted to give her such an experience. But I did. I wanted it very badly.
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      Shelly

      

      Clark bellowed at me from his office. “Shelly!”

      I closed the tab I had open and walked toward his office. “You bellowed?” I said drolly as I hitched a hip in the corner of the open doorway.

      He didn’t look up from the papers he studied on his desk.

      “Did you need me for something?” I prompted after a moment.

      He finally looked up. “I need your brain.”

      “Well, there’s one I’ve never heard,” I said as I walked toward his desk. I took the chair across from him. “What do you have?”

      He slid two stacks of papers toward me. “This stack is people who were killed.” He tapped his finger against the stack on the left. “And this stack is people who were caught. I need to know the difference.”

      “Caught?” I asked. But my brain was already buzzing.

      “Someone is being a vigilante, dispensing justice when there was none. I took the case files to Mason, and he says it has to be more than one person who is trying to dispense justice. I’m still not sure.” I could tell he was watching my face closely. “I was hoping you might take a look.”

      My heart leaped a little in my chest as I pulled the stacks toward me. I started to rifle through them, then separate them into piles. I made three piles. I slid the smallest stack toward him. “You told me not to lie to you.”

      His brow furrowed. “I did.” He nodded, but I could tell that he didn’t know where I was going to go with this.

      I shoved the small stack one inch further toward him. “This stack was me.” Heat crept up my cheeks, but I wasn’t sure why. He stared at me. Hard. So hard that I immediately became uncomfortable. I gathered my hair up in my hands and lifted it off my neck.

      Clark reached into his desk drawer, retrieved a pencil, and handed it to me. I rolled my hair into a ball and secured it with the pencil. Then I realized what he’d done. He’d anticipated my need for something to hold my hair. And I suddenly found it hard to breathe.

      “You?” he asked.

      I ignored the itchy feeling that had everything to do with the pencil and almost nothing to do with the papers in front of me, and I pulled the papers back toward me. I lifted the first one. “I left him tied up on the steps of the courthouse.” I lifted the second one. “I had him meet me for a date, and then the cops showed up.” I shrugged. “I called them, but still.” I lifted the third one. “I found him and made sure the cops knew where he was.” I tapped the last one. “And this one, I tied him to a post in the subway.” I rushed to add, “I made sure they were all safe! I promise. I stayed until someone picked them up.”

      “And the security footage?” He rubbed his forehead.

      “I wiped it all,” I said.

      “How did you do that?”

      “I may have hacked a few accounts.” I winced, because his face was suddenly stormy. “But I haven’t done it since you told me not to! As soon as you told me that my actions could get you in trouble, I stopped.”

      “These were all you?” he asked, tapping the small stack again.

      “All of them.”

      “Are there more?”

      I shook my head and avoided his gaze.

      He motioned toward the other two stacks. “And these?”

      I shook my head again. “Those weren’t me. But I can look at them and I might be able to find a pattern or two.”

      “You didn’t…” He stopped and took in a breath with his eyes closed. Then he forged on. “You didn’t kill anyone?”

      “No.”

      He showed me one of the files. “This is the guy they call Danny the Dick. He was shot right in the center of his forehead.”

      I looked at the picture. “That’s not right in the center. It’s a few millimeters off.”

      He looked at it again. “Is it?”

      “Yes.” I said nothing else.

      “It looks pretty precise.”

      “If I had done it, it would be perfect. And it’s not.” I shrugged. “And I would have used a .40. They’re more precise.”

      “You can tell that’s not a 40-caliber bullet? From the picture?”

      I nodded. “I can. That’s a sloppy shot. And I’m never sloppy. Not when I shoot.”

      He flipped the page. “You ever chop anybody’s dick off?”

      “No. Never.” I could say that honestly. I’d been tempted a few times, though.

      He went on to another. But he didn’t ask me any questions about the other ones. He was obviously thinking.

      “Thank you for telling me,” he finally said. “The one you left on the courthouse steps. How did you find him?”

      “Oh, he found me, actually.”

      His brows drew together. “How?”

      “I stopped at the bookstore, and he was there. I recognized him from one of your files, so I followed him home. That’s all.”

      “And you put yourself in danger?”

      I shook my head. “I was never in danger.”

      “How did you get him in the car to take him to the courthouse?”

      “I tazed him. Tied him up. And then I put him in the car. It wasn’t that hard. He folded up quite nicely in my trunk.” I scratched the end of my nose, because it was suddenly itching.

      “So you dumped him in the trunk.”

      “Well, folded him up in there. He was very comfortable.”

      “Then you drove to the courthouse in the middle of the night and tied him to the post.” He reached into his desk for a piece of gum. I knew he used to smoke, and he only reached for gum when he was stressed. “And then, after you knew he’d been safely found, you went home and wiped all the footage from the security cameras in front of the courthouse.”

      “And the ones from the shop around the corner, and the deli, and the pawn shop.”

      His brows would have hit his hairline if he’d had a hairline. “You wiped all those?”

      “Just a few hours of their recorded time. They probably didn’t even notice.”

      “And you did this because you read my files and figured out where they were.”

      “Yes.” I ran my sweaty palms down my pencil skirt.

      “And before you started working here, did you ever do this kind of thing?”

      I scratched my head. “I used to do volunteer work at the women’s shelter. And sometimes I helped moms find their kids’ dads who had done bad things.”

      “And what did you do to them?”

      “Well, I notified the cops about some of their whereabouts.” I cleared my throat. “And a few of them…” I held my finger and thumb about an inch apart. “Just a tiny few I helped to see the errors of their ways.”

      “Which involved…?”

      “Talking. That’s all.”

      “Talking about what?”

      “Well,” I said, “some people are very simple. If you find out what they love most in the world, and then threaten it, they will change their ways.”

      “How long has it been since you volunteered at the shelter?”

      I shrugged. “A couple of years.”

      “And you haven’t done this since?”

      “Well, not until I saw your files. But then you told me to come to you instead, so that’s what I’m doing now. I’ve found four more.” I jerked my thumb toward the office area where I’d been working. “I was going to bring them to you later today.”

      “I’d like to see them.” He shoved the two stacks that weren’t mine toward me. “I’d like for you to look at these and find anything that can help me figure out who did it. Can you do that?”

      “Sure.” I took the files and stood up. “Is that all you needed?”

      “Yes. I just want you to work on that.” He nodded toward the stacks.

      “Okay.” I turned to leave but then turned back. “Are you mad at me?”

      “Do I look mad?” He shuffled some more papers around.

      “You know I can’t tell.”

      Finally, he smiled. It didn’t look like a real smile, but it was close. When he smiled for real, like when he’d asked me to dinner at the mall, the scar beneath his eye folded a little at the edge. This time, there was no fold, so I felt like the smile was more for my benefit than actual joy. “I’m not mad.” He held up one finger. “A little stupefied. But not mad.”

      I smiled at him. “You stupefy me too,” I said. And he did. I couldn’t tell up from down some of the time.

      This time, the skin under his eye folded a little, and I felt the grin on my own face tip a little more upward.

      “Get to work,” he said. “And close my door on the way out. I need to make some calls.”

      “Okay.” I pulled his door shut.

      I’d told him nothing but the truth. And he didn’t appear to be angry. I looked down at the files. There was a vigilante killer out there, and it wasn’t me. I’d stopped doing that.
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      Clark

      

      I’d heard it said once that it’s intoxicating when people unapologetically show you who they are. And fuck if that wasn’t the God’s honest truth. Now that I knew a little bit about Shelly, I Iiked the hell out of her.

      Only I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to like her or not.

      One thing that I was almost sure of: Shelly was a benevolent soul. She’d been painted as a narcissistic psychopath of a woman with a penchant for murdering people, but I was pretty sure that Shelly wasn’t a killer. Well, aside from that one time with her father that no one knew about. And I doubted anyone ever would know the truth of what happened in that situation, aside from Shelly and her father. Even Lynn didn’t know what really happened, and something told me it was probably better that way.

      Now, I didn’t doubt that Shelly was willing to do some shady things at times, but she did them when they were necessary and when they would fix situations for people she loved or cared about.

      And that brain of hers. It worked in a way I couldn’t begin to understand, but I really, really wanted to. I wanted to know how she thought and why she thought and what made her think one way instead of another. But I had a feeling, again, that it was something I couldn’t even try to understand. Shelly herself didn’t understand it.

      She was unapologetically who she was.

      Who was she?

      She was smart. She was a fucking genius. She could create formulas and scenarios in her head and work out problems unlike anyone I’d ever known.

      She was loyal. She loved Lynn and Lynn’s child with all her heart, and I’d bet she’d even go to bat for Mason if the situation called for it, although she’d give him shit over it at the same time.

      She was funny. She had a biting wit and an understated humor that amused the hell out of me.

      Shelly could kick ass. She’d taken that thief down in the mall all by herself, without hesitation. And I’d seen the video of her fight with Megan. She was a small, sturdy package that could kick some serious ass.

      She was fucking beautiful. She took my breath away, whether she was in her fancy clothes or her teeny tiny shorts. Sometimes when she looked at me from across the room, I could feel myself react. To begin with, I’d thought it was annoyance. But now, now it was so much more.

      She was—most important of all—loveable.

      MeeMaw had said that Shelly had never had anyone truly love her, and I believed that, now that I’d spent some time with her. Shelly lapped up praise like a cat laps at cream. Tiny pieces of affection were her catnip. She craved them—no. She needed them. There was a big difference.

      Shelly had spent her life taking care of Lynn and her friends. But who was she now that Lynn was settled? Was she still just another person who looked like Lynn? Or was she so much more? I believed she was so much more, even more than I had ever realized. And I wanted to know exactly who she was.

      I had a feeling that everyone who had ever met Shelly had wanted her to change. They’d probably wanted her to be more understanding, but they also weren’t aware that she had a difficult time understanding how people felt in different situations. She didn’t lack empathy. She was full of it. She just needed to understand why she was supposed to have it in different scenarios.

      She had done some shady things in the past, but I had a feeling that any time that she did, there was a damn good reason for it.

      I sat in my office and made a few calls, talked with my former boss about some open cases, and then I realized how late it was getting. I glanced down at my watch. Shit. I was going to be late.

      “Hey, Shelly,” I said as I walked out to where she was working.

      She didn’t glance up from the computer or the stacks of paper in front of her.

      “Shelly,” I said a little more loudly.

      “Hm?” she said absently. She still didn’t look up.

      “I just remembered that I have to go home early tonight. Are you ready to go?”

      She finally looked up. Then she looked down at her watch. “Now?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” She blew an errant lock of hair from her eyes.

      “I forgot that I need to be home early.”

      She shook her head, like she was trying to focus on me, when she really wanted to go back to what she was doing.

      “MeeMaw is cooking,” I said.

      “MeeMaw’s fine. I just checked on her a few minutes ago.”

      I shrugged into my jacket. But then I stopped. “Wait. How did you check on MeeMaw?”

      She opened a tab on her laptop and showed me the screen. “Your home security system. I checked in on her an hour ago. She was cooking.” She smiled. “And she was singing a rather bawdy song as she danced around the kitchen.” Her brow furrowed with confusion again. “But she was fine.”

      “Did I give you the password to my security system?” I asked, knowing good and well that I did not.

      “Well, no, but I didn’t think you’d mind.” She looked everywhere but at me.

      “How did you get it?” Dumb question, I knew.

      She heaved out a sigh. “Really?” She raised her eyebrows at me.

      I growled low in my throat. “Shelly, you can’t just hack into accounts.”

      She rolled her eyes, and on anyone else, it wouldn’t have been quite so adorable. “I didn’t hack. I guessed.” She tilted her head and smirked at me. “Your email was easy, and your password was Channing. You could have made it a little more difficult.”

      “Shelly,” I began, but I had no idea what else to say.

      “I just wanted to check on her,” she said quietly.

      “You could have just asked me for the information.”

      She looked at me like I had grown two heads. “That would be a waste of your time and mine, particularly since it was so easy.” She stared at me. “Are you annoyed?”

      Actually, I wasn’t. I was enthralled.

      “MeeMaw was fine?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Cooking. Dancing. Singing. Happy.” Her cheeks grew rosy. “I might have watched her for a few minutes. She just looked so content.”

      “Thank you for checking on her.”

      She smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      “Are you ready to go?”

      “Sure,” she said, as she closed her laptop and stuck her loose papers in a folder. She picked it all up to take it with her. “I can work on this when we get home. I think I am on to something.”

      “With the vigilante murders?”

      “Yes.”

      Now I was curious. “What have you found?”

      “Well, I made a spreadsheet so I could add the data from all the police reports and see if there were any commonalities.”

      “Like what?”

      “Time of day. Part of the city.” She shrugged. “Arresting officers. Judges in the original trials, if there were any. Things like that.”

      “You went that deep?”

      “Deeper,” she said, as she closed the office door behind her and walked toward the elevator. “I see patterns most people could never find. Motives.”

      “And did you find any patterns?”

      She nodded. “A few.”

      I smiled. “You care to share them with me?”

      “Not yet. I want to work on it some more.”

      “But you think you might have some ideas.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Please tell me that you didn’t hack into the court system to get copies of the police reports.”

      Shelly glared at me. “Public records.”

      “Okay.” It might have been dumb of me, or naïve, but I believed her.

      We got in the car and she was quiet on the drive home. “You okay?” I asked as I pulled into the driveway. There were already three cars there, but they weren’t blocking my spot. Good friends always left you your favorite spot.

      “Who’s here?” she asked.

      “Some friends of mine.” I opened my door. “Come on. I want you to meet them.”

      She didn’t get out. “Who are they?”

      “Some people I have worked with for a very long time. One I grew up with.”

      “And why are they here?”

      “For poker.”

      “Poker?” she parroted.

      “Yes. It’s poker night. Although I’m pretty sure they just show up so MeeMaw will feed them.”

      “That’s why she was cooking so much?”

      “Yes.” I stared at her. “Do you want to get out now?”

      “Not really,” she said. “Maybe I should stay at my apartment.”

      “Not a chance in hell,” I said. “Get out. Come on. I need you.”

      “For what?”

      “If I don’t bring you home with me, MeeMaw will probably send me back out to find you. And I hate to waste my time. MeeMaw really likes you, so come on. And Channing Tatum would be devastated if you didn’t come in.”

      She grinned, finally. “Well, when you put it that way.” She got out of the car and walked with me to the side door, which opened into the kitchen. The faces of three of my best friends in the world stared at us as we came in the back door.

      Shelly leaned close to whisper, “You didn’t warn them about me.”

      All the warning in the world wouldn’t have been enough.

      Shelly bent down to pet Channing, who ran circles around her legs.

      “Close your mouth, Three, I can see your chili,” I told my best friend. He snapped his mouth shut and resumed chewing.

      “Three?” Shelly whispered again.

      I pointed to them each in turn. “Shelly, this is Three. This is D’Shaun. And this is Eli.” I pointed toward Shelly. “Everybody, this is Shelly.” I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her close to me. She only flinched for a second, and then she went soft.

      MeeMaw, though, did not go soft. She stared at me. Hard. Until I thought I might need to go back out the door. I let Shelly go and she stepped away from me.

      “Why do they call you Three?” Shelly asked my friend.

      “I’m a third,” he said around another mouthful of chili. “My dad was the junior, my granddad was the senior. And I’m the third. Three.”

      “Clever,” Shelly said.

      “I’ll tell my mother you said so.” He grinned at her.

      “Once a month, it’s my turn to host poker night,” I explained.

      Shelly took in the spread of food that lined the counter. “And MeeMaw does all the work?”

      MeeMaw finally laughed. “You tell him, Shelly.” But secretly, MeeMaw loved every minute of it. I knew she did. She loved having a house full of boys, just like when I was younger. Suddenly, Three’s phone started to ring and everyone at the table groaned.

      “Excuse me” he said. He went outside to answer it. He came back in and announced, “Sorry, guys, I have to go. Duty calls.”

      “MeeMaw will have to take his place again,” D’Shaun said.

      MeeMaw snorted. “Not a chance in hell. Last time, you boys ate my food and went home with all my money.”

      Every eye in the room turned to Shelly. “We need a fourth,” Eli said.

      Shelly looked at the deck of cards. “I’ve never played poker.”

      They very nearly began to salivate. “We can teach you.”

      Shelly looked at me.

      “We can’t play without a fourth,” I explained.

      “It’s only a twenty dollar buy-in,” Eli explained.

      “So it costs twenty dollars to play?” Shelly looked at me.

      “Only if you want to.” I might as well let her off the hook. She didn’t look too excited.

      “Do I have time to go and change clothes?” She looked down at what she was wearing, and everyone else did too, their eyes lingering just long enough to get on my nerves. She didn’t seem to notice.

      “By all means,” Eli said, passing his bowl to MeeMaw so she could give him more chili. “We have time.”

      “I’ll be right back,” Shelly said. Then she disappeared down the hallway.

      “Who the fuck was that?” Eli asked in a stage whisper.

      MeeMaw slapped the back of his head. “Watch your language, young man.”

      “MeeMaw, you used words worse than that less than five minutes ago!” he cried in outrage, rubbing the back of his head where she had just assaulted him.

      “I’m a grownup. I can do whatever I want.”

      “I’m thirty-nine years old, MeeMaw!” he protested.

      She stared him down until he demurred.

      “So who the heck was that?” he asked again.

      I shrugged. “She’s a friend.”

      “A friend,” they all repeated at once.

      “Yes,” I replied. “She’s my friend. And she works at my office.”

      “And she has clothes here,” Eli tossed in.

      “And she’s hot,” D’Shaun said. He stared down the hallway where she had just gone, like he was still watching her walk away. MeeMaw lifted her hand to slap him too, but he ducked away and laughed.

      “And she’s never played poker before,” Eli said. He rubbed his hands together with excitement. But they had no idea how quick Shelly’s brain worked. Shelly would probably wipe the floor with all of them. And she would do it quickly.

      Shelly came back out wearing a pair of leggings and a long t-shirt. I watched as more than one set of eyes skimmed her curves. MeeMaw drew her into the room and passed her a bowl of chili with cheese and sour cream on top, and Shelly walked over to stand next to me by the counter. She leaned close to me so she could whisper. “I heard you as I walked away. You called me your friend.”

      “So?” I replied, not sure where she was going.

      “Did you mean that?” she asked, her voice still quiet enough that only I could hear it. “Or are we pretending, like with the girlfriend thing?”

      I shook my head. “No, I meant it.”

      “Okay,” she said, then she closed her eyes and took a deep breath in through her nose. She smiled at me, and I could have sworn that I could see her soul in her gaze. And it was easy and happy and light. “We’re friends?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay,” she whispered again.

      I nodded my head and went to take my seat at the table. She followed and sat down next to me, her knee accidentally brushing mine. She didn’t jerk away, and neither did I.
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      Shelly

      

      Clark glared at me. “Why did you do that?”

      I stacked all the poker chips back in their protective case, making neat columns of each color, and returned the cards to their red and white box. “Do what?” I asked.

      “Why did you lose on purpose?” he asked.

      I let my mouth drop open in mock surprise. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “You just let them win.” He got up and started raking chip dust from the tabletop into his cupped palm.

      “I did no such thing.” I’d walked away from the game with exactly the same amount of money with which I’d started—twenty dollars. “I broke even.”

      He growled low in his throat. “And I still don’t understand why.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.” I stared at him. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was genuinely upset that I hadn’t taken all their money.

      Finally, he got in my face and stared hard at me, his hands braced on the table, his weight on his palms. I bent into the same position so that I could look into his eyes. “You and I both know that you could have won all their money if you’d tried,” he said. He glanced down at my lips really quickly, so quickly that if I’d blinked, I’d have missed it. My heart did a little trip in my chest. I stood up straight and took a breath.

      “That’s not the point of a fun game night.” I started to clear away the bowls and containers, loading them into the dishwasher. MeeMaw had gone to bed more than an hour ago, and I wanted to be sure she didn’t wake up to a mess. “A fun game night is supposed to be about camaraderie and a good time. No one has a good time if one person takes all the money.”

      “That’s what poker is for, Shelly.”

      “Poker is for people to tell funny stories. Maybe even tell some terrible jokes.” I pointed at him. “And that one you told about putting a little booger in a tissue, please don’t ever tell that one again. You seriously need some new material.” I cleared my throat. “But the point is that poker is about having fun, and this was the most fun I’ve had in a long time. I was grateful, so I made sure that I didn’t win all their money.” I shrugged. “Thanks for letting me play,” I said quietly.

      “But you could have won every hand,” he continued to protest.

      I rocked my head from side to side. “Not every hand, but I could have won more than I did. I stopped counting after a while, and I played the same way everyone else does.”

      He jabbed his index finger at me. “I knew you could count cards.”

      “Do you think they liked me?” I asked, my voice so quiet that even I could barely hear it.

      “What?” he said, still bustling around the kitchen.

      “Never mind,” I replied. It really didn’t matter if they liked me.

      Suddenly, the back door burst open and D’Shaun ran in. “I forgot my hat,” he said, out of breath.

      Clark grabbed his hat from the counter where he’d left it and tossed it in his direction. It glanced off his forehead, but he caught it before it hit the floor.

      “Thanks, dude.” Then D’Shaun stared at me for a long moment. I looked at Clark and he looked from D’Shaun to me and back.

      “Dude,” Clark said. “Stop staring and go the fuck home.”

      “I just can’t figure out how you got her.” He adjusted his hat, lifting and lowering the brim as he looked at me. “She’s beautiful and funny and smart, man. We all know you’re not worthy.”

      Clark laughed. “Go home, D’Shaun.”

      Suddenly D’Shaun grabbed me, wrapped his arms around me, and picked me up in the biggest hug I’d ever had. He laid a loud smack on my cheek, and then he disappeared out the door.

      “They liked you,” Clark said.

      Yeah, I guess they did.

      “But I’m still disappointed you didn’t take all their money.”

      I laughed. “Maybe next time. We’ll raise the stakes to make up for it.” I cleared my throat. “You’ve known D’Shaun the longest?” I asked. I was insanely curious about them all.

      “He grew up next door to our old house.”

      I pointed to the floor under my feet. “But not this house.”

      “No, this is my house.”

      “It’s not MeeMaw’s?”

      He rolled his eyes. “No. My grandmother lives with me. I do not live with her.” He huffed out a breath. Then he added, “Thank you very much.”

      I laughed at how offended he seemed to be by my question. “What’s the difference?”

      “MeeMaw fell about a year ago and broke her hip. She had to do rehab and came to stay with me. When she was better, I didn’t want her to leave.” He shrugged. “It’s not like she’s here all the time. Every few weeks, she gets tired of me and goes to visit a friend. And she spends the winter in Florida with her sister.”

      “But you prefer for her to be with you.”

      His voice grew soft and careful. “She took care of me when I didn’t have anybody. She didn’t even blink. She just took me in when my parents died in a car accident when I was twelve, and she never made me feel like I was a burden. I owe her everything. And I genuinely like having her here. I miss her when she’s gone.” He made that shrug again, and I was beginning to believe it was a signal that he was uncomfortable.

      “My grandmother raised me. But she wasn’t like MeeMaw.” I laughed. “She was hella different. Still is.”

      “Are you close?”

      I shook my head. “Not really.”

      “Do you want to be?”

      I shook my head again. “Not really.”

      “Do you have a lot of friends?” he asked. He was still bustling around the kitchen, putting things away, but I could tell that I had his attention.

      I shook my head once more. “No.” Heat crept up my cheeks. “Just you,” I said.

      He stopped what he was doing. “Okay,” he said. I kind of felt like he was letting me know it was okay that I considered myself to be his friend.

      “Okay,” I replied.

      Silence fell upon the room as we finished cleaning up. I dried my hands and hung the towel up where it belonged. “I guess I’ll go to bed.”

      “Are you tired?” he asked.

      “Not really.” And I wasn’t. I was wide awake.

      “Do you want to walk Channing with me?” he asked.

      “Yeah, sure.” I went to put my shoes on, because I’d been walking around in my socks all evening. I got out Channing’s leash and put it on her. She danced around my feet, her feet tapping on the hardwood floor.

      My shoulder brushed Clark’s arm as we walked. He looked down at me and grinned. “What?” I asked. I brushed at my lips. “Do I have something on my face?”

      He leaned down like he wanted to whisper to me. “A smile.”

      I knocked his shoulder with mine and laughed.

      “You’re beautiful all the time, but fuck if you don’t blow me away when you smile at me,” he said.

      My stomach gave that little twitch that felt so foreign to me and I didn’t even try to squash it.

      “When you smile at me for real, your scar does this little quirk,” I said.

      He reached up and absently ran his finger along the scar. “Not much I can do about that, unfortunately.”

      “Oh, no,” I rushed to say. “I just meant…well…” I chopped my hand through the air. “Never mind,” I finally muttered. I shook my head. It sounded stupid even in my head.

      He knocked my arm with his again. “Say it.” I had all of his attention, and that was a heady feeling. It wasn’t one I was sure I liked.

      “I can tell when you’re faking it, because of the scar.”

      “I never fake it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You fake it sometimes.”

      He laid his hand on his chest like he was appalled. “I can assure you that I have never faked it in my life, Miss Punter. How dare you suggest that I would do such a thing.”

      I laughed out loud.

      He whistled. It was a low, soft sound. “There she goes again, being more and more beautiful,” he said, his voice nothing more than a whisper.

      He stopped and I stopped too, turning to face him. He reached up and touched my cheek gently with his fingertips. Then his hand slid down enough that he could tilt my face up a little, and his lips touched mine.

      A jolt of electricity shot from his lips to mine, and I felt like I had been scalded. I jerked back, surprised.

      “Shelly?” he prompted.

      “Hmm?” I replied.

      “Was that okay?” he asked, still staring at me, his gaze hard but soft all at the same time.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. I lifted my hand to my lips, touching them lightly. They felt funny. Different. Not like before.

      “Can I do it again?” he asked, and he stepped a little closer.

      I lifted onto my tiptoes and pressed my lips to his, hoping against hope that it had to have been a fluke. Reactions like that weren’t real. The hot feeling wouldn’t assail me this time.

      But it did. I got the same warm feeling.

      I stepped back onto my heels again and lifted my hand back up to my lips.

      “Why do you look so surprised?”

      “I’ve been kissed before,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Most women your age have.”

      “But…”

      “But what?” He stared at me, his eyes lighting on my eyes, my nose, my cheeks, and then on my lips again.

      “But it’s never felt like that.” I took a breath to steady myself. “Did it feel weird to you?”

      “It felt fucking amazing.” His voice had a tinge of gravel to it that wasn’t there before. “It felt like I should have kissed you sooner.”

      “Is this what boyfriends do?” I asked. I looked around. “Do you think she’s watching?”

      “Who?” His brow furrowed.

      “Megan.”

      “Fuck, I forgot all about Megan.” He scrubbed a hand down his face and took a step back. “And yes, this is what boyfriends do.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      We finished walking Channing in complete silence. Afterward, I hung up the leash, kicked off my shoes and put them in the mudroom, and said, “I’m going to go to my room. Good night.”

      “’Night, Shelly,” he replied.

      I turned to walk away, but I turned back at the last minute. “Thank you for letting me hang out with your friends.”

      “Thank you for hanging out with my friends,” he replied.

      I smiled. “It was fun. ‘Night,” I said.

      I went to the guest room and closed the door behind me. Then I sagged against it, and I lifted my fingertips to my lips again. For some reason, I felt like I’d been kissed for the very first time. I’d done it many times in the past, but this time it felt different. And it was going to drive me crazy until I figured out why.
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      Clark

      

      Shelly refused to look me in the eye. She had refused to look me in the eye all day today. This morning, when I’d gone to the kitchen, she’d been sitting at the kitchen table with her laptop open, working. She’d already dressed and was ready to go. But she barely looked up at me. That wasn’t abnormal for Shelly. When she was engrossed in her work, she often ignored her surroundings.

      But what wasn’t normal was that she stared out the window on the way to work, instead of asking me questions. Or the way she’d avoided my eyes in the elevator. Or the way she’d gone straight to her desk and ignored me the rest of the day. Even after I’d gone out to get us some lunch, she’d taken hers back to her desk and ate it alone.

      I’d made a big fucking mistake, apparently, when I’d kissed her the night before. But I wasn’t sure if my mistake was kissing her at all, or if it was in the fact that I let her believe I did it for Megan’s benefit.

      The kiss…well, the kiss was everything that a kiss is supposed to be. I’d been replaying it in my head all night long. And in the shower. And in the car. And in the elevator. And while sitting at my desk, I’d replayed how it felt it when she’d stepped up on tiptoes and pressed her lips against mine. I’d felt it all over. Everywhere. But now, it was like she’d slammed the door that kiss had opened. She’d slammed it shut and locked it, and I didn’t know what to do about it.

      So, I did what I felt was right.

      I walked into the outer office where she was working and rapped on the desk with my knuckles. “You feel like taking a walk?” I asked.

      She looked at the work scattered around her. “Right now?”

      I squared my shoulders. “No time like the present.” Then I added, “We need to see and be seen, Shelly, if this is going to work.”

      “Oh.” If I wasn’t mistaken, she deflated a little, but then she squared her shoulders and stood up. She toed the shoes she’d kicked off back toward her and slid her feet into them.

      “Can you walk in those?” I asked. Shelly always had on four-inch heels and, while they were sexy as fuck, I wanted to be sure she would be comfortable.

      She scoffed. “Can I walk in these? Of course I can walk in these.”

      I smiled at her, but she still wouldn’t meet my eyes. She wouldn’t even look in my direction.

      When we stepped into the elevator, I asked, “Is everything okay?”

      “Define everything,” she replied.

      I motioned from me to her and back. “Me and you. Are we okay?”

      She finally looked at me, confusion flashing in her eyes. “Why wouldn’t we be?”

      “I don’t know,” I hedged. “I guess I kind of feel like you’ve been avoiding me all day today.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      I took her hand in mine as we stepped onto the sidewalk, and I gave it a squeeze. She finally looked at me. And I mean really looked at me. “I thought maybe you were feeling a little uncomfortable after that kiss last night.”

      “I’m not uncomfortable,” she said. She closed her eyes tightly in a full-face wince. “I’m just confused.”

      I squeezed her hand again. “About what?”

      “I just don’t know how you’re feeling.” She sucked in a breath. “It’s hard for me to read people.”

      I gave her hand another squeeze as we continued down the sidewalk toward the park. There, the path was paved, so I felt like Shelly would be more comfortable with her shoes. “You could just ask me.”

      She looked at me and sucked in a breath. Her eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “You can ask me anything.”

      “But would you tell me the truth?” she mused. She gave me a fake smile.

      “I don’t have a reason to lie.”

      “Why did you kiss me?” she suddenly blurted out.

      I didn’t even have to think about it. The truth was resting right there on the tip of my tongue, ready to present itself. “Because I’d been wanting to do it all day. Every time I get close enough to smell your lip gloss, all I can think about is kissing you.”

      She mulled that over in her mind for a bit. “So it wasn’t for Megan’s benefit.”

      “No. It was for mine.” This level of honesty wasn’t easy. I had to admit that. It was fucking difficult baring your soul for someone else to see. “Can I ask you something?” I questioned.

      She gave a quick jerk of her head that might have been a nod. “Sure.”

      I reached over and gently lifted the single strand of pearls she always wore. “Where did you get these?” She wore them all the time. They must be important to her.

      “They’re a placeholder,” she said with another wince. “Or at least that’s what my grandmother, my Nana, said.”

      “A placeholder.”

      She nodded. “She gave them to me on my eighteenth birthday. She told me that I should wear them until someone who loves me replaces them, so I know that I am loved.” She shook her head. “But Nana’s love isn’t real love. Not really.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Well,” she said, and she stopped, like she was gathering her thoughts. “The day that Lynn and Mason got married, Mason gave her a blue topaz necklace that matched her eyes perfectly. It was beautiful. It was like a physical embodiment of love, every time I saw it. It meant that he loved her and he knew her well enough to buy her the perfect piece of jewelry.” She made a snorting noise in her throat. “It took me a while to figure out that’s what it meant.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, I used to beg Lynn to let me wear it. She was resistant at first, but eventually, she let me borrow it. And I loved wearing that necklace, because when I wore it, I believed in the kind of love they had.” She shook her head. “Looking back, it was really stupid.”

      “Why was it stupid?”

      “Because, eventually, Lynn explained what it meant to her and then I felt like a dumbass. I gave it back right away. It wasn’t my place to wear it. There I was, just wanted to wear a pretty necklace, and there she was, wanting to wear this perfect symbol of their love for one another. The two didn’t compare, but it took me a while to understand it. I used to wear that thing all the time. After what happened with our father, Lynn was grateful, so she gave it to me. It was like she gave me the moon and the stars. But it wasn’t my moon and stars. It was hers.” She laughed. “I feel like I’m talking in riddles. You probably have no idea what I mean.”

      “No, I think I understand it. You saw a pretty bauble, not realizing it was a declaration of his love for her, that it meant so much more to her than it ever would to you.”

      She looked up at me. “How do you do that?” she asked, her eyes skimming my face.

      “Do what?”

      “How do you give voice to the thoughts in my head? No one has ever been able to do that before.”

      “I don’t know.” And I didn’t know. I didn’t understand it either. “So, you gave the necklace back to Lynn.”

      “Yes, I returned it, once I realized what it symbolized for them. It wasn’t right for me to wear it. It was theirs. It wasn’t mine.”

      I lifted my hand and fingered the pearl necklace. “So this is a placeholder, your grandmother said.”

      “Yes. Something to be replaced later on.”

      “I like it. It suits you.”

      She lifted her graceful fingers and rolled the pearls between the pad of her forefinger and thumb. “What about it suits me?”

      “It’s classy. Like you.”

      She snorted again, and it was the cutest noise I’d ever heard. “Have you met me? I am not classy.”

      “Just because you can shoot and fight doesn’t mean you’re not classy.”

      “My Nana says classy ladies don’t curse.”

      “Your Nana is wrong.”

      She coughed into her fist. “Anyway,” she said, drawing the word out slowly.

      “So tomorrow is Friday,” I said.

      She nodded. “It is.”

      “I’m picking you up at seven.”

      “I remember.” She looked up at me. “Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise.” I squeezed her hand again.

      By then, we had done one full lap around the park.

      “Are you ready to go back?” I asked.

      She looked up, but her eyes were closed, like she was enjoying the sun on her face. “Not quite yet,” she said quietly.

      “Okay.” So we kept walking. She was quiet for almost half a lap. Then she asked, “Tell me what your summers were like when you were a kid. You were with D’Shaun, right?”

      So we walked and we talked for almost an hour. She told me about how she used to switch places with Lynn when Lynn would come to her Nana’s house to spend the summer, and no one could tell them apart. She told me about how they streaked around on their bikes. She didn’t mention their father, or Lynn’s friends. And I somehow knew that she avoided those topics on purpose. She laughed when I told her stories about scrapes D’Shaun and I would get into, and how MeeMaw used to ground me and him at the very same time.

      And, after we had done five more laps around the park, we went back to work, and now she didn’t avoid me. She looked directly at me when she spoke to me again.

      It was almost five o’clock when I had a thought about our date. “I need to run an errand, Shelly,” I said, as I walked toward the office door. “Will you be all right until I come back?”

      She barely looked up. She was still cataloguing facts. “Sure,” she chirped.

      “I’ll be back in about an hour.”

      She waved a hand at me like she was swatting at a fly, and it made me laugh.

      I needed to get one thing for our date tomorrow. I needed one thing that would make it perfect. I just didn’t know what it was yet. But I would find it.
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      Shelly

      

      Almost as soon as Clark walked out the door, a ringing phone jolted me out of my work haze. I jumped, not sure where it was coming from, but then I remembered the spare phone I’d put in my purse, the one I’d bought special so that Lynn could call me to check in. I grabbed my purse and pulled the phone out.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “Can I come home yet?” Lynn whined from the other end of the line.

      I rested my forehead in my palm on the desk and took a breath. “Oh, my God, I have been so worried about you. What took you so long? I thought you would have called by now.”

      “We drove all day and all night. We went pretty far away.”

      “How far?” I asked, my heart in my throat.

      “Do you really want me to tell you?” she asked cautiously.

      “Probably best if you don’t.” Not if there was any chance Megan could get the information. “But you’re safe, right?”

      “Oh, yeah,” she said. “We’re safe. But I do want to come home.”

      “Me too!” Mason chimed from somewhere nearby, but I could hear him clearly.

      “I know,” I replied. “I’m working on it.”

      “So what’s the status?” she asked. I could hear her eating something while she talked to me.

      “We haven’t seen or heard from Megan.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Not a word.”

      “So, what’s going on there? You’re still with the PI, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m staying with him and his MeeMaw.”

      Lynn laughed. “His MeeMaw? Tell me you’re joking.”

      “Nope. His MeeMaw lives with him. She’s really nice. But I’m not completely sure she likes me. I can’t tell,” I admitted.

      “What’s not to like?” Lynn quipped.

      “Everything,” I muttered.

      “How’s the fake relationship going?”

      “It’s going,” I said, wincing inwardly.

      “What’s that mean?” she said, and I could tell her mouth was full. She always did that. It was like she couldn’t talk on the phone without completing a full meal in the meantime.

      “I don’t know, Lynn. I just… I don’t know. It’s weird.”

      “What kind of weird? Clark is being nice to you, right?” She finally stopped chewing. Thank God.

      “He’s nice.”

      “So what’s wrong?” she asked.

      “He kissed me,” I blurted out. “And then I kissed him.” It was like I suddenly had verbal diarrhea.

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah.” I laid my forehead back in my palm and closed my eyes.

      “How was it?” She waited patiently, and it sounded like she wasn’t even breathing.

      “A-fucking-mazing,” I said on one long exhalation.

      “Uh-oh.”

      “Yeah. Uh-oh.”

      “I told you not to get the feelings for him.”

      “I know.” I growled low in my throat.

      “Do you have the feelings?”

      “I don’t know what the feelings feel like.” I hated saying that out loud, but it was true. I didn’t know what the feelings felt like and that, all by itself, was a tragedy.

      “Well, when you’re with him, what does it feel like?” she asked.

      “Like I can’t breathe and like I never want it to end all at the same time.”

      “Uh-oh,” she said again.

      “Yeah. Uh-oh.” Fucking feelings. I didn’t know what to do with them or how to interpret them.

      “So…what are you going to do?” she asked.

      “I guess we’re going to keep doing what we’ve been doing.” I had no idea what was next. I knew what I wanted to be next, but I didn’t know how to get there.

      “You really like him, huh?”

      “I like him a lot.”

      “Do you think he likes you?” she asked, her voice hesitant.

      “I don’t know. This was supposed to be one big game to draw Megan out of hiding.”

      “But it’s not a game anymore.”

      No, it wasn’t a game anymore.

      “Shelly—” But she stopped.

      I sat up straighter. “What?”

      Her voice dropped down until it was soft. “What would happen if you just let it happen?”

      “Let what happen?”

      She laughed. “Whatever is going to happen.”

      “You think I should just let it happen.” Had she lost her mind?

      “You’ve had sex before, Shelly,” she reminded me. I could almost see her rolling her eyes.

      “This feels like it would be more than sex,” I said quietly. “So much more.”

      “Does it have to be?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, where would be the harm in just letting it be sex? Just letting it be fun? Does it have to mean more? Does it have to mean more today? Would it help you if you treated it like the others?”

      I didn’t know if I could treat Clark like the others. The others were a quick screw, a means to an end. They weren’t people I cared about. “Maybe,” I said instead. “I like him. A lot.”

      “You just met him,” she reminded me.

      “How long after you met Mason did you know he was the one?” I already knew the answer to this, but I wanted to hear her say it.

      “Same day,” she said.

      “See?”

      Then I said nothing. She didn’t either. She waited a beat.

      “Does he feel the same way?”

      I slapped my palm on the desk. “I don’t know how he feels. That’s the problem.”

      “Well, you’re not alone. We never know.” She laughed lightly.

      “You knew.”

      “I knew how I felt. I didn’t know how Mason felt until I talked to him.”

      “You had to ask him?”

      “Yes. I had to ask him. As it turned out, he felt the same as me, but I wouldn’t have known if I didn’t ask.”

      “So you think I should ask.”

      “If you want to know. If you don’t want to know, just do what comes naturally.” She waited another beat. “So is he a good kisser?” She pretended to growl into the phone.

      “I felt it all the way to my toes.”

      “Hey, Shelly,” she said, and I could hear a moment of hesitation in her voice. It scared me.

      “What?”

      “I hate to remind you of this, but when you find Megan, what will happen if Marley finds her way back?”

      I stared at the wall for a moment. “I have no idea.”

      “He loved her.”

      “I know.”

      “And he probably still loves her.”

      “I know.”

      “So if you decide to go after it, just know that you might have to give him up at the end of it all. Okay?” She sounded so sympathetic. In all my life, no one knew me the way Lynn did. She knew that I would struggle. But I struggled with everything. This was the one thing in my life that felt effortless. At least until I started trying to analyze it.

      “Okay,” I replied. “We’re going on a date tomorrow. So we can see and be seen.”

      “Do you think it’ll piss her off?” Lynn asked.

      “It would piss me off,” I admitted. “If I were her, I would be livid.”

      “Maybe it will draw her out, and I can come home.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Look,” Lynn said, “I have to go. Mason is glaring at me. There’s some touristy thing near here that he wants to go and see.”

      “Tell the asshole I said hello.”

      She pulled the phone away from her mouth. “Shelly says hello.”

      He replied with something that sounded a lot like “Tell Shelly she can fuck off.” But she said to me, “He says hi.”

      “Sure he did.” I laughed out loud. As much as I disliked Mason, I loved the hell out of him. “Kiss my nephew for me, okay?” I blew a kiss into the phone.

      “Will do. Love you!” she cried, and then she hung up on me before I could say it back.

      The door snicked open and I looked up, just as I was returning the phone to my purse, and Clark walked in.

      “Hi,” I said. He smiled at me. Then he leaned down and kissed my cheek, lingering just over my lips for a second, his lips just barely not touching mine. I couldn’t tell if he wanted me to lean forward and kiss him or not, so I did nothing. And neither did he.

      Then he stood up and went into his office and closed the door. And he stayed in his office late into the evening. He was on the phone part of the time, because I could see the red “in use” light was lit up, but I had no idea what he was doing. So I settled in and worked on the case he’d given me, which I had already figured out.

      I knew who the vigilante killer was, and he wasn’t going to like it.
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      Clark

      

      Shelly bellowed my name from the other room. “Clark!” she cried. Then the door flew open, banging loudly against the wall.

      “Someone is in the house with your MeeMaw,” she said, nearly breathless, as she ran for the door. She took off, moving as fast as she could go. It was all I could do to keep up with her.

      “What did you see?” I asked as we jumped in the car, but Shelly was already on the phone with 9-1-1. She was giving them the address to my house as she pressed her imaginary gas pedal on her side of the car, urging me to go faster with her hand flying wildly in the air. Finally, she hung up with 9-1-1 and flipped to the browser on her phone. She didn’t turn it in my direction, since I was driving. “What did you see?” I asked again.

      “Someone is in the house with MeeMaw,” she said.

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know.” She watched the screen. “MeeMaw is napping. She’s not even aware.”

      “Did you call her?”

      “She’s not answering.”

      She usually turned the ringer off when she napped. She didn’t like to have her sleep interrupted.

      “Is it Megan?” I looked over at Shelly.

      “I couldn’t tell. She didn’t look at the camera. Not this time.” Shelly stared at her phone, searching the cameras in the various rooms one by one. “There,” she said, as she panned to the camera in the hallway. “In the hall. Walking toward the guest room.” She waited. “Now she’s in the guest room. She’s searching through the drawers.”

      The guest room drawers were full of MeeMaw’s seasonal clothes. She liked to put her winter things away and get out her summer clothes as the seasons changed.

      “She’s looking under the bed.”

      I couldn’t think of anything that might be under the bed.

      “She didn’t find anything.”

      We skidded to a stop near the street. I already had my weapon in my hand before we both jumped out of the car, and so did Shelly. She held her sidearm down by her thigh, and she ran for the front door, getting there just before I did.

      “Wait,” I began, but Shelly was already opening the door and entering the house. “Jesus,” I swore as I followed right behind her.

      Shelly went left and I went right. I slapped the emergency alarm button on the wall as I walked by it, and a siren began to go off, loud enough to wake the dead from an eternal rest. I went straight to MeeMaw’s room, where she was already sitting up, confusion and panic clouding her features. “MeeMaw!” I called, as I crossed the threshold.

      “Why are you waving a gun at me?” she asked, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      No one was in MeeMaw’s room, so I said, “Wait here.” Then I went out to find Shelly.

      She stood in the kitchen next to the back door, which was standing wide open like someone had just gone through it.

      “She’s gone,” Shelly said, as she lowered her weapon and put the safety back in place.

      Suddenly, four police officers rushed through the front door. “Clark,” one of them said in acknowledgement. I could barely hear him over the alarms, but I could read his lips.

      “Jack,” I replied, nodding to them each in turn. I knew three of them.

      “What’s going on?” Jack asked.

      “Somebody was in my house,” I said.

      He winced at all the noise that was still going off. “Can you turn off the alarm?” he shouted.

      Shelly beat me to it. She entered my code and the noise stopped.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Shelly disappeared down the hallway, where MeeMaw still waited, probably scared out of her mind.

      “Did your MeeMaw set off the alarm again?” Jack asked.

      Back when MeeMaw first came to live with me, she’d trigger the alarms accidentally all the time. But she hadn’t done it in a really long time. I didn’t even turn the door alarms on most of the time, unless we were sleeping, because she tripped them so often. Instead, I relied on the cameras and motion detector alerts, which went straight to my phone. In this case, though, they’d gone to Shelly’s phone, too, or else she had just been checking on MeeMaw like she did sometimes. “No, this wasn’t MeeMaw. Somebody was in my house.”

      He walked to the back door, which was still open, and looked out. “Could have been the wind,” he said. “It’s blustery today.”

      “It wasn’t the fucking wind,” Shelly snapped as she walked back into the room. She went to the alarm settings on her phone and rewound the recording so the officers could see.

      “Somebody was in your house, Clark,” Jack said, as he stared at Shelly’s phone.

      “I told you it wasn’t the fucking wind,” Shelly snarled. She shoved her phone back into her pocket. Then he noticed the firearm she still held in her hand.

      “Is that yours?” he asked.

      She looked down at it. “Who else could it belong to?”

      He took a step back, his hand landing on his own gun. “I’ll have to ask you to put that down, miss.”

      “I don’t think so,” Shelly said as she held it near her thigh.

      “She’s licensed to carry,” I said.

      Jack nodded warily.

      “She’s safe.”

      “If you say so. I’d still feel better if she set it to the side.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Shelly said.

      I scrubbed a hand across my forehead. “Shelly, would you go check on MeeMaw?”

      She rolled her eyes, but she left to do it.

      “Who was that?” Jack whispered fiercely at me.

      “That’s my girlfriend,” I replied.

      “Holy fuck,” he replied with a whistle. “Where can I get one of those?”
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      Shelly

      

      It felt strange with MeeMaw gone. As soon as Clark had finished with the officers, who filed the breaking and entering report, MeeMaw had fed them all, because apparently she fed them every time they came over due to an alarm, and then Clark had announced that MeeMaw was going to have to go stay with his Aunt Edna until this was all over.

      “She was in my house,” Clark said to me as we watched the taillights of the car MeeMaw was in heading away from the house.

      “I know,” I replied.

      “She was with my MeeMaw while she slept.”

      “I know.”

      “She could have hurt her.”

      “She could have.”

      “I should have sent MeeMaw away as soon as all this started.”

      “Why didn’t you?” I looked at him, watching his face.

      “MeeMaw was afraid to leave me with you,” he said, a grin forming on his lips.

      I pointed to my chest. “MeeMaw was afraid to leave you with me?”

      “She thought you might try to seduce me.”

      I snorted. “If I’d wanted to do that, I wouldn’t have cared who was here.”

      His scar crinkled as he gave me a real grin. “Don’t make promises you don’t intend to keep,” he said, his mouth dropping really close to my ear.

      My stomach dropped down toward my toes, so I laid my hand on my belly to settle myself. “Who’s going to keep you safe now, PI guy?” I finally had enough breath to ask.

      “Who says I want to be safe?” he replied. He quirked one heavy brow at me.

      “Maybe Channing will protect you.”

      He snorted. “You mean like she protected MeeMaw today? She hid under the bed the whole time the alarm was going off.”

      “So it is just you she hates. She’s scared of everyone else.”

      “That little fucker would bite me before she’d protect me. She’d be more likely to protect you.” He jabbed his finger in my direction. “And since you insisted that she could stay, you get to take care of her.”

      “She likes me.”

      He stared at me. Hard. “So do I.”

      I took a breath, trying to push down the butterflies that were suddenly loose in my belly. “You think MeeMaw will be okay with your aunt?”

      “MeeMaw will be fine.”

      “Do you think Megan would have hurt her?” My heart lurched at the idea.

      “I think if Megan wanted to hurt her, she would have done it as soon as she got here. She was looking for something.”

      “Like what?”

      He shrugged. “Information, maybe. I have no idea. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re right. If she wanted to hurt your MeeMaw, she would have.” I searched the street, but was looking for nothing, really. “All I have here is a bag with some clothes in it. Nothing more. So I doubt she was looking for anything of mine.”

      “She didn’t know that.”

      “If she’d wanted to know something about me, she would have gone to my apartment.”

      “What makes you think she hasn’t already?”

      “I rigged my apartment to blow up if anyone opens my door.”

      He startled for a moment, and then he started to laugh. A grin tugged at my lips, even though I tried to bite it back. “You suck so bad, Shelly Punter,” he said. He turned and walked toward the house. “And you’re fired.”

      “You couldn’t fire me if you tried!” I called toward his back. “You need me too much!”

      He turned back only for a second. “You’re right about that.” He said it softly, but it was completely clear.

      I stood there for a minute and watched the street, trying to get my heart rate back to normal. Now I understood why people do stupid things while they’re dating. It was almost intoxicating, the feeling that someone likes you.

      But would he really like me if he knew who I was and some of the things I had done in the past? I doubted it. No sane person would.
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      Shelly

      

      I danced in place as I held the phone to my ear, listening to it ring over and over. Finally, a man answered, breathing heavily. “Hello,” he said gruffly.

      “Mal?” I asked. Mal was Mason’s best friend. And his wife Aubrey was Lynn’s best friend. And I kind of needed Lynn’s best friend since I didn’t have any friends and Lynn was out of town, trying to stay safe.

      “Lynn?” he asked. He must have confused our voices.

      “No,” I said. “It’s Shelly.”

      Click. He promptly hung up on me. Fuck. That bastard. I dialed the phone again, trying to say calm. Ring… Ring… Ring… Ring…

      “Hello,” he said again.

      “Mal,” I said quickly, “don’t hang up, you motherfucker!”

      I could hear him sucking his teeth on the other end of the line. It was a grating, irritating sound, and he did it in person too, but it had never seemed quite so annoying in person. “What do you want, Shelly?”

      “Is Aubrey there?”

      His tone was crisp and curt. “Why do you want to know?”

      “I…” I stopped and took a breath, wincing inwardly as I tried to figure out how to say it. “I need some advice, and Lynn is out of town, and I don’t have anybody else to ask.”

      “Aubrey’s not here, and she wouldn’t help you anyway.”

      “She’s still not over it, huh?” I asked. Many years ago, Aubrey had made some disparaging remarks about Mason and Lynn in public, and I really wanted her to go away, so I took her away. I pretended to be Lynn so she would get in the car with me, and then I took her deep into the forest and shoved her out of the car. She lived, but she had been pissed at me ever since, even though I had apologized to her face when I was in therapy. She’d accepted. But she still hated my guts apparently.

      “Over it? You tried to kill her!”

      I scoffed, making a noise low in my throat. “You and I both know that if I’d wanted to kill her, I would have.” He said nothing. Dead silence on his part, but I could hear him breathing. “She survived, damn it!”

      “No thanks to you,” he corrected.

      “Well, if she were to catch fire in front of me now, I would put her out.” That sounded perfectly logical until it came out of my mouth.

      “You’d piss on her and put her out, huh?”

      “Oh, I totally would,” I said, and then I realized that that didn’t sound any better than dumping her in the forest did. “I’d help her, I should say.”

      “Why would you do that?” he asked.

      “Because…” I couldn’t answer.

      “Because why, Shelly?” His words were clipped but strong.

      “Because she’s important to Lynn. And Mason. And their baby. And she’s important to you. And she’s a mom and she has kids she has to protect. And they might need her. So if she were to suddenly burst into flames in front of me, I’d totally piss on her if I couldn’t find a water hose. Or a bottle of water. Or something else.”

      “You’re such a giver, Shelly,” he groused.

      “I do try, Mal.” I took a breath. “So, can I talk to her?”

      “Hang on,” he said. “She just walked in the door.”

      I could hear the sounds of their children talking in the background. I’d never expected Mal to be a dad. He was like a male version of me, once upon a time. He was always up for a good time. But now he was settled and happy and a dad and a husband.

      And he still didn’t like me. Even though I’d once let him fuck me in the bathroom at the Pancake House. I knew how many germs there were in a Pancake House bathroom, and I still let him prop me right there on the sink and have at it. That should earn me a favor fifteen years later, shouldn’t it?

      Mal had covered the mouthpiece of the phone, but I could still hear him. “I have no idea why she’s calling…something about a favor… I know she’s fucking nuts, but she wants to talk to you… Lynn is out of town and she needs…well, something. I don’t know.”

      They muttered back and forth for about two more minutes, and I could hear only about half of what they said.

      “Hello?” Aubrey said cautiously into the phone.

      “Hi Aubrey,” I said, trying to sound cheery. “How are you?”

      “Fine, thank you. And you?” Her voice was clipped and crisp, kind of like the lady who answered the phone at my gynecologist’s office.

      “I’m doing well,” I said. I hesitated.

      “Shelly,” she said. I heard her blow out a breath and imagined her wincing. “What can I do for you?”

      “Well…” I pinched the bridge of my nose between my thumb and forefinger. “I need some advice and Lynn’s not here.” And I didn’t have a single friend I could call because I never thought it was important enough to make people like me.

      “Okay…” she said slowly. Then she rushed ahead and asked, “And what made you think it would be a good idea to call me?”

      “You’re the next closest thing I have to a friend.” It was true. Aubrey was Lynn’s friend, but I saw her when I went over to Lynn’s house all the time, and we had exchanged cordial words since I got out of the hospital, since I’d apologized. Sure, we had never been buddies or besties or whatever the fuck the word was nowadays, but she knew me and I knew her. “I’m going on a date tonight.”

      “And?” Again, clipped and short.

      “And I’ve never been on one before.”

      Silence. Then I heard a rustle as she tried to cover the mouthpiece like Mal had. She failed as badly as he did. “Mal,” she called. I heard him grunt at her, and then she said, “You and Shelly dated, didn’t you?”

      “Nope,” Mal replied.

      “Yes, you did,” she shot back.

      “Nope,” he said. “We fucked. We never dated.”

      I could hear him clear as day.

      “What’s the difference?” she asked.

      “Between fucking and dating?” he replied.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, one is fucking and one is dating.”

      “And that means…?”

      “One is biological and one is emotional.”

      “Which one’s emotional?” she asked.

      “Dating is emotional.”

      “And you and Shelly never had emotional…stuff.”

      “Nope. Just fucking.”

      She said nothing for a long moment. Then she blurted out, “Not going to lie, Shelly. I like you a little more now than I did thirty seconds ago.”

      A grin tipped my lips. “Why’s that?”

      “Because you’re gorgeous and smart and you fucked my husband before I did.”

      “So?” I didn’t understand.

      “It’s a little intimidating following after someone like you. I mean…” She laughed a bit nervously, I thought. “How do you follow an act like that?”

      “It doesn’t even compare,” I heard Mal say loudly in the background.

      “Why did you never tell me this before?” she asked him.

      “It never came up.”

      “It would have been good to know.” She sounded snarky and sarcastic and I loved hearing every word of shit she gave him. “What else have you neglected to tell me?” she tossed at him.

      “Oh, God,” I heard him moan, and I bit back a grin. “Can we discuss this later? Preferably naked?”

      “Wait,” I said. “Why would you need to be naked?”

      She let out a tiny laugh. “We talk better when we’re naked.”

      “Why?”

      This time, she snorted. “I have no idea. We just do.”

      “So, do you have time for a question?” I asked. Clark was supposed to pick me up, which apparently meant coming to the door of his own house, at seven o’clock.

      “Yes, I have time,” she said. “What is it?”

      “Well, normally I would ask Lynn, but she’s not here.”

      “Yes, I understand. Ask it. I’ll see if I can help.”

      “Should I wear panties?” I clenched my eyes shut as I listened to the dead silence. “Aubrey?”

      “Yes, yes, I’m here,” she said in a rush. And it sounded like she covered another snort. “I’m…thinking.”

      “I bought a dress.”

      “How long is it?”

      “It falls just above my knees.”

      “Is it windy out?”

      I lifted the edge of the curtain and looked out the window. “Not exceptionally.”

      “Do you plan to sleep with him?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been on a date.” I clenched my jaw. “I wouldn’t be opposed…” I let my words trail off.

      “It’s with Clark?”

      “Yes.”

      “How much do you like him?” I could hear her chewing something, the same way Lynn did when we had conversations on the phone.

      “Quite a bit,” I said quietly, hating the quaver in my voice.

      “Does he like you?”

      “I have no idea.” And I really didn’t. I knew I liked kissing him. And working with him. And being in his presence. And living in his house. But I didn’t know if he liked me. “How would I know that?”

      “You could ask him.”

      “That seems kind of obvious.”

      She made a humming sound in agreement.

      “So, panties?” I prompted. I had two pairs on my bed, one thong and one pair of briefs.

      “Wear the panties,” she said.

      “Really? Why?” I wanted to understand.

      “I think you like him and, God bless his poor little soul, he likes you back. And you probably shouldn’t sleep with him on the first date, unless you really feel it. So, wear the panties, Shelly.”

      I heard Mal yell through the phone, “Don’t wear the panties, Shelly!” He laughed and I could hear them scuffling for the phone.

      “Wear the panties, Shelly,” Aubrey said again. “If you want to take them off later, fine. But start the night with the panties on.”

      “Okay.” I’d wear the panties. “Thank you for the help.”

      “No problem. Call me tomorrow and let me know how the date goes, okay? If you want to, that is,” she rushed to add. “Since Lynn’s not here and all.”

      I smiled. “Really?”

      “Yes. Really.”

      “Thank you, Aubrey. I appreciate your help.”

      “You’re welcome,” she said briskly. And then she hung up on me.

      I smiled all the while I put on panties. Then I did a spin in front of the mirror.

      And when Clark rang the bell at his own house, I opened the door and blurted out the words, “I’m wearing panties.”

      His eyes dragged down my body. “Okay.” I felt every inch of his slow perusal.

      I leaned in the doorway, suddenly unsure of how I should feel or how I should act. He stood there holding a bouquet of flowers in his hand, which he held out to me. “For you,” he said.

      I lifted them to my nose and took in the heady scents. “They’re beautiful.”

      “So are you,” he said.

      And I closed my eyes and took another deep breath. When I opened them, he had stepped even closer. “You want to put those in some water?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes,” I said, as I jerked myself out of my stupor. “One second.” Then I closed the door in his face and ran to the kitchen.

      He waited outside and was still smirking when I went back to the door. He said nothing. He just extended his elbow and I settled my hand inside his arm as we walked toward his car.
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      “Do you think she’s nearby?” Shelly asked from the other side of the table.

      “Who?” I asked, without even thinking. All I could think about was Shelly, and the fact that she’d opened the door looking like she did. Her blond hair was piled on top of her head with little wisps of it framing her face. Her blue eyes sparkled against the blue of her dress, which was sleeveless, showing off arms that weren’t the least bit skinny. Her body was strong and muscular and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to see what it looked like while she was on top of me.

      She rolled her eyes. “Megan,” she whispered. She looked around the restaurant, her eyes scanning all the nooks and crannies and corners.

      “Probably,” I said. I reached across the table and took her hand in mine. She almost jerked back, but I held firmly to it and she finally relaxed and let me keep it.

      “Do you think we’re selling it? The devoted couple bit?”

      I turned her hand over and dragged my thumb across her palm. She sucked in a breath.

      I was selling the devoted couple bit, because I felt like a devoted couple. And what was fucked up about it was that I knew it was wrong. I knew that Shelly was trouble, and I wanted her anyway. My spending every waking moment with her had a lot to do with it. The more time I spent with her, the more I wanted her. And it wasn’t because I had to pretend to want her. I genuinely wanted her.

      The waitress came and brought our menus and some water.

      “Would you like a glass of wine?” I asked Shelly.

      She shook her head. “I don’t drink.”

      “Why not?”

      “My mother was an alcoholic.” She shrugged. “I never was able to find the joy in it after watching her destroy herself the way she did.”

      “I’ve never heard you talk about your mother before,” I replied, stunned at how much truth she was laying on the table.

      “There’s not much to talk about.” She shrugged again, still perusing her menu. She looked up at me and whisper-shouted, “I want to try everything on the menu!”

      I grinned and closed my menu, and I took hers from her when the waitress returned. “Then that’s what we’ll do.” I passed the menus to the waitress and said, “Can we get samples of six of your most popular dishes?”

      She nodded. “Yes, sir. Would you prefer fish, chicken, or beef?”

      I lifted a brow at Shelly. “Surprise us,” she said with a grin.

      “How long have you guys been married?” the waitress suddenly asked, her gaze flipping from Shelly to me and back.

      “Oh, we’re not—” I began, but Shelly cut me off by saying, “This our first date.”

      “Oh!” The waitress stepped back in surprise. “You guys are great together.”

      Shelly’s toe kicked mine beneath the table. “I know, right?” she said, and then she smiled as she lowered her head shyly, and one of those wisps of hair that had escaped her coiffure fell across her eyes. She reached up and brushed it back, tucking it behind her ear.

      The waitress laughed and promised she’d be right back.

      “So, you were talking about your mother,” I said, trying to get the conversation back to where we were before. Every little nugget I was given about Shelly was like a treasure map that led to something bigger, and I wanted to collect all the nuggets.

      “No, I really wasn’t,” she said sweetly. Too sweetly.

      “She was an alcoholic.”

      “And now she’s dead.”

      I remembered reading in Lynn’s file that their mother had died of liver failure when they were young.

      “You didn’t live with her after the age of six, regardless, right?”

      “Right. She drove me to my grandmother’s house and left me. She never came back.”

      What was odd was that Shelly didn’t seem at all disturbed by this. I guess she’d had time to deal with it. Or not deal with it, as the case may be. It was hard to decide which.

      “And your father? What happened to him?”

      Her face went stony. “He’s dead too.”

      “How did he die?”

      She smiled and took a sip of her water, but she said nothing.

      “Was he sick?” I pressed.

      “He was born sick.” Shelly stared at me, her head cocked to the side. “But I’m pretty sure you know about that already.”

      “He’s what made Lynn split into multiple personalities.”

      She said nothing.

      “So how did he die?” I asked again. I needed to know.

      “He fell.”

      Well, that was news. I knew I was treading in dangerous territory, but I couldn’t stop myself. “So he was just walking along and he fell down? Did he fall from a building? Did he fall from a bridge?”

      “Why is this your business?” she asked sweetly. She looked around, like she was searching all the corners of the room for Megan again.

      “I want to know everything about you.” Then I rushed on to explain: “That’s what people do on dates. They get to know one another.”

      “Lynn doesn’t even know what happened to him.”

      “Why not?” I took a sip of my water.

      “What do you like to do in your spare time?” she suddenly asked, tilting her head like a curious puppy.

      “I don’t honestly have a lot of spare time,” I admitted. This past week had been the most laid-back week I’d had in a very long time.

      “What do you normally do?”

      “I work.”

      “And?”

      “I work out.”

      One eyebrow lifted. “You work out?”

      I laughed. “A lot. I might not look like it, but I like to stay fit.”

      Her eyes swept down my body. “You do look like it.”

      “Thank—” My voice had gone smoky, so I cleared my throat. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” she replied. “So you work out. And you play cards with your friends.”

      I nodded. “And I work. That’s pretty much it. I go home to MeeMaw every night, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “You’re lucky to have her.”

      “Who did you have, Shelly?” I asked quietly, like I was talking to a scared puppy that would bolt if I made too much noise.

      “I had Lynn. She was all I had.”

      “But you didn’t really have her, did you?” I said. “You had her friends. But did you really have her?”

      “I had what she was capable of giving me. That was all I needed.”

      Her eyes grew hard and cold, and I knew I’d crossed the line.

      “She loves you very much,” I said.

      She said nothing.

      The waitress appeared with a tray stacked with six dishes, and two empty plates, which she put in front of us. Then she arranged the food and walked away.

      “What do you want to try first?” I asked.

      “All of it,” she said with a grin.

      Shelly ate with the same enthusiasm she did everything else. And it was honestly one of the best meals I’d ever shared with anyone.

      “You met Marley at the diner?” she finally asked, startling me.

      “Yes.”

      “When did you meet Megan?”

      Shelly was probably the only person in the world I could discuss this with, and I trusted that she could truly understand. “I met her when I was fucking Marley,” I said with a wince. Then rushed to add, “Sorry, that was really crass.”

      “No, no, it’s fine,” she said, waving her fork at me. Then she dropped her voice down to a whisper. “So you were, like, actually fucking, and Marley left and you got Megan?”

      I nodded, coughing into my fist. “This is a fucking strange conversation to have on a date.”

      “Why?” She did the head tilt thing again.

      Mainly because I was talking about having fucked one woman while I wanted to fuck this one. It was weird. “It just is,” I replied. “I’ve never told anyone about it.”

      “So you were, like…behind her…and then you were doing it doggie-style with Megan?”

      I coughed. “Something like that,” I muttered.

      “How did you know there was a shift?”

      “The look in her eye. I could always tell them apart. Even when Megan pretended to be Marley, I could tell them apart.”

      “I could always tell Lynn from the others too,” she replied. And I knew she understood. “What did it feel like? When they switched? That’s an awfully intimate position to be in when you meet someone for the first time.”

      “Tell me about it.” I lifted my cloth napkin and wiped my mouth. “It was terrifying.” A shiver slipped up my spine.

      “Did you ever think about trying to love them both, like Mason did with Lynn’s friends?”

      I shook my head. “I couldn’t even if I’d wanted to. Megan wasn’t good or kind. She’s devious. She’s not anyone I’d choose to be with. Ever.”

      She laughed. “She sounds like me.”

      I dropped my fork. “What do you mean?”

      “Not good or kind? Devious? Malicious is a word I think you’ve used before to describe her.” She laughed, but it was a hollow sound. “That sounds a lot like me.”

      “Is that how you see yourself?”

      “It’s how everyone else sees me.” She shrugged again.

      “I would have to disagree.”

      “Just ask Mal or Aubrey. Or Mason. Or, fuck, you can ask Lynn for that matter. Even my own parents didn’t want me, Will,” she said. And my heart went soft when she used my real name.

      “You just called me Will.” I smiled at her.

      The corners of her mouth tipped up ever so slightly and she rolled her eyes at me. “Am I not supposed to?”

      “No, I like it. You should do it more often.” Like when I’m inside you. I didn’t say that out loud, and I had to look away from her when the thought popped into my head.

      “What was that look for?” she asked, her eyes narrowing at me.

      “What look?”

      She laid her fork down. “Don’t do that.”

      I laid mine down too. “Don’t do what?”

      “You gave me a look, but I don’t know what it was for. I don’t understand, Will. Could you please explain it?”

      Shelly was worried, and I felt like the biggest asshole in the history of assholery. I coughed into my fist. “I like hearing you say my name. And I was thinking about how nice it would be to hear you say it when I’m inside you. Preferably screaming it, but hearing it on a moan or a gasp would be nice too.” I coughed again, and I reached down to adjust my junk. Her eyes fell to the tabletop, and they didn’t move for a moment. Then she looked into my eyes. “That was what I was thinking.”

      “Oh,” she replied.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you try the fish?” she asked, stabbing it with her fork. “It’s really good.” But there was color in her cheeks that wasn’t there before.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I just crossed a line. And I’m sorry I’ve made you uncomfortable.” And I was sorry. I wouldn’t have been that forthright with anyone else, and I shouldn’t have said that with Shelly, even though she did demand for me to tell her.

      “I’m not uncomfortable,” she replied. “What makes you think I am?”

      I waved a hand. “The color on your cheeks. The hitch in your breath. The flush of your chest.”

      “That’s not embarrassment,” she said.

      “Then what is it?” I stared at her hard, and she stared back, refusing to break eye contact for even a second.

      “That’s desire. I want you too, Will.”

      Jesus. Fuck. I squirmed in my seat. “Shelly,” I said slowly.

      “Yes, Will?” She stuck her fork in her mouth upside down and slowly pulled the tines out. I watched as she did it, fully enthralled.

      “I have no idea what I was about to say.” I laughed, and she laughed too. I scrubbed a hand down my face.

      “You were going to say that we should get out of here and go home.”

      “I would love nothing more than to do that, but I kind of made plans for after this,” I said with a wince.

      “What kind of plans?”

      “Well, now I’m thinking that my plans are stupid, because your plans sound like so much more fun.”

      “What kind of plans, Will?” she asked again sweetly.

      “I thought we could go shoot one another.”

      Shelly’s eyes narrowed.

      “Paintball, Shelly,” I clarified.

      She laughed, and it wasn’t a low chuckle. It was a loud laugh that made people turn in our direction. “You want to take me to play paintball?”

      “I’ve wanted to shoot you almost every day since I met you, so I thought it might be fun.” I tried to bite back my smile, but it was impossible.

      She reached out a tentative hand and touched the scar under my eye with the tips of her fingers, gently tracing the line that Megan had left. “I love it when you really smile at me,” she said.

      “I love that you make me really want to smile.” And that was the God’s honest truth.

      The waitress appeared and asked, “Can I get you guys some dessert?”

      “We’ll take two of your most popular desserts to go,” Shelly replied.

      The waitress boxed up our leftovers and brought desserts, and I paid the bill. Shelly didn’t do that thing women often like to do when they try to pay for half the bill, and she let me pay without a fuss. This didn’t surprise me, because Shelly wasn’t like a normal woman. She was so much more.

      Jesus, she was more than I’d ever imagined.
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      I stumbled through the front door of Will’s house, still laughing, as he followed me inside. I bent over at the waist because I was laughing so hard, and the wrinkle that was Will’s scar was pulled so tight that it looked more like a crease than a scar.

      “That was so much fun,” I said, as I grabbed the tail end of his shirt, which was hanging out of his pants. I reached up and brushed his forehead with my fingertips, bringing back blue paint that was now smeared across his shiny forehead. “I think I got you pretty good. You’re still blue.”

      “You hit me so many times in the forehead that it ran down inside my visor,” he said, absently rubbing at the smear.

      “I did tell you that I would hit someone directly in the forehead if I was going for the forehead,” I reminded him.

      “I want to see you shoot in real life one day. Will you take me to the range with you?” he asked. He stared at me, his breaths still heaving from his laughter in the car.

      “Well, someone needs to teach you to aim. Because your shots were shit at the paintball place.” I laughed and rubbed my ass cheek. He’d gotten in a few good shots to my rear end. “You could always sign up for my class. After all this stuff is over with Megan.” I cleared my throat. “It would give me an excuse to see you again when this is all over.”

      He shook his head. It was a slow movement, with his eyes open wide. “You think you’ll be able to get rid of me when this is all over? Really?” He took a step closer to me. I took a step back.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “I fully intend to kiss you,” he said, his voice soft and rough, and it moved across my skin like a caress. “Unless…”

      “Unless what?”

      “Unless you don’t want me to.” He stared at me, hard, so close that I could feel the warmth of his body.

      “Do you think it’s a good idea?” I asked.

      He grinned. “I think it’s the best idea I’ve ever had.” He inched even closer.

      “Is this what normally happens on a first date?”

      He nodded, and I could feel the warmth of his breath on my lips as he hovered his mouth over mine. He wasn’t touching me. Not yet. But God, I wanted him to. “This is what happens on a first date,” he said. But instead of kissing me, he ran his nose up the side of mine, gently and slowly. It was barely a graze, but I felt it. I felt it all over.

      A bark down by my feet made me jump back a step.

      “Channing,” I said, finally able to take a breath as Will stepped back.

      “I hate that fucking dog,” he said, his voice droll and dispassionate.

      “She probably needs to go out.”

      “I’ll take her,” he said. Then he went to get her leash.

      “I can do it,” I called back.

      “I got it. She can stand me that long.” He walked back in and clipped her leash to her collar. Channing gave him a stare that would have felled a lesser man. He made a clicking sound with his tongue and she trotted behind him to the door. “Hey,” he said, turning back at the last moment. “Do you want to put on something more comfortable and watch a movie with me?” He stared at me, a slight smile playing across his handsome face.

      My heart tripped a beat. “I’d love to.”

      He grinned. “Good. Be right back.” Then he went to walk the dog, the door closing behind him.

      I dashed to my room and took my hair down, letting it fall around my shoulders.

      My phone pinged and I looked down, surprised to find that it was Aubrey, giving me instructions to call her. I dialed immediately.

      “Is everything okay?” I rushed to ask.

      “What?” she asked. Then she blew out a breath. “Everything is fine. I was just checking on you.”

      “Why?” For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out the purpose of her checking on me.

      “Well, it’s something friends do when another friend goes on a date. They check in. That way, if it’s going poorly, the other friend can come up with a reason to get you out of it.”

      “Why would I want to get out of it?” I was still confused.

      She laughed. “So it’s going well?”

      “We just got home from paintball.” I sank down on the bed and stared up at the ceiling. The fan went around and around, and I couldn’t think of adequate words to describe our date.

      “Was it fun?”

      “It was the best day ever,” I said, being completely honest.

      She laughed. “And the panties?”

      I looked down. “Still on.” I waited a beat. “But I wouldn’t mind taking them off.”

      She hummed a little in her throat. “Okay, well, if you’re all right—”

      I suddenly blurted out the question. “Should I take them off?”

      “Well, that depends.”

      “On what?”

      “Do you like him? Do you trust him? Do you want to fuck him? Do you want a relationship?”

      “I like him and I trust him. I desperately want to fuck him. And I have no idea if I want a relationship.”

      “Well, there’s no reason not to do it, if you feel like it’s what you want to do. Or you can wait and see how it goes. There are no hard and fast rules, Shelly.”

      “What would you do if you were me?” I asked, biting my cheek as I waited.

      “I’d do what felt right.”

      I snorted. “We all know I have a problem deciding what’s right and what’s wrong.”

      “No you don’t,” she said, and she sounded so sincere that I believed her. “You know right from wrong, it’s just that your methods of exacting justice are sometimes a little cutthroat.”

      I sat up all of a sudden. “Why are you being so nice to me?” I asked.

      She laughed. “I have no idea. Just thought you could use a friend, and Lynn’s not here.”

      “Well, thanks for checking in.”

      “You’re welcome.” I heard her kids in the background. “I have to go,” she said, and then she hung up without waiting for a response.

      I stared at my phone, my heart doing that curious little tickle it did when I saw Will, but now it was in response to her taking the time to call and check on me. It was weird, having a connection to someone who wasn’t Lynn or one of her friends.

      I changed into my pajamas, switched my contacts for my glasses, and went to the kitchen. I put the food away, and transferred the two desserts to two small plates, and I got two forks out of the silverware drawer. Then I heard Will come in through the back door, the click of little paws the only sound aside from his loud exhalation. “Jesus,” he said.

      I looked over my shoulder at him. I’d taken my contacts out, so I had my glasses on, and I could see him just fine. “What?” I asked.

      “When I suggested you go and change clothes, I assumed you’d come back wearing some.” His eyes lingered on my butt.

      I looked down at my boy shorts and t-shirt. “This is the only pair of pajamas I have.” I looked down again. “Do I need to go change?”

      His eyes dragged down my body again. “Not on my account.”

      “You said to get comfortable.”

      He nodded. “I did.”

      “So I did.”

      He nodded again, his grin growing even wider. “You did.”

      I took a bite of the best chocolate cake I’d ever put in my mouth, and I moaned around the fork before I could even pull it from my lips. “That’s good,” I muttered with my mouth full.

      “I could watch you do that all day,” he admitted, not sheepishly at all.

      “Do what?” I asked, confused.

      “Eat. Talk. Breathe.” He shrugged and chuckled. “You name it, I want to watch you do it.”

      I hitched a hip against the counter. “You like me, huh?” I said with a grin tugging at my lips.

      “If you haven’t figured it out, Shelly, I more than like you,” he said, as he walked by me toward his bedroom. “What do you want to watch?” he called from down the hallway.

      “I don’t care,” I called back, and I followed him to his room.

      I climbed up on his bed and leaned back against his spare pillow. I set both the plates of dessert in front of me. “Which one do you want?” I asked.

      He unbuttoned his dress shirt and shrugged out of it, leaving him in a clean white t-shirt. He toed off his shoes and I watched as he unbuttoned his slacks, turning his back as he shoved them down over his hips toward the floor, leaving him in a pair of striped boxers. His keys jangled in his pocket as they fell to the carpet. I licked my lips and stared into his eyes, which were zeroed in on mine.

      “Are we watching the movie in here?” he asked, as he went to the bathroom to wash the tiny smear of blue paint from his forehead.

      “Unless you don’t want to,” I called to him.

      “No, it’s fine,” he called back. “Just didn’t want you to think I was trying to get you into my bed.”

      “What if I want you to try to get me into your bed?” I called back, heat suffusing my face even though I knew I had no reason to be embarrassed. Lust was a bodily function, just like sweat and a rapid heartbeat. It was elemental. It was nothing to be bashful about.

      He came back and jumped onto the bed, bouncing the plates of dessert almost into my lap. I grabbed for them and came back with chocolate on my thumb. I lifted it to my lips, but he grabbed my wrist and dragged it to his mouth. He sucked the pad of my thumb between his lips, his tongue rasping against the tender underside.

      My mouth fell open and I couldn’t control the heat that stole across my skin. He let go of my wrist like he was passing my thumb back to me, but I couldn’t move. He picked up the remote. “What do you want to watch?” he asked.

      “What?” I replied, still staring at my thumb.

      He went to the pay channels and navigated toward the list of available shows.

      He laughed and leaned toward me, close but not close enough to touch me. “What do you want to watch?” he asked again, laughter in his tone. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you speechless.” He chuckled again. Then he stole my fork and took a bite of the cheesecake. “The chocolate was better,” he said, his mouth full.

      I sat, still stunned, as he chose a movie and queued it up. He lifted his arm and motioned for me to move closer. “If you want to,” he said.

      I wanted to. I so desperately wanted to.

      I just didn’t know how.
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      She didn’t even look like herself in that moment. It was almost like I’d cracked her open and left her wounded and vulnerable, and she didn’t know what to do with her emotions. She stared at my arm, which I still held up, waiting for her to slide into that space where I knew she would fit just fine. She stared at it like she didn’t know what to do with it, and then her brow creased. I lowered my arm and laid my hand on my thigh. It was all I could do to keep from reaching for her, but I didn’t. Instead, I waited, letting her take the lead.

      She turned and adjusted pillows behind her so she could lean back against the headboard. “What are we watching?” she asked quietly as she stretched her legs out in front of her.

      I handed her the remote. “You pick.” She took the remote from me, her hand shaking ever so slightly. “Do you feel like popcorn? I can go make some.”

      “Sure,” she said, not really paying any attention to me as she scrolled through the movie listing.

      I got up and went to microwave some popcorn, thinking about where I’d gone wrong. I’d opened my arms, hoping she would fall into them. Shelly wasn’t the type of woman that fell into any man’s arms, but fuck if I didn’t want her to fall into mine. I wanted her to fall into my arms and stay there.

      My home phone rang and I looked at the handset on the counter. “Hello,” I said, when I saw MeeMaw’s number on the screen.

      “Willy,” MeeMaw said breathlessly.

      “MeeMaw? What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing is wrong,” she said, sucking in deep gulps of air. “Your Aunt Edna made me take a walk around the block. There’s an octogenarian that lives two streets over that she has her eyes on. I’m old and winded, that’s all.”

      “Oh.” The painful grip that had clenched my chest eased ever so slightly. “So, did you help her snag him?”

      She made a pffft sound and I could see her in my mind’s eye waving a dismissive hand in the air. “The man was all money and no personality. She can do better.” She sniffed. “How’s it going there? Did you find Megan yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      MeeMaw made a quiet humming sound. “And Shelly?” she asked. “Shelly’s okay?”

      “Shelly’s fine. We just got back from dinner. We’re about to watch a movie.”

      “Is that what they’re calling it now? Watching a movie?” She made a curious little chuckling sound in her throat. “Netflix and chill?”

      “Meemaw,” I chided gently, but I was smiling. “Get your mind out of the gutter.”

      “Well,” she said, “I just wanted to remind you to use a condom.” She snorted on a giggle, and then she full out laughed until she couldn’t catch her breath.

      “MeeMaw!” I said, trying to sound like I was appalled at her gall. But I wasn’t appalled. On the day I’d turned sixteen and gotten behind the wheel of my first car all alone, I’d found a box of condoms on the passenger seat. And every time the box—which I’d stuffed in my glove box, my face burning with embarrassment—had almost been empty, it had miraculously been replenished. MeeMaw wasn’t a prude, by any stretch of the imagination. We’d had condom talks more than once. “We’re not there yet, MeeMaw,” I informed her.

      “Oh,” she said, sounding like she was deflating a little. “Well, when you are, check your glove box. I filled it up last week.”

      “MeeMaw,” I said on a heavy wince, “I can buy my own condoms.”

      “Whatever,” she replied. “I have to go. Edna wants to walk to the bingo hall tomorrow, so I need to rest up. We have a perfectly good car in the driveway. I can’t understand why she wants to walk.”

      “Have fun, MeeMaw. I love you.”

      “Tell Shelly I said hi, will you? I do like that girl.”

      “I’ll tell her.” I smiled as MeeMaw hung up.

      I looked up to find Shelly standing in the doorway of the kitchen. “Everything okay?” she asked.

      I showed her the phone that was still in my hand. “MeeMaw called.”

      Shelly’s brow furrowed. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. Aunt Edna is forcing her to get out and walk some. It’s making her a little crazy.”

      “Did I hear you talking about condoms?” Shelly asked.

      My face immediately flushed with heat. “Um…” I scratched the end of my nose, but then I laughed out loud, because there was no way around it. I had to tell her, since she’d probably heard my half of the conversation. “Yeah.”

      “Wait.” She grinned, pointing a finger at me. “MeeMaw buys your condoms?”

      “No,” I began, but Shelly’s grin caught me off guard. “Well, sort of.” I looked down at the floor and breathed “Fuck!” very quietly.

      Shelly’s eyebrows rose up toward her forehead.

      “It’s kind of a running joke,” I stumbled to explain. “I mean…of course I can and do buy my own condoms. But MeeMaw sometimes buys a box and puts them in my glove box. As a running joke.” Well, sometimes it was a joke. Sometimes it was a reminder. Sometimes it was just to get on my fucking nerves.

      Shelly laughed. “I can’t believe your MeeMaw buys you condoms.”

      “Believe it. She’s one of a kind.” Or at least I hoped so. “She said to tell you hello.”

      “Tell her I said hi the next time she calls, will you?”

      I nodded as I pulled the hot bag of popcorn out of the microwave and dumped it into a bowl. Then I followed Shelly back to the bedroom, watching her ass sway in those teeny-tiny shorts. She climbed back onto my bed, settling against the pillows propped on the headboard. “Did you pick a movie?”

      “Yeah. Press play.”

      I picked up the remote and pressed play. She’d picked the latest action flick, which was one I’d been wanting to see. “Lights on or off?” I asked.

      “Off,” she said, so I reached over and switched off the bedside lamp as the opening credits began.

      I laid a pillow in my lap and patted it. “Want to lie on me?”

      I nearly died when she accepted the offer, and she gently laid her head on the pillow, her palm tucked under her cheek. And every time something happened in the movie, she would grip my thigh or jerk against my lap, and I nearly died again. And again. And again. And when she rolled to look up at me after the credits played, and said, “Thank you for the great night,” I felt something shift inside me. It was something tangible, yet I couldn’t touch it. It was something real, but I couldn’t define it. It was something I’d never felt before with anyone. It was all Shelly. She yawned and closed her eyes.

      I threaded my fingers through the hair at her temple and very quietly asked, “Is this all right?” She nodded her head and made a mewling sound in her throat, and when I knew she was more than half asleep, I took a deep breath, reached over, and my hand shook a little as I reached into my bedside table and pulled out the gift I’d put there earlier.

      I’d spent almost an hour looking for the right thing for Shelly. I’d gone to two jewelry stores, but I couldn’t find the perfect thing. We’d been talking about the necklace that she’d loved to borrow from Lynn for all the wrong reasons. Then I’d seen it. I’d walked by a craft store and, right there in the window, I’d seen the perfect present for Shelly. There, leaning in the store window, was a kids’ friendship bracelet kit, the kind with the strands that you have to thread together. I’d spent the whole afternoon locked in my office making the damn thing. I’d picked blue to match her eyes, and I’d woven it with whites and pinks, because I knew Shelly wore pink a lot. It had a couple of lumps in the threads where I’d made mistakes while braiding, but I didn’t think Shelly would mind. It was a stupid present, and she would probably take it off as soon as she woke up, but I still put it on her wrist for her to find in the morning.

      I took Shelly’s glasses off her face and laid them on the bedside table. Then I scooted Shelly off my lap and up onto the pillows at the head of the bed, and then I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her into the crook of my body. She made a little noise as she settled against me, but she didn’t try to pull away. I took that as encouragement, and I brushed her hair down between us and held her close, and I wondered why the fuck this felt so right. No answers came to me. Not a single one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

        

      

    

    
      Shelly

      

      I woke up to find myself alone in Will’s bed. I reached back to find the place behind me still warm, so he had to have just gotten up. The sound of running water filtered from the crack in the bathroom door.

      I sat up and brushed my hair back from my face. I’d slept with Will. Like slept with him slept with him. I didn’t fuck him. I slept in the same bed with him wrapped around me all night. I’d woken once during the night, slick with sweat where our bodies were pressed together. I’d rolled away, but he’d pulled me back against him with a protest and a heavy breath against my neck. He’d pressed his lips to my shoulder, and I’d liked it. No, I’d loved it. I’d loved it so much that I’d stayed there, stuck to him, wondering why I’d never done this before. But I knew the answer. It was because I’d never met Will before. I wasn’t sure I could ever do this with anyone else. I was pretty sure I didn’t want to.

      I lifted my arms to brush my hair back again, and I noticed brightly colored thread against my skin. I reached for my glasses on the bedside table and pulled them on. I ran my finger under the brightly colored bracelet, tugging on it gently. It was secured to my wrist with a sturdy plastic catch.

      I picked up my phone, which I’d left on the bedside table last night, and I snapped a quick picture of the bracelet. Then I texted it to Aubrey really quickly with a message that said:

      Me: Help! Do you know what this thing is?

      Her: (After a pause that seemed to last forever) A friendship bracelet? Where’d you get it?

      Me: I woke up and it was on my wrist.

      Her: Aww. Not going to lie, that’s pretty sweet.

      Me: Why is it sweet? I don’t understand.

      Her: It’s a token of affection.

      Me: Why do I need a token?

      Her: I have no idea. But if I had to guess, he was trying to tell you that he likes you.

      Me: He likes me?

      Her: Yes. Probably. I don’t know. Why don’t you ask him?

      Me: Okay. Thanks.

      

      My hand shook as I laid my phone down. I didn’t know what to do or how to act. I brushed my hair back from my face and tried to think.

      My phone pinged again.

      

      Her: Ask him!

      

      I jumped up and walked toward the bathroom. He was in the shower. I could see his silhouette through the frosted glass. He hummed a little tune with his face upturned toward the spray.

      I opened the shower door.

      He startled, but he didn’t move away. “Jesus,” he said. “You scared the shit out of me.”

      I lifted my wrist into the air. “What the fuck is this?” My voice was louder than I’d wanted it to be, but I didn’t understand it. And I desperately wanted to.

      He smiled, turning his face back toward the spray so he could wash the soap from his head. “It’s a bracelet.” His words were garbled by the falling water, which ran into his mouth and down his chin as he spoke.

      “What’s it for?”

      He turned and started to wash behind his ear. “It’s a gift.” He moved back a little from the spray. His brow wrinkled. “You don’t like it?”

      I looked down at it. It was pretty. “What does it mean?” I asked.

      “It’s a friendship bracelet.” His brow wrinkled again. “I know it’s probably stupid…” he said, his voice wary. “You can take it off.”

      I wrapped my palm and fingers down the length of the bracelet. Then I rolled it on my wrist. “I don’t want to take it off. I just wanted to know what it meant.”

      “The blue is the same color as your eyes. And you wear pink a lot, and I like the way it looks on you. And the white is just to break up the two colors. I know it’s not perfect. I spent the whole afternoon making it.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “You made it?”

      He blew water from his lips again. “Yep. Again, if you don’t like it, you can take it off.”

      “Does it mean we’re friends?”

      “Something like that.” His voice was quieter than before.

      “I need you to be more specific.” I began to tap my bare toes on the floor. Then I forced myself to stop, and I lifted the bracelet in front of his face. “What does it mean?” I practically growled.

      Instead of answering me again, he reached out and grabbed me, pulling me into the shower with him, jerking me against his body. “You are really something else,” he said close to my ear when he had me fully in the shower, pressed against him. Water soaked through my clothes, warm against my skin.

      “I’m sorry I’m so frustrating.” I bit my next words back, because I didn’t know how to share my feelings. I didn’t even know what my feelings were.

      He spun and pushed me back against the wall of the shower. With his hands at my waist, he lifted me until we were eye to eye. Then he lifted his leg, shoved my right leg to the side, and hitched his knee between my legs until it held me up against the wall. We were eye to eye, and I could see his smile. It was a real smile, with the crease under his eye and everything.

      “I might be falling for you,” he said, his voice low and husky. He pressed his wet face against my neck and growled low in his throat. “Fuck, I know I’m falling for you.” He pressed tender lips against the side of my throat, and then lifted his head to look me in the eye. “It wasn’t what I wanted. To fall for you, I mean.” He shrugged, and he looked so boyish that I almost smiled. “It just happened.”

      “This was supposed to all be pretend.”

      He nudged me with his dick, which was hot and hard against my skin. “Does it feel pretend?”

      I looked down. His cock was bright purple. “No. It doesn’t feel pretend.” My voice sounded breathless, even to me.

      “That’s because it’s not. Nothing between us is pretend.” He lowered the leg that had been holding me up, his weight now the only thing holding me against the wall, and pushed my boy shorts to the side, and his dick pressed into the seam between my lower lips, not entering me, but skimming that sensitive bundle of nerves that instantly began to thump thump thump. He pulled his hips back, then slowly pushed forward, and I held tightly to his shoulders. My head fell back against the shower wall, and my eyes fell closed of their own accord. A whimper fell from my lips, just as a growl left his. They met in the air between us, the same way we were meeting. He thrust a little harder. A little faster. With a little more force, he slipped back and forth between my lower lips.

      “Say yes,” he murmured next to my ear, just before he took the lobe between his teeth and gave it a gentle tug.

      I didn’t even have to think. “Yes,” I said, and then he was inside me. I spread my thighs as he pushed into me in one hard, fast stroke. I cried out as he pushed all the way in, the base of his cock hard and big as I took all of him.

      He moaned loudly and hitched me higher, so I wrapped my legs around his waist, holding on tight, and he sank in so blissfully far that I was afraid I’d never be the same. Then he pulled out and pressed back in just as fast as the first time.

      “This might not take long,” he warned, his arms quivering as he held his palms against the wall of the shower on each side of me. He moved inside me like a dream, like he would never stop.

      He tugged my shirt down, tearing the drenched fabric a little in his haste. “Sorry,” he muttered, and then he latched onto my bare nipple. He sucked it hard. I should have known that sex with Will would not be like sex with other men. This was different, and I didn’t know why.

      “Get out of your own head,” he said, and he lifted his head long enough to kiss me. “Stay here with me.” He slid his hand between the wall and the back of my head, cradling my skull as he fucked me, sliding in and out, in and out, in and out. “Are you with me?” he asked quietly, staring into my eyes.

      “I’m here. I’m still here.”

      “I need you to be with me. The whole time.”

      He tilted his body so that the base of his cock hit the tender nerves in front of the place where we were joined. “Oh, God,” I whispered as my eyes fell closed.

      He chuckled. “My name is Will.”

      My eyes flew open, meeting his. “I know who you are.”

      He thrust hard inside me again. “Do you?” He stared into my eyes.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you know who I am?” This time, his voice was harsh. A growl. A moan.

      “Yes.”

      “I need for you to come,” he said, his voice guttural.

      “Make me.” I laughed, and my walls clamped down around him.

      He groaned. “I can’t last much longer. Can I come inside you?”

      And then I broke. I came apart. “Yes.” I shattered. My orgasm washed over me like a warm wave of feeling. Like it would never stop.

      “Thank God,” he growled. And then he came, too. His cock twitched inside me. His thrusts slowed as my own tremors started to ease. He breathed heavily into my ear. His hands clasped my butt, as I was still wrapped around him like a Velcro monkey. “That wasn’t how I wanted that to go,” he said quietly, his breaths heavy and hard as they brushed my face.

      “What do you mean?” I unwrapped my legs from around his waist and he let me stand on my own two shaky legs, but he didn’t let me step far away from him. And I didn’t want to. For the first time ever in my life, I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay. I wanted to be close to him. But I wasn’t sure why. It was confusing and awesome all at the same time.

      “I wanted it to be special. I’m sorry. I just grabbed you and pulled you in.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “I was willing.”

      His head jerked up.

      “I wanted it.”

      His eyes narrowed, like he didn’t believe me.

      “You even asked me for consent.” I laughed. “I consented. Explicitly.”

      “Consent is sexy as hell,” he mused.

      I’d never been with a man who asked me if I was sure. If I was with him. If I wanted it. If I felt the same way he did.

      I peeled my shirt over my head and tossed it to the floor where it landed with a splat. I wasn’t wearing a bra. I hooked my thumbs in my boy shorts and pulled them down. They stuck to my shins as I tried to step out of them. He reached out and held my elbow, keeping me steady.

      “I should have made it better.” He actually looked worried.

      “If you’d made me come any harder, I’d have died,” I said with a laugh.

      My body felt loose and lazy, but I still stepped under his shower spray and wet my hair. “Can I have some shampoo?” I pointed to the tiny shelf behind him where I’d left my bottles of shampoo and conditioner.

      The corners of his lips tilted up in a grin. “Can I stay and watch you?”

      I shrugged and started to get cleaned up. He leaned against the wall and watched me, his eyes skimming my body. For some reason, this seemed more intimate than the sex we’d just had. This was just…more. It didn’t make sense.

      “Ask it,” he prompted. “What confuses you?”

      “All of it,” I admitted.

      He made a humming sound that I could barely hear over the shower.

      When I was done, he took the soap from me and washed his dick.

      “You shave your balls,” I suddenly said, when I noticed that he didn’t have hair down there.

      He laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” I asked. But a grin tugged at my lips too.

      He palmed the top of my head and gave it a squeeze. “You make me happy.” He jerked me against him and kissed me on the lips.

      I’d never made anyone happy. “It feels funny,” I admitted.

      His brow furrowed as he wrapped me in a towel. Then he grabbed one for himself and wrapped it around his waist. “What feels funny?” Worry clouded his features. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “Shut up,” I said. “Men ask that when they want a compliment.”

      He huffed out a noise. “This man asks that when he wants to be sure he didn’t get too rough.”

      I stepped forward and lifted onto my tiptoes so I could kiss him. He kissed me back. “You did it right.” I laughed. “You know you did it right.”

      I knew he did it right. But what I didn’t know was what would happen now.
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      Clark

      

      I had the distinct impression that I’d just made a huge mistake. One minute I’d been taking a shower so that I could get the scent of her off my skin, and the next she was standing there in the doorway thrusting her wrist toward my face. And then I’d just grabbed her. That was the part where it all went wrong. She’d come to me for answers. Not for me to fuck her.

      I’d moved too fast, and now I regretted it.

      I didn’t regret the sex. The sex was perfect. But I did regret doing it at the wrong time, mainly because I had a feeling that she wasn’t ready for it. She wasn’t ready for what I wanted.

      “My legs are still shaking,” she said quietly. It was a vulnerable thing for her to say, and her confession settled warm and soft inside me. Warm and soft and brutal all at once. I chose to say nothing in response, although my legs still felt like jelly too. I was weak in the knees over a woman. For fuck’s sake.

      She jerked a thumb toward the hallway. “I’m going to go and get dressed.”

      “Put on something you can run in,” I called out.

      She leaned back so I could see her face in the doorway. “Why?”

      “I thought maybe we could go to the gym.” I patted my middle. “I’m getting soft.”

      Her brow quirked. “Nothing felt soft to me.” Then she grinned and disappeared down the hallway, leaving me a puddle of goo on the floor.

      I was gone for her. I’d known it before the sex. I’d known it yesterday when we were playing paintball. She’d gone after me with such enthusiasm, and she had no remorse when she beat me. In fact, she’d gloated, and I’d loved every second of it. I’d loved not letting her win but having her do it anyway. She’d taken premeditated risks, and they’d paid off.

      And I was taking a premeditated risk now. And I was certain it would pay off.

      She came back around the corner, her hair pulled into a ponytail, and she wore a t-shirt and pair of tight, stretchy pants. I let my gaze drag slowly up and down her body.

      She laid a hand on her stomach. “Is this okay?” she asked, glancing down at herself.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful that you take my breath away.”

      She scoffed. “I’m in workout clothes.”

      “Crazy, right?” I replied. She picked up a pair of rolled up socks I’d left on the dresser and threw them at my head. I caught them and sat down to put them on my feet. I was wearing a pair of basketball shorts and a t-shirt. “You ready?” I asked. I got to my feet.

      But suddenly, she took three steps and stopped in front of me. She inhaled deep and long, and then the words rushed past her lips like she’d never be able stop talking, even if she wanted to.

      “I don’t know what this thing is that we’re doing, but I know that I like spending time with you. I had a wonderful time on our date last night. It was everything I’d ever hoped a first date could be. And then the movie last night was even better. And I’m still not sure that I like waking up all sticky and sweaty with somebody pressed against me, but I think I can do it if it’s you. It’s you, Will. You make it seem all right. And I know that telling you all this might make me seem weak, but if I didn’t tell you, I’d be the worst kind of simpering female. I’ve never been that. And I’ll never be that. And that seems to be okay with you, so I want to keep being me, and I want to tell you that I have no idea what’s going on. I do, however, like what’s happening.” She stopped and finally took a breath. “I just wanted to say that.”

      She took a step back, but I grabbed her elbows and pulled her against me. She gasped, but she didn’t fight me. Instead, she softened, which felt wonderful. She’d once seemed so hard. But she wasn’t. She was tough. There was a huge difference in the two.

      I lifted my finger and ran it around the collar of her shirt. “Where are your pearls?”

      She looked down, her face coloring ever so slightly. “I took them off.”

      “Why did you take them off?” I felt like I knew the answer, but I wanted to hear her say it.

      “I didn’t need them anymore.” She lifted her wrist and ran her thumb beneath the bracelet I’d made for her. “Now I understand why Lynn didn’t want to share her necklace with me. Because if anyone ever tried to take this from me, I’d have to kill him.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” I leaned down and kissed her, and she kissed me back. Her lips smelled like cherries, and I lifted my head, rubbed my lips together, and licked them. “I’ve spent hours thinking about how you would taste like cherries. But you don’t.”

      She laughed. “What do I taste like?”

      I couldn’t describe it if I wanted to. She just tasted like Shelly. “Are you ready to go work out?”

      She smacked my ass and then walked out of the room.

      I pulled my baseball cap down over my forehead and followed her.
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        * * *

      

      Everyone watched Shelly at the gym. She worked out the same way she did everything else—with the utmost concentration. She ran on the treadmill until she’d built up a heavy sweat, and then she went from machine to machine, working her thighs, her abs, her arms, and everything in between.

      She had men coming to offer to help her, or to spot for her, every few minutes. “No, thank you,” she said. She didn’t say anything more. Just “no, thank you.” They walked away dejected and deflated.

      I threw a towel at her and she caught it in her fist. “You don’t even see it, do you?” I asked. I shook my head and bit back a smile.

      “See what?” she asked as she wiped her face. She was a sweaty mess. Her hair hung in damp hunks around her forehead, her cheeks were flushed, her skin was blotchy, and I’d never seen her look more beautiful. Apparently, everything she did was beautiful. Even sweating. I was done for. Gone. I’d heard tales of men who became fools over the right woman. But I’d never done it, not even with Marley.

      “Men love you. Hell, a couple of women, too.”

      “Men do not love me. They want to fuck me.” She wiped her arms down as we stopped to fill bottles with water and drink.

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Men don’t want a woman like me.”

      I stopped guzzling my water and stared at her over the rim of the bottle. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Most of the men I’ve met don’t know what to do with someone like me. I’m opinionated, short-tempered, I have no filter, and I end up intimidating the hell out of them. They give up and I never hear from them again.” She shrugged like it was no big deal.

      “And when they’re gone, have you ever missed any of them?”

      Her brow furrowed. “Why would I?”

      “Companionship. Fun times. You never wanted to share that with anyone?”

      “No,” she said succinctly.

      “And now?”

      “Are you itching for a compliment, William Clark?” She grinned at me.

      I shrugged. “Maybe a little reassurance.” Maybe I needed a little.

      “I have never been in a relationship. I have never wanted to be in one. I don’t even know what being in a relationship means. But this thing we’re doing…” She motioned from me to herself and back to me again. “I like it. I like what we’re doing. Do we have to define it?”

      “We don’t have to define anything.”

      She lifted her wrist in the air. “I love my bracelet.” She smiled at me.

      I grinned. “I’m glad.”

      “So, is that enough?” she asked.

      I grabbed her hand and pulled her slowly toward me until our bodies touched. “One day, when you’re ready, I’d like a bracelet, too.” She went completely still as she tried to figure out what I meant. I knew when she understood, because she went soft against me.

      “Okay,” she whispered, and then she stepped onto her tiptoes and kissed me, and I could have sworn that half the men in the gym groaned in frustration as she did it.

      I wanted to yell out, “This one is mine, bitches!” But I still wasn’t sure if that was true. I wasn’t sure at all.
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      Clark

      

      Every time I walked by Shelly at work, she blushed furiously, and it was an amazing sight to watch. Shelly discombobulated was a sight to behold. She was always so put-together, so in control. And even now, I knew she was in control of herself, but she was also at a loss about what we’d done this morning.

      “We probably need to have a talk,” I said loudly as I walked from my office into hers. She turned to face me, her brows knitting. She had lifted her hair into one of those weird ponytails and secured it with a pencil.

      “What do we need to talk about?” she asked, immediately going back to what she was doing.

      I heaved in a deep breath and let my words rush out all at once. “We need to talk about this morning.”

      “What about it?” she asked absently.

      “Shelly, would you please close your computer and look at me?”

      “Not right now, Will,” she said. “I’m busy.”

      “It’s important.” I crossed my arms and tried to glare at her.

      She pointed to her computer screen. “So is this.”

      “What are you working on?” I walked closer so I could look over her shoulder. She had police reports spread out across her desk. I looked at a few of the names. “You’re still working on the vigilante justice killer?”

      She glanced up at me. “Well, that’s what you told me to work on.” She went just as quickly back to what she was doing.

      “How’s it going?”

      “Oh, I’m done. I was just compiling all the data so I could show you.”

      I perched on the edge of her desk. “You’re done? What does that mean?”

      “It means I know who it is.” She typed furiously, and then hit a button that made the printer go crazy. She motioned for me to pass the papers from the printer to her with an impatient fling of her hand. I grinned and did it.

      “So who is it?” In my head, I knew there was no way that Shelly had any idea who the vigilante killer was. It was too abstract. We didn’t have enough information.

      She made a stack of three pages with women’s pictures. The one on the top of the stack was Marley.

      I stared at it. “You’re grasping at straws. What does Marley have to do with this?”

      “Marley doesn’t have anything to do with it. I’m simply decoding facts. It’s all here in the numbers.”

      I scrubbed a hand down my face. “You seriously think Marley had something to do with this?”

      “I just said she doesn’t.” She waved a hand breezily in the air. “I know Marley didn’t have anything to do with it.” She fanned out the three pictures. “And it’s not Megan.” She pulled the third from the stack. “This is Riley. Riley James.”

      “Holy fuck,” I breathed.

      “Megan and Marley are not the only personalities. There’s a third one.” She shrugged. “There could be more. But I know there are three. Number three is named Riley James.” She looked at me and grinned. “Guess where she works.”

      “Where?” I stared at the three photos. They looked so similar. Someone who had never met the multiple personalities would never understand the differences between them. To a casual observer they looked like the same woman, but to me they looked like two women I’d met before and one complete stranger.

      “Riley James works as a data entry clerk at the police station.”

      “And how did you figure this out?” I pulled a chair close to her as she turned to face me.

      “I took all the information from every single police report for every victim, from their earliest crime to their latest. I entered all the information, like witnesses, officers, prosecutors, judges, even going all the way down to the transcriptionists. Then I cross-referenced all the information to look for common denominators. The only one I found was ‘RJ’ who scribbled their initials on the filed documents. So I started looking to see who ‘RJ’ was, and lo and behold, there she was, in living color, sitting behind a screen at the police station.”

      She shoved a bunch of documents at me and showed me the spreadsheet she’d used to cross-reference the information.

      Finally, when she’d convinced me, I sat back and let out a huge breath. “I can’t believe you figured this out.”

      She pretended to be offended. “Ye of little faith.” She bumped the tip of my nose with her index finger.

      “This is good work, Shelly.” I was seriously impressed.

      “The lingering and most obvious question is why she did this.”

      “What’s your theory?”

      “I have a couple.”

      I leaned back in my chair. “Tell them to me.”

      “All of these cases were ones that the police asked you to help with. Every last one was one that was in your filing cabinet. So I think, either subconsciously or un-subconsciously, she was trying to help you. She might not even know why. But when you have more than one personality, sometimes memories overlap. Sometimes thoughts get parsed to the wrong persona. Or at least they did with Lynn.” She shrugged again. “I mean, really? What are the chances that this strange woman is going out killing people for no reason? It happens, but it’s not happening here. This is purposeful.”

      “I thought Megan was the only malevolent personality.”

      “Oh, Riley James might not be malevolent.”

      I snorted. “She has been killing people.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily make her malevolent. She probably thinks she had a really good reason for what she’s done. It’s probably to protect you, or to help you out in some strange way. She might not even know the reason.”

      “I need to call John and tell him about all this.”

      “Your old boss, John?”

      “The one and only. He’s going to love you.” I leaned over and planted a wet kiss on her cheek.

      “Eww,” she cried, as she swiped a hand down her cheek, but she was laughing. “I’ll call John and get him on the line for you.”

      She picked up her phone and went through making the call, a dejected look on her face. “He’ll call you back in thirty minutes. He’s busy.”

      “He’s pretty reliable,” I said. I stared at her so long that she started to fidget.

      “What?” she asked. “Do I have something on my face?”

      “A smile,” I replied. “It looks really pretty on you.”

      “Thank you,” she said softly, color rising on her cheeks.

      “You’ve blushed every time I’ve looked at you today.” My voice sounded gravelly even to my own ears all of a sudden.

      “You think so?” she replied, her voice soft and quiet but strong like always.

      I reached out and ran the backs of my knuckles across the apple of her cheek. “Why all the blushing?”

      “This feels…different.” She shrugged and her cheeks turned an even heavier shade of pink. “I don’t know how to explain it.”

      “Try.”

      She shook her head and drew her lower lip between her teeth, giving it a squeeze. When she let it go, I realized she’d left little teeth marks in her tender skin. I leaned closer to her and sucked her lower lip into my mouth, tenderly swiping my tongue across where I knew the teeth marks were.

      Then I pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I have barely gotten any work done all day,” I admitted. “All I can think about is you.”

      She said nothing. She gave nothing away.

      “Every time I blink, I can feel you and the way you wrapped around me this morning.”

      She looked pointedly toward my lap, where my dress pants were growing suspiciously tight. “You mean your dick?”

      I laughed. “That too. But mainly just you. The way you held on to me. The way we fit together. The way you make me feel. I like it. I like it a lot. I like you a lot.”

      “I don’t know how to do this,” she said quietly. Then I realized how quickly she was blinking, and that her eyes were filling up with tears.

      “Talk to me.”

      “I am talking to you. And I don’t like it. I don’t do this. I don’t talk. I don’t know how.”

      “I’d say you’re doing a pretty good job at it.” I would have chuckled, but something told me she wouldn’t have appreciated it.

      “I’m not. I’m terrible at it.” She buried her face in her hands and let out the most adorable growl. Then she jumped to her feet.

      I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her into my lap. She didn’t protest; she went soft against me as soon as her ass hit my thighs. I turned her so that I could look into her face. “You’ve never been in love.”

      “I’ve never even been in like.”

      I grinned and jostled her in my arms. “You like me.”

      She shoved my shoulder playfully. “You know I like you.”

      “Do you think you could more than like me?” I stared into her eyes. I wanted to know the truth, and I knew I’d find it there.

      She held her finger and thumb about an inch apart right in front of my face. “I might sorta kinda just a little bit already like you more than just a little bit. And it makes me feel like I’m a fucking mess, truth be told. I don’t like messes.”

      That was the most honest thing I’d ever heard a woman say, and I had no idea how to respond. But it did make me remember why I’d come to talk to her.

      “So, speaking of messes…” I began.

      Her brow furrowed. “Okay…” she prompted.

      “We didn’t use a condom this morning.”

      She laughed. “Oh, that kind of mess!” The tension that had her wound as tight as a spring suddenly loosened.

      “Yes, that kind of mess.”

      She leaned close and pressed her lips to mine. “I have an IUD.”

      “You do?”

      “Yes. And I know you had a full medical exam a few months ago, including testing for STIs.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I logged into your doctor’s office account. I was looking for something else.”

      “What something else?”

      “Your blood type,” she said quietly. She jerked a thumb toward her spreadsheet. “For my cross-referencing.”

      “You cross-referenced me?” I set her back from me a little, astounded.

      “No stone unturned and all that,” she nearly chirped at me.

      “Did you find my blood type?”

      “Yes. The rest was just extra. Extra info.”

      “But you read it anyway.”

      “Well, yeah, I skimmed it.”

      “You have to stop doing that.” But I couldn’t hold back my grin. This was one of the things I both loved and hated about her in equal measure. Thankfully, I wasn’t a guy who needed secrets. I had nothing to hide. I was an open book, just waiting for her to turn the pages. I wanted her to know everything about me. “So you knew I got tested for everything.”

      She nodded. “And they were all negative.”

      “What if I’d hooked up with some random woman since then?” I asked.

      She snorted. “You’re a serial monogamist. I’m sure of that.”

      She was right. I didn’t like one-night stands. I kind of wanted the connection. I wanted someone to talk to. I wanted someone to love, who might be able to love me back.

      “And you’ve been tested?” I had to ask.

      “Two months ago. All clean. And I’ve never had sex without a condom. Not until you.”

      “Ever?”

      “Never.” She shook her head and the pencil fell from the knot of hair at the back of her head, making her hair fall down around her shoulders.

      I reached for the top buttons of her blouse and started to unfasten them one by one. She watched my face while I did it, not making a move except to lick her lips.

      But suddenly, my door opened. And of course Shelly did the opposite of what any other woman would do. She didn’t move. She didn’t jump up and try to fix her clothes. She just sat there. I looked over her shoulder and saw John Spanner, my old boss. He turned away to face the wall. “Should I come back at another time?”

      I patted Shelly’s hip so she would stand up, and then I turned her toward the bathroom with a tiny push. She walked away, closing the bathroom door behind her.

      “I thought you were going to call?” I said to John, sliding further behind Shelly’s desk.

      “I figured why call when I could stop by.” He laughed. “Now I’m thinking that I should have called.”

      “It’s okay.” I riffled through Shelly’s papers, putting them back in order. “I kind of wanted Shelly to explain it to you, anyway. This is her project.”

      “Who’s Shelly?” John asked, glancing toward the bathroom.

      “She’s my partner. And I’m pretty sure she’s the woman I’m going to marry someday.”

      He chuckled. Then he instantly sobered. “Holy shit. You’re serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      I motioned for him to sit down in the chair across from me. He sank down gingerly. “You have to tell me everything.”

      I chuckled. “I honestly wouldn’t know where to start.”

      He stared at me. And then Shelly stepped out of the bathroom. She had fixed her shirt and her hair, and she’d reapplied her lip gloss because I could smell cherries when she leaned close to me to pick up a pencil. She rolled her hair into a ball and stuck the pencil in it.

      “This is John Spanner, Shelly. John, meet Shelly.”

      She stuck out her hand. John, still a little shell-shocked, took her hand and shook it.

      “So, why am I here?” John asked.

      “Because I know who the vigilante killer is.” Shelly’s voice was rock-solid, leaving no room for doubt.

      John looked from me to Shelly and back again. “Are you going to tell me?”

      And Shelly started to talk. And talk. And talk. And before the end of the conversation, I think John was more than a little bit in love with Shelly too.
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      Shelly

      

      John Spanner was a smart man. He wasn’t just book-smart, although I could tell that he took some pleasure in my spreadsheets and calculations. He was also people-smart. He had sized me up the moment he’d sat down, and I’d had to work to change his opinion of me. Now that he was leaving, I felt like I had all his respect, admiration, and his gratitude.

      “I still can’t believe you did all this,” he said on an exhaled breath. “You do good work, Shelly. If you ever want to throw this guy over, I have an analyst job for you at the department.”

      I grinned. “I’ll think about it.”

      Will’s arm encircled my waist as he pulled me close to him. “This one’s not going anywhere,” he said softly but firmly. He looked down at me and my breath caught in my throat. His eyes stared into mine and I couldn’t think. I couldn’t do anything but stare back. There was a lot in his gaze that I didn’t understand, and it unnerved me. “I’m keeping her.” He tweaked my nose, which made me scrunch my face up. He laughed and walked with Spanner to the door.

      “I’ll get the wheels in motion to find Riley James,” he said. He pointed a finger at me. “I still don’t understand how you did it.”

      “She’s smart,” Will supplied. “And funny.”

      “That she is,” Spanner said, admiration in his voice. “You got yourself a winner. Don’t do anything stupid to fuck it up.”

      Will grinned. “I’ll do my best.”

      Will closed the door behind Spanner and reached out to lock it. “You never cease to amaze me,” he said, his voice equal parts admiration and something hot that I couldn’t decipher.

      “In a good way, I hope,” I replied, realizing the truth of my words as soon as they left my lips. I wanted to impress this man. I really wanted to impress him.

      His eyes narrowed. “In the best way possible.”

      I had amazed many men in my lifetime, and not all of them were in a good way. “How long do you think it’ll be before they find Riley James?” I asked.

      “Depends on how good she is at hiding,” he replied. “And who she is on any given day, I’d imagine.”

      “I’d really like for my sister to come home.” That was the God’s honest truth. I missed her.

      “Hopefully, this can be resolved soon and we can get her home.” His voice was kind and strong, and I appreciated that he was being honest with me. “Do you think it was Megan or Riley that went to her house?”

      I shrugged. “It’s impossible to tell, but if I had to guess, I’d say that was Megan. Riley seems to be more altruistic, more out for the greater good. Intimidation tactics are more Megan’s style.”

      “Your sister’s personalities were all good, right?”

      “Yes, but even they sometimes did bad things. Ash liked to start fights and steal things. The others had their quirks too.” I shrugged. “The mind is a funny thing, particularly when three or four personalities share one.”

      “I’d give Spanner a week. Then you can probably have Lynn and her family come back.”

      I nodded.

      He stepped closer to me and lowered his face down near mine. “You did really good work today.”

      “I do good work every day.” My voice quivered, betraying how his closeness felt, how it got me all mixed up inside.

      “You do,” he said, dragging the side of his nose down the side of mine. Then his lips touched the corner of my mouth. He touched the side of my chin, tilting my face ever-so-gently. Then his lips pressed against mine. He kissed me, solidly kissed me, his tongue rasping against the side of mine, his mouth sucking gently at my lower lip, drawing it inside where he nibbled it lightly. Just as my knees went weak, he took a step forward, driving me back against my desk.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when he finally lifted his head. My butt hit the edge of my desk and he lifted me to sit on the edge.

      “I’m kissing you,” he replied with a chuckle. “Is that okay?”

      “Yes. But why are you kissing me right now?”

      He laughed again. It was an easy sound, comfortable and light. “Is there a certain time of day that I’m allowed to kiss you or not kiss you?”

      “No, I’ve just… Never mind.”

      “You’ve just…?” He waited, tilting his head and staring at me. “You’ve just…never had a boyfriend.” He smiled. “I keep forgetting.”

      “This is what boyfriends do?” I asked. “Kiss whenever they want?”

      He nodded, a playful glint in his eyes. “This is what boyfriends do.”

      “Is this for them?” Or was it for me? Was it mine? To have and to hold? To expect every day, and not just when we were performing for Megan/Riley/whomever?

      “This is for us.”

      Were we an us? Holy shit. My heartbeat nearly jolted out of my chest.

      He stepped back. “What scares you?” he asked, his voice clear and curious. All the teasing was gone.

      I motioned from me to him and back again. “Are we an us?”

      He nodded. “We are most definitely an us.”

      “But it was all supposed to be pretend.”

      He spread my thighs, settled between them, and jerked my ass so that I pressed hard against him. “Does this feel pretend?”

      Nothing about him felt like pretend.

      “I don’t know how you do it, Shelly, but you’re making me like you more and more.”

      “No one likes me.” No one ever had.

      “I like you.” He nudged me. “You like me too. You said so. Sorta kinda maybe a little.” He grinned as he repeated my words back at me. “And I maybe sorta kinda maybe a little more than like you.”

      “What’s more than like?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure yet, but I’m definitely feeling it.” He leaned in and kissed the side of my neck. His hands pushed the sun dress I’d worn today up higher, and then he hooked his thumbs in the hips of my panties, giving them a tug until my bare butt hit the desktop. I sat, stunned, unable to move. I glanced toward the door.

      “I locked it,” he said, and he kissed me again, taking my breath away. My panties dangled uselessly, rumpled around one ankle.

      “Okay,” I breathed.

      “Everything went so fast this morning,” he said, his lips at my throat again. I hitched in an involuntary breath as his teeth nipped my earlobe, and heat flooded my belly. “I didn’t get to taste you. I didn’t get to do any of the things I’ve been thinking about.”

      “You think about me?”

      “All the fucking time,” he said, his voice hoarse. “All day, every day.”

      He stepped back, and cold air filled the sudden void, making me shiver as he sat down in the chair that was used by visitors. But then he pulled it closer to me, shoving my thighs apart with his hands. I didn’t protest. Instead, I leaned back and balanced myself on my palms, my arms supporting my weight. He pulled me closer to him, closer to his face, and I could feel the warmth of his breath across my lower lips.

      “You shave your pussy,” he said.

      “I told you before that I do.”

      “It’s different hearing it than it is seeing it. Jesus.” He looked up at me from between my thighs. “This okay?”

      I spread my legs wider in answer. He laughed and dipped his head. He didn’t go at it like he wanted a taste. He went at it like he was a starved man and pussy was his favorite meal. He licked once across my slit, and then he settled at the top, where that bundle of nerves already pulsed like mad. He licked and sucked and pulled and pushed and breathed into me, his fingers sliding into my body, curving wickedly and deliciously. I rocked my hips toward his face, and he caught the rhythm of my body with his lips, his teeth, and his tongue, and it nearly drove me mad. I lifted one hand to the top of his shiny bald head, applying pressure. I felt him grin against my nether lips as he dug in harder.

      And then I broke apart. I held his face close to my heat as I came, shuddering in his grip, my ass rocking with the force of my orgasm. He didn’t let go. He kept at it, until I gave his forehead a tender shove. He laughed and gave me one last lick, making a final shudder surge up my spine, and I relaxed, rubbing my fingers over his ears. “Wow,” I breathed. Or at least I tried to breath. I found I wasn’t really good at breathing right now. Or anything else for that matter.

      Gently, he pulled me forward and then flipped me over, so that my stomach lay on the desktop. He flipped my sundress up from where it had fallen, and he palmed the two globes of my ass in his hands, squeezing gently. Then he smacked me.

      I jumped. “Did you just spank me?” I looked over my shoulder at him, where he stood grinning, unfastening his belt buckle and unbuttoning his suit pants.

      He laughed. “Only in the most loving way.”

      Then he fit himself at my opening, and pushed in slowly, holding my ass cheeks apart with his palms. He stared down at where we were joined as he filled me up.

      “God, that’s beautiful,” he said, and he pulled back. I pushed back with my ass, chasing his departure until he returned. And he returned hard. He pushed in fast and furiously, so hard that the desk under me rocked with the force of it. “Too much?” he asked so quietly that I could barely hear him.

      “If you ever do anything I don’t like, I’ll tell you.” My voice was raw with passion, and I knew I sounded like I’d just been screaming for hours.

      “Please do,” he replied.

      He set a rhythm that was both brutally punishing and wickedly tender, and I felt myself coming apart under him. “I’m going to—”

      “Good,” he replied. He didn’t slacken his pace. If anything, it grew faster, more relentless, more punishing, more perfect.

      And when I felt the warm pulse of him coming, coupled with the guttural noise he made, I let go too. I came with a force I didn’t know existed. I came hard, harder than ever before, and he collapsed on my back, his breaths harsh and full of wonder. He rained tiny kisses over my shoulder, through my dress, and then he laid the side of his face on my shoulder, and he just breathed.

      “You okay?” he finally asked.

      “Yeah.” My voice was squeaky and new. “I’m fine.” But I wasn’t fine. I wasn’t sure I would ever be fine again, mainly because he’d cracked my world open.

      “I might like you more than a little,” he said quietly as he pulled out of me. “Is that okay with you?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “It’s okay with me.” Because I was pretty sure that I was more than a little bit in like with him too. “One day, we should try this in a bed,” I said flippantly.

      He laughed and went to the bathroom, coming back with some tissues. He very casually wiped me off, helped me stand up, and pulled my panties back up my thighs and back to where they should have been.

      He kissed me, and then he went back to his office.

      My phone rang and I answered it, not even sure I could form a coherent sentence. “Hello.”

      “Hey, Shelly, it’s Aubrey.”

      “Hey Aubrey.” I said nothing more. My mind wasn’t working. At all.

      “Are you all right?” Worry made her voice urgent.

      “I just had the most amazing sex on my desk, actually, and I can’t think.”

      “Oh,” she said. Then she stopped and said nothing for a long moment. “Tell me he already pulled out.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I replied. “We’re done.”

      She laughed. “Thank God for small favors.”

      “Did you need something?” I asked. Suddenly, I wondered if Lynn had contacted her. “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh, yeah, everything is fine. I was just sitting here and Mal is getting on my nerves, so I thought you might want to meet me for dinner. Or drinks. Or something.”

      I had never understood how she could stand Mal for more than five minutes, so the fact that he was getting on her nerves didn’t surprise me. “I’d love to. Where? When?”

      She rattled off a place and a time and I agreed to meet her.

      “Hey,” I suddenly blurted. “Do you know how to make a friendship bracelet?”

      “I made them when I was younger. At camp. Why?”

      “If I get a kit, would you teach me?” I held my breath. I felt like I was showing her all of my cards.

      She paused. Then she snickered. “Oh, Shelly. You’re so funny.”

      I waited. “Why am I funny?”

      “Shelly in love is fucking hilarious.” She let out a loud laugh, loud enough to be obnoxious. Then she sobered. “I’ll help you with your bracelet. Get the kit and meet me. We’ll make it over dinner.”

      “I’ll see you then.” I hung up and looked toward Will’s office.

      “Who was that?” he asked, popping into the doorway.

      “Aubrey. She wants to have dinner with me tonight. You don’t mind, do you?”

      He shook his head. “Not in the least. You’ll come home after, right?”

      “I’ll come home.”

      He grinned. “Promise?”

      I held up one hand. “I promise.”

      He came over and kissed me. “I’d miss you if you didn’t.”

      I’d miss him too, and that was the part that scared me.
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      Clark

      

      My phone rang at nine o’clock, almost on the dot. I had been looking over files on my computer, files which Shelly had patiently organized, all cold cases the PD wanted me to consult on. Shelly had already figured out four of them and she’d left little notes in the margins explaining her theories. Her brain never ceased to amaze me. I smiled and reached for the ringing phone in my pocket.

      “Clark here.”

      “Clark, it’s Mal,” a man’s voice said. His breath heaved and his voice quivered.

      Mal was Lynn and Mason’s best friend, and Aubrey’s husband, but I had to admit that I didn’t know him very well. I had no idea why he would be calling me, particularly now. “Is everything all right?”

      “No,” he bit out. I could hear crying in the background. “It’s Shelly.”

      “What about her?” I was already walking out of my office door and toward the elevator.

      “Someone took her,” Mal said.

      My heart leaped into my throat. “Who took her?”

      “I have no idea. Can you come to the pub around the corner?”

      “Five minutes,” I replied, and then I hung up on him.

      Someone had taken Shelly. Shelly was in danger. In the back of my mind, I had the sudden and concise thought that the person who had taken Shelly was the one in trouble, but I pushed that thought back. I’d know more when I got there.

      I opened the door to the pub and found Aubrey sitting on a stool, shaking and crying.

      “He just took her,” she wailed, and then she buried her face in Mal’s shirt.

      I walked over toward her and pulled a stool up close to where she sat. “I need for you to tell me everything that happened.” My words were crisp and succinct, and a little short, I knew. I watched Mal bristle. I held up a hand to fend off the protest I knew was going to come from him. He settled only a little, still bristly and offended.

      “We were sitting over there.” Aubrey pointed toward a booth that was now in disarray. Plates were scattered across the table, with food lying where it had flown off the plates. There was an open box on the table, and bright, colorful strings littered the surface. “We were making friendship bracelets.”

      I knew the significance of that, but I couldn’t stop and think about it right now.

      “Then what happened?”

      She pointed toward the door. “This guy walked in. And he came and scooted into the booth beside Shelly.”

      “What did Shelly do?”

      “She didn’t say a word. She sat there and smiled at him.”

      “Smiled at him like she knew him? Or like she was about to kill him?”

      “I can never tell the difference with Shelly.” That was true. It could have been either and no one would ever know. Except maybe me. I’d know. I knew her. I knew every look and I knew every thought. And the ones I didn’t know, I desperately wanted to find out.

      “Then what?”

      “Then he shot her with this thing, and she crumpled into a heap. He picked her up, threw her over his shoulder, and carried her out the door.”

      “And no one tried to stop him?” I looked around the bar. It was nearly empty.

      She pointed at a man across from her who lay prone on the floor, covered with a simple tablecloth. “He did. He tried to help.” She hiccupped and finally let out her breath. “He’s dead now.”

      I looked down and realized that Aubrey’s hands were covered in someone’s blood. “Whose blood is that?” I asked.

      She nodded her head toward the body. “His.” Then she began to sob again. Mal drew her against his chest.

      “How long have you been here?” I asked him.

      “I got here right after it happened, apparently.”

      “Why were you here?”

      “Because my wife was out with Shelly. Duh.” He stared at me.

      I nodded. “I’ll need to see the surveillance footage,” I said to the college student who was apparently in charge.

      He motioned for me to follow him. The footage was grainy and dark, but I was able to isolate a face, which I sent to John Spanner. He called me immediately, and I told him what was going on.

      “We’ll need someone to secure the scene.”

      “They’re on the way,” John replied. “You stay there until they get there, do you understand me?”

      “No can do.” I hung up on him.

      My phone rang again almost immediately. “Clark,” I said.

      “Don’t go off half-cocked, Clark,” John warned. I hung up on him again.

      I wasn’t half-cocked. I was fully cocked. I was ready to blow.

      I looked at Mal. “Call Lynn and Mason and tell them to come home. When I bring Shelly back, she’ll want to see her sister.”

      Mal gave me half a nod. “Where are you going?”

      “To get Shelly.” I’d get her or I’d die trying.

      I got in my car and pulled up the tracking app I used. I’d hidden tiny little tracking devices in Shelly’s belongings. There was one in her purse, one on the bottom of her shoes, and I’d hidden one in the tiny little plastic clasp on the bracelet I’d given her. Shelly wasn’t the only one who could be devious. I had my fair share of intuition, and something had told me that shit was going to go down eventually, and that I needed to be ready for it.

      The vehicle was twenty minutes ahead of me, heading out of town. I followed. It was all I could do. I couldn’t get there any faster. By the time we were three hours away from our starting point, I knew where we were going. What I couldn’t figure out was why.
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      Shelly

      

      I woke up to the sound of someone humming across the room. I blinked my eyes slowly open and fought back the nausea that instantly swamped me. I didn’t move, trying to figure out where I was. I swallowed back the bile that crept up my throat and tamped down the feeling that I needed to move. I did not need to move. I needed to stay very, very still, at least until I figured out where I was.

      One minute I’d been happily chatting with Aubrey, and the next—BAM! I’d crumpled like a paper doll as darkness crowded the corners of my vision. And that was the last thing I remembered.

      I desperately wanted to roll so I could bring my arms out from where they rested beneath me. But I couldn’t. I blinked again, waiting for the haze to clear from my eyes. The room was shrouded in shadows, but I could see. Not much, but I could see.

      What surprised me the most was that I knew this room. I knew it, because it was mine. She’d taken me to my own little cottage in the woods. It was empty, aside from a few pieces of cozy furniture and some throw rugs that were scattered around, just like I’d left it.

      “I know you’re awake,” the voice said from across the room.

      I groaned and rolled onto my side, wiggling my fingers so I could bring some life into them. “Who are you?” I asked, although I already knew. Or at least I thought I knew. “Or should I ask which one are you?” I said the last more to myself than to her. I didn’t know if she was Megan or Riley James. I was completely confident that she wasn’t Marley. Marley was sweet and kind. She didn’t pay really big men to incapacitate women and throw them into trunks.

      Now that I was on my side, my fingers were starting to wake up, and tingles shot up my arms to my shoulders. My chest still hurt where the guy had hit me with the taser, but I’d had worse wounds. I’d recovered from those too. This was nothing.

      She grabbed a chair, set it a few feet away from me, and straddled it so that she was facing me. “Megan,” she said. “Nice to meet you. Again.”

      “Always a pleasure,” I replied.

      She shook her head. “You really are a smart ass, aren’t you?”

      “I do try.” I began to work the zip ties that held my hands bound together behind my back. She’d used the tough kind, the kind I wasn’t going to be able to get off without some work. “Where’s your hired hand?”

      She gestured vaguely toward the door. “Outside. Waiting for Will to come and rescue you.”

      I snorted. “You think Will is going to come and find me? He doesn’t even like me.” I knew that wasn’t the truth, but I didn’t intend to show her all my cards right away.

      “I think he more than likes you,” she replied, her tone soft and…hurt? “I think he’s falling in love with you.”

      “I’m not a very lovable person.” That much was true. I knew it.

      “I didn’t think you’d be much of a threat when I first met you, you know? I really didn’t think he’d fall for you. He has been in love with Marley for so long.”

      My head jerked up. “You know about Marley?”

      “I know everything.” She waved a hand in the air like she could brush my skepticism away.

      “Is that why Marley has been gone so long? Because you’re in control?”

      She puffed out a heavy breath. “Marley has been gone for years because she’s spineless. She could come to the forefront if she really wanted to.”

      “That’s not necessarily true.” When my sister, Lynn, had been gone while other personalities took over, she sometimes tried and tried to come back, but couldn’t push through. In fact, the last time she’d left, Mason had to be almost fatally wounded before she came back. She’d sensed that he was in danger, and pushed through, but it took a lot of work. “Maybe Marley is just scared.”

      “She’s scared of everything.”

      “Maybe she has a reason to be scared. Whatever trauma caused all of you to show up, it happened to her, right?”

      She tilted her head to the side. “What trauma?”

      “Marley protects you from the past. She hasn’t even told you what happened to her.” I knew. I knew because I’d read about it in Will’s secret files.

      She scoffed again. “Nothing happened to her.”

      I nodded my head, and I began to work the edge of the zip ties that bound my wrists against the sharp edge of my watch. It was slow work, but it was the only thing I could think to do. “She was taken against her will and raped over and over by a bunch of young men her first year of college. That’s when you came to the forefront.”

      She jumped to her feet. “That never happened.”

      “It never happened to you. It happened to her.” I worked the bindings on my wrists, and finally felt a small pop as one of the zip ties came free. I didn’t let her see. I lay there instead, still pretending to be helpless.

      “You’re lying.”

      “I never lie. I don’t need to. Deception is for pussies.”

      She laughed. “I don’t think you’re as bad as you’d like for people to believe.”

      “I’m worse,” I replied. “You have no idea.” Another pop and a second tie broke free. I wiggled my fingers and flexed my wrist.

      She walked over toward me, something hidden in her palm. “This isn’t going to hurt,” she said. “It’ll just help you sleep.”

      “I don’t need to sleep,” I protested. My hands were now free, but I wasn’t sure that I could move my arms yet.

      “Well, I do need some rest. I’ll figure out what to do with you tomorrow.”

      “How do you see this ending?” I asked, and I rolled up to where I could sit straight up. I left my hands behind my back, like I was still bound.

      “Sadly, I see it ending with your death. It’s the only way.”

      Suddenly, the back door flew open and a man stumbled into the room. Megan spun around to face him, and I finally brought my hands to the front of my body. He clutched at his chest, where an oozing wound poured blood down his shirt. Blood poured over his fingers and down his arms as he stood there in the doorway, gurgling. Blood pooled from his lips and flew out of his mouth in one big spray. Megan lifted her hand to wipe her own face. That was disgusting.

      “Well, this is most unfortunate,” Megan said, her voice cool. “I guess Will is here.” The man fell to the floor with a jarring thud. “Don’t worry,” she said. “He was expendable. And not very smart.” She made a tisking sound with her mouth.

      Then Will was there. He stood in the doorway. He wore a black hoodie and a black stocking cap, and he stood braced in the doorway as he lifted the gun toward Megan.

      Megan sat down in a chair and crossed her legs. “So nice of you to join us,” she said, her voice droll. “We were just getting to know one another.” She kicked a chair across the room toward him. “Please join us.”

      Instead, Will walked sideways toward me, his gun still aimed at Megan. “Are you all right?” he asked me.

      “I’m fine.” And I was. It could have been a lot worse. I could have been like the guy who’d just stumbled through the doorway. Will stood next to me, blocking me from Megan’s vision. He kicked his leg in my direction. It was almost imperceptible, but I did see it. I reached out, lifted the edge of his pant leg, and I retrieved the Glock 42 that rested there in an ankle holster. I palmed it in my grip and waited.

      “I missed you,” Will said. Then he smiled at me. It was a devastatingly handsome smile, the kind that would make a normal woman swoon. But I was not a normal woman. I didn’t swoon. “One day, after we get married, do you think you could stop getting into scrapes long enough to pop out some babies?” he asked absently.

      This time, it was me who snorted. “I’d make a terrible mother.”

      “I think you’d be an amazing mother.” He stared hard into my eyes.

      “You might not think so in a few minutes,” I warned.

      His eyes narrowed but he didn’t reply. I got to my feet, his gun held in my hand.

      “I need for you to trust me,” I said to him. “I’m a perfect shot, okay? I never miss.”

      Megan jumped to her feet. “Wait just a minute.”

      “Don’t worry, Megan. You’re safe.” I placated her. I looked at Will. “I know we never had time to go to the range together, but you have to trust me.”

      “What?” he asked.

      “I’m sorry, Will,” I said. I lifted his gun, braced myself, and then I shot him. He looked down at his hip, where the bullet had grazed him. It was freely bleeding, just like I’d known it would.

      “What?” He looked down, pressing his hand against the flow of blood. “Why?” he asked, his eyes glazing over with pain as his brow furrowed.

      “It had to be done.” I bit back the cry that was lodged in my throat and blinked back my tears. “I had no other choice.”

      He looked down again. “You shot me.”

      It wasn’t me who tried to stanch the flow of blood. It was her. The syringe that Megan had been holding clattered to the floor. And I saw it. I watched as she changed. I saw the look on her face when she ran straight to him. “Will!” she cried. “You’ve been shot!”

      Will stared down into the eyes of the woman he’d once loved so fiercely. “Marley?” he asked.

      “Yes, Will. It’s me. What happened? Where are we?” She looked around, confused.

      “Is it really you?” Will asked. He finally sank down in the chair that Megan had kicked toward him.

      And then Marley fell against him, resting between his splayed legs, her cheek against the chest that I knew was solid as a rock. He palmed the back of her head and stared at me while he held her.

      “What have you done?” he asked me.

      This time, I didn’t even try to stop the tears that scalded my cheeks. I let them flow. I didn’t wipe them away. I let them fall, tasting the briny saltiness of my own regrets. “I did what was right.” I laid his weapon on the table behind him. “You’ll thank me for it later.”

      “I don’t understand,” he replied. His face was white with shock, so I called 9-1-1 and walked outside. Marley was back, and he would want to hold her and love her and kiss her. He would want to be with Marley. I didn’t want to intrude on their moment.

      So I sat down on the steps and I waited for the ambulance. I waited for the only man I’d ever loved to leave with the woman he loved. And he did. He left in an ambulance, with Marley holding his hand the whole way.

      I’d been through a lot in my life, and I’d done a lot in my life, but I’d never felt a pain so severe as when I watched them leave together in the back of that ambulance. It was sharp. It was brutal. And it was final.

      My time with Will was finished, and it was my own fault. I’d brought her back. Now someone would get a happily-ever-after, but it wouldn’t be me.
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      Clark

      

      John Spanner looked at me from his chair next to my bed at the hospital. “I’ve never seen such a colossal fuck-up as when you’re involved.” He snorted and rubbed a weary hand down his face. He had barely left me the whole time I’d been here. I’d arrived by ambulance twelve hours before, with Marley clutching tightly to my hand. She’d refused to let me go. It was both disconcerting and right all at the same time. I was just as hesitant to let her go. I was afraid that if I did, I’d lose her again. I knew she’d vanish right before my eyes. She’d still be there, but not.

      I’d once loved Marley desperately, but I realized now that the love I still felt for Marley was more like that of a friend. I knew that because now I knew how real love felt. I knew how it felt to think fondly of someone, and now I knew how it felt to be in love. I loved Shelly. I had loved her from the beginning, when she’d let herself into my office and buried her bare feet in my carpet. I’d loved her when she was driving me crazy. And I’d loved her when she was out-thinking the fuck out of me. I’d loved her, and nothing would ever compare with that kind of love. My feelings for Marley were in the past, mainly because Shelly took up all of my present.

      “I’m ready to go home,” I said.

      John stared at me and shook his head. “She’s not there.”

      I jerked my gaze up to meet his. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know. Her sister came and picked her up from the station this morning after they finished questioning her.”

      So she was with Lynn. At least I knew she was safe. “Okay,” I said on a heavy breath. I was bone-weary and didn’t know what would happen next. But it was okay. I would figure it out.

      “So she’s the one, huh?” he asked. He drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair.

      “Yep.” No doubt about it.

      “What about Marley?”

      “What about her?”

      “She’s going to a lock-down facility.”

      “I know.” Her alter egos had killed people. They couldn’t remain free. She would go to a special facility where she could live her life, but still be locked away for everyone’s safety. She would get therapy. Mason’s parents, who were specialists in the field of Dissociative Identity Disorder, were taking over her care. “I talked to her yesterday.” She had been so confused. She’d been gone for years. She had no idea what was going on. The doctors would have to decide how much they could tell her and when. “I can’t be more than a friend to her. I’m in love with someone else.”

      “Why Shelly?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Back when I first met her, I thought she was fucking nuts, but she’s not. She sees the world differently than other people do, and the way that she sees it is part of what I love about her. She’s kind, considerate, helpful, thoughtful, and she needs me as much as I need her. And I can’t imagine life without her.”

      Suddenly, the door banged open and slammed against the wall. I jumped, but my side hurt when I moved. MeeMaw stormed into the room. “I go away for a week and someone calls me and tells me that you’ve been shot!” she cried. She shook her finger at me. “How dare you get shot when I’m not even in the state!” Her voice quavered and I knew that anger wasn’t the only driving force behind her tirade. She was petrified with fear.

      “MeeMaw,” I said softly, and I opened my arms to her. She leaned over and very gently wrapped her arms around me, squeezing me tenderly. “Next time I get shot, I’ll try to plan it for a time when you’re at home,” I said cheekily.

      She made a rude noise in my ear and pinched my upper arm. “Don’t ever go and get shot again,” she warned. “If you do, I’ll have to kill you myself.” She pinched me again, and I rubbed my arm to take the sting away.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I replied. “Will you stop pinching me?”

      “I will when you stop getting shot.”

      I had never been shot before and she damn well knew it.

      She pointed her finger at me. “And when I get hold of that Shelly, she’ll wish she’d never shot you.”

      I grinned. “She’s a perfect shot, MeeMaw. She knew exactly what she was doing.” I pointed to my hip, where I hadn’t needed more than a stitch or two. “She didn’t even do much damage. I’m going home in a few minutes.”

      “You’re going home?” she asked, raising her brows at me.

      “As soon as I go and get Shelly.”

      She laid a hand on her chest and pretended to swoon. “Be still my heart. You’re going to pick up the person who shot you so you can live happily ever after with her. So romantic.”

      “MeeMaw,” I warned. “She did the only thing that she could. It was the right thing to do.”

      “She brought Marley back.” MeeMaw made a tsking sound in her throat. “That girl… Such a tragedy.”

      “Marley will get the help she needs.”

      “I wasn’t referring to Marley,” she said. “I mean Shelly. Everyone thinks she’s so bad. But she’s not. She’s just misunderstood.”

      I smiled. Leave it to MeeMaw to figure Shelly out.

      “You love her, right?” she asked.

      “I should probably tell her that before I tell you.” MeeMaw was such a sucker for a good love story.

      The nurse bustled in just then with my discharge papers, and it was time to go home. They told me to keep my wound clean and avoid any physical activity that could pull my stitches out.

      “Did you drive here, MeeMaw?” I asked.

      “Yes. Why?” She stared at me.

      “I’m going to need to borrow your car.”

      “And just where do you think you’re going?”

      “I’m going to get Shelly,” I said. There was no doubt in my mind where I needed to go.

      “Well, in that case, Mr. Spanner can give me a ride home.” She sniffed and looked at John beseechingly.

      “It’ll be my pleasure,” he replied.

      And with that, I checked out of the hospital and went to go find Shelly. I was pretty sure I knew exactly where she’d be.

      Shelly

      

      “So, why didn’t I ever know about this place?” Lynn asked as she stared at me from the couch on the other side of the room. She and Aubrey had picked me up at the police station after I’d been questioned, and we’d driven to get my car at the little cottage in the woods.

      I shrugged. “It was a secret.”

      “I didn’t know we had any secrets.” Lynn seemed almost hurt by the fact that I had a house she knew nothing about.

      “I got this place many, many years ago.”

      “For what?”

      It was time for the truth. “It was an out of the way place where I could keep Dad.”

      Her head jerked up and I heard Aubrey gasp. “Dad?” Lynn asked. “What do you mean, keep Dad?” She jumped to her feet and began to pace. “Please tell me that he’s not here.”

      “He’s here, but not in the way you think.”

      I pointed to the bars on the windows and the industrial locks on the doors. “I brought him here after he started harassing you, when he broke into your apartment. I wanted him to be out of the way.”

      “But Dad is dead.”

      “Well, he is now, but he wasn’t then. He stayed here for a short while.”

      She sat down, folding her legs beneath her. “I never believed you killed him.”

      I huffed out a breath. “I kind of did.” I swiped a hand down my face. I was exhausted, and the hours spent during questioning were finally starting to catch up to me.

      “What do you mean?” She leaned forward, waiting for me to tell her the story.

      “I kept him here for a few weeks. I wanted him where he couldn’t hurt anybody.”

      “Go on,” she encouraged.

      “He was here for about five weeks, but then one day when I came to bring him food and supplies, he overpowered me at the door. He ran. I chased him as far as the bridge a few miles away. Then he had this great idea to jump from the bridge into the water, but he hadn’t taken into account that it had been raining for days and the water was already high from the run-offs. He got caught in the current of the stream, and he didn’t make it.”

      “He didn’t make it?”

      “He didn’t make it to the shore. He hit his head on a rock. I found his body a few days later, floating face-down in the stream. I buried him in the woods.”

      “That was more than he deserved,” Lynn spat out.

      “Jesus, you people are cut-throat,” Aubrey said, her mouth hanging open.

      “He was evil,” Lynn countered. He’d done unspeakable things to Lynn, and he was the reason she had suffered so many years of her life. He was the reason her personalities had split. He had done it. He had caused it.

      Lynn came to sit next to me on the couch. “I’m sorry,” I said.

      She looked surprised. “I’ve never heard you say that before.”

      “I’ve never felt it before. But about him, I am truly sorry.”

      “I’m sorry you felt like you had to bury him all by yourself. I wish I’d been someone you could have asked for help.”

      I’d spent most of my life taking care of Lynn. It was my purpose. This wasn’t any different.

      “I wish I’d been stronger,” Lynn said.

      “You’re one of the strongest people I know,” I insisted. And I meant it.

      “One day, I might ask you to take me to his grave. Will you show it to me if I do?”

      I nodded. “Sure. I’ll take you now if you want to go.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m not ready right now.”

      “Okay.” I would wait until she was ready. No more secrets, not about that. My soul felt lighter than it had in years.

      The crunch of gravel in the driveway made Lynn jump to her feet. She walked to the window and pulled the curtain back so she could peek outside. “He’s here,” she said. She got a dreamy look on her face, the kind where I could almost see little heart bubbles erupting around her eyes. She motioned for Aubrey to get up. “It’s time for us to go.”

      Aubrey got up, and they both hugged me, one after the other. Aubrey reached into her purse and pulled out a friendship bracelet. “I finished it for you,” she whispered. She winked at me and pulled me into another hug. I shoved it into my pocket just as they walked out the door.

      “Call me later!” Lynn yelled before she got into her car. And then they were gone.

      Will didn’t get out of his car right away. He sat there for a few minutes, just staring at me. I sat down on the top step and waited. I could wait all day. I rested my elbows on my knees and stared out at the vast emptiness that was the woods around the house. A person could get lost in there for days. I knew. I’d explored all of it.

      Finally, Will got out of the car and closed the door behind him. He wore a pair of sunglasses, and his head was shiny with the sun on it.

      “Hi,” I said, as he settled down next to me on the step.

      “Hi,” he replied. He rocked to the side so that he bumped his shoulder into mine. “I missed you.”

      “Are you okay?” I asked. I wanted to strip his clothes off and search for wounds, just to be sure I hadn’t genuinely hurt him.

      “I’m okay. They said I shouldn’t do any dishes or laundry for the next twelve years, but if I follow those rules, I’ll be just fine.” He chuckled.

      This time, I rocked into him, unable to bite back my grin. “MeeMaw won’t let you skip out on doing the dishes.”

      He said nothing else, and a comfortable silence settled around us.

      When I couldn’t stand it any longer, I asked, “How’s Marley?”

      “She’s in the hospital, but she’s fine. She’ll probably never be out again. Mason’s parents are treating her.”

      “They’re the best.”

      “She deserves the best.”

      “She was really happy to see you last night.”

      He nodded. “I was happy to see her too.”

      He waited a beat. I grew fidgety.

      “I want good things for Marley. She deserves a break. And some happiness. In that order.” He picked a piece of lint from his trousers. “She deserves to be happy.” He leaned close to me and raised his eyebrows comically. “But it won’t be with me.”

      My heart skittered in my chest. “I don’t understand.”

      “You did the right thing last night. You did what it took to save everyone. You could have killed Megan at least ten times over. Instead, you took the high road, and you brought Marley back. Thank you for that.”

      “Is this…is this goodbye?” I asked, my stomach dropping toward my toes.

      “You couldn’t get rid of me if you tried, woman.” He bumped me again. “I love you and I hope that one day you’ll make me a bracelet. And I’m going to wait until you do.” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I’ll be right here until then.”

      I pointed to the steps we sat on. “Right here?” I teased.

      “Right next to you, wherever you go. If you want me there, that is…” He let the words hang in the air between us, waiting expectantly.

      “You made me forget for a while,” I said. The words tumbled past my lips before I could even think of pulling them back in.

      He turned to face me, tenderly pushing a lock of hair behind my ear. “What do you mean?”

      “You made me forget that I’m not made for that kind of life.”

      His brow furrowed. “What kind of life?”

      “The kind with hearts and flowers and romance. That’s not me.” I pressed my fist to my chest. “Deep down inside, I’m not made for all that. You made me forget who I am. And then last night, I remembered. I will always be the person who shoots you in the ass so I can save the other people in the room. I’ll do it safely, mind you.  But I’ll still do it. I will never be anybody but who I am.”

      He nodded slowly. “That’s good. Because I’m in love with exactly who you are. I don’t want you to forget who you are or change anything.”

      “There’s a lot about me that you don’t know.” I paused. “I’ve done a lot of crazy shit.”

      “So have I. And I’m pretty sure I’ll do more. I’d like to have you by my side while I do it. If we make bad choices, we can make them together.” He twisted his fingers together in a best friends move. “You and me. Like peas and carrots. But with guns. And you can kick ass.” He bumped me with his shoulder again. “You think you could teach me to kick ass like that?”

      I laughed. “I’ll think about it.”

      “When you first walked into my office, I thought you were fucking nuts,” he admitted sheepishly.

      “Thank you,” I replied sarcastically.

      “Then I realized that you just see things differently than other people do, and I like the way you see them. And I’d like to see them with you, exactly like you do. I want you to be my partner—both in my business and in my life.

      “You mentioned babies last night.” I shuddered at the thought.

      “I want whatever you’re willing to give me. And anything you’re not willing to give me, I can live without. I want you. Just you.”

      I had never been enough for anyone. Not until now. A feeling unlike any other I’d ever had swelled up in my chest.

      “If you start crying, I’m going to call you a pussy,” he teased.

      I laid my face on his shoulder and breathed him in. Then I suddenly sat up. “How did you know where to find me last night?”

      He ran his finger below the clasp of my friendship bracelet. “I put a tracker in your bracelet,” he admitted.

      “Oh, sneaky,” I crooned. But secretly, I loved it.

      “I put one on your car, your shoes, your handbag, and your keys, too. If I’m being honest.”

      “I put one in your wallet. And one in your gun holster.” I grinned when his mouth fell open.

      “And I already knew about your IUD because I hacked your medical account.”

      I laughed. “I feel like you’re finally speaking my language.”

      He waggled one eyebrow at me. “Or maybe you’re speaking mine.”

      I reached into my pocket and pulled out the friendship bracelet Aubrey had passed to me. “Want to be my BFF?” I asked.

      “Nope,” he said, as he dragged the side of his nose down the side of mine, and then he kissed me, softly and slowly. “I want to be more.” He held out his arm and I put the bracelet on him anyway.

      “You’re sure you want me?” I asked hesitantly, hating that I even had to ask.

      “I’ve never wanted anything more.” And then he kissed me. And every time he kissed me, he made me remember who I was.

      And that was the best part about loving William Clark and being loved by him.
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      Shelly

      

      Lynn and Aubrey sat across the green room from me, and Lynn chewed her fingernails, a tell-tale sign that she was nervous. I adjusted the fit of my jacket in front of the full-length mirror.  It wasn’t every day that you were invited to discuss your and your husband’s work with the police department with one of the most famous talk show hosts in the world.

      “I don’t know why you’re nervous,” I taunted Lynn.  “You’re not the one who has to walk out there in front of millions of people-”

      Lynn cut me off with a snort. “There might be a hundred people in the audience, tops.”

      “And a few million watching from home,” Aubrey tossed in.

      I lifted my hand for a high-five from Aubrey.  She grinned and slapped her palm against mine.

      “Is this how it’s going to be from now on?” Lynn asked. “You two tight like two peas in a pod?” She gestured from Aubrey to me and back. “Last time I checked, Aubrey was my friend.” She pressed her palm to her chest dramatically.

      “I’m her friend, too,” Aubrey said.

      I startled for a minute, but it was true. Aubrey and I had gotten over what had initially caused her to hate me so much, and we’d become good friends. I’d even been around Mal a few times without wanting to wrack him by the balls. And their kids, their kids were amazing. I couldn’t figure out how Mal had made such wonderful little beings, but I enjoyed spending time with each and every one of them.  About a year ago, I had taught their youngest daughter to throw a hatchet end over end and she hit the bullseye perfectly every time.  She was a prodigy, and I intended to help her perfect her weaponry usage.  All within reason.  Which means within whatever parameters Mal and Aubrey would allow.

      I still couldn’t get over the idea that some parents didn’t want their kids to be good at throwing axes. It seemed like a wasted skill to me.

      “She’s five!” Mal had bellowed at me when he’d found out where I’d taken her that day.

      “So?” I’d asked, genuinely clueless.

      Mal had looked at Aubrey and said, “You’re going to have to keep her in check.”

      I had assumed he was referring to me, and not to his little angel. Aubrey had snorted and said, “Yeah, right.”

      “When you have a child of your own…” Mal had started to say.  Then he’d stopped, his face coloring.

      “Why do I need a child of my own when I can spoil yours?” I’d asked. But deep inside, it felt like he’d stabbed me.  Everyone knew that Will and I had been trying for a baby ever since we’d gotten married.  I’d finally decided that I couldn’t do any more damage than Mal – he was Mal, after all – did with his own children.  If he could successfully raise a family, then I could too. I might not see the world with the same rose-colored glasses everyone else wore, but I could still see it. I had a lot to offer a family. Will liked to say that I was multi-faceted, like a diamond. But I think that was just a nice way of saying I’m complicated.

      What most people didn’t realize is that I had more love in my pinky toe than most people do in their whole body. I needed to share it with the right people.  Any child Will and I created would be lucky to have us.

      A man popped his head into the room and said crisply, “Two minutes.”

      I turned sideways, analyzing myself in the mirror.  I’d chosen blue pants with a matching jacket for my talk show debut. I had on high heels and I wore no jewelry aside from my wedding ring and the bracelet that Will had given me three years ago.

      “Thirty seconds,” the man said, his voice more urgent than the last time.

      I turned to follow him as someone came to lead Aubrey and Lynn to their seats. Mal and Mason were already seated, as was MeeMaw.  That woman had given me more love than anyone I’d ever met in my life. She’d taken me under her wing and loved me like she loved Will, and that was something I’d never had. I’d never had that motherly influence. The mother I did have was not one I wanted to emulate. But MeeMaw… well, I wanted to be just like her when I grew up. I wanted to be open-minded, forthright, and kind. Most of all, I desperately wanted to be kind.

      The stage director motioned for me to follow him onto the stage where Will already sat with the host of the talk show. They put a mic on me and I sat down next to Will.

      “Hi,” I said with a grin.

      “Hello, yourself,” he said quietly. “I missed you.”

      “You two are adorable,” the host said quietly, and then the countdown began.

      She asked us about our success solving crimes.

      “My wife has a way of getting to the truth,” Will said.

      She asked about the awards and medals we’d received from the governor and the president, and she asked about what we were up to personally.

      Then she brought up Marley, and it was all I could do not to squirm in my seat. Marley had been institutionalized ever since that night when I shot Will, but she – or Megan – had written a tell-all book from behind bars, where she’d “told-all” about me and Will. It had become a best seller and had stayed on the best-seller list for seventeen weeks.

      “Marley is getting the help she needs so she can get better.”

      “Have you seen her?” the host asked, her smile not slipping as she addressed me.

      “I tried to go visit her when she was first institutionalized, but her alters are not so welcoming, so I stopped.”

      “So, Marley is gone?” the host asked, her voice falling. Everyone knew Marley’s story because of the book.

      “It’s been years since anyone has seen Marley,” Will admitted. He reached over and took my hand. “But we know that she’s safe, and that’s what matters. We care deeply about her recovery.”

      He’d practiced that line in bed about twenty times last night, because he’d known it would come up.

      “The book didn’t mention Riley James at all,” the host said, and I cringed again.

      “Riley James wasn’t real,” Will explained. “It was a made-up persona that allowed Megan to go to work for the police department.”

      If the host didn’t change the subject soon, I would have to do it for her.

      She must have seen the look on my face, because she heaved in a breath and said, “So, what’s next for the two of you?” Music began to play signaling that the show was almost over.

      Will shrugged. “We hope to help out where we can and keep doing the good work we’ve been doing.” He looked at me. “We might have to change our way of doing business, though,” he said, and he winked at me. The scar under his eye got that full crease that I loved so much.

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “Yeah, Will, what do you mean by that?” I asked, gritting my teeth.  I couldn’t keep a secret around the man. He’d hacked every account I’d ever had, medical or otherwise.  I both loved and loathed it in equal measure. I squeezed his hand so tightly that he winced.

      “We hope to be adding to our family soon,” he said. “We’re adopting a son from China. He’s three.”

      Oh, he meant that. He didn’t know. He had no idea.

      It was my turn to shock him. “Actually, we’re going to have two children, just a few years apart,” I amended. “I sort of, kind of, maybe just a little bit might be pregnant.”

      Will’s jaw fell open.

      “Close your mouth. I can see your gum.”

      He slammed his mouth closed.

      MeeMaw squealed from her seat in the audience. I laughed. “Gotcha,” I said, as I jabbed him in the side with my elbow.

      The host closed the show while Will sat there, stunned.

      “We’re having a baby,” he said quietly.

      I held up two fingers. “Two kids, around the same time. Think you can handle it?”

      “I can handle anything you got.”

      I leaned over and kissed him. “That’s why I married you.” I believed he could, and that was the most intoxicating thing ever.
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