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CHAPTER 1


Dozer

No one thought it strange, least of all me, that Greer and Ladd wasted no time in getting married. They were on the verge of doing just such a thing twelve years ago when mutual stupidity drove them apart. I feel I can say that in a judgmental tone because I, too, have done such a thing. But we all have regrets in life, many of which aren’t fixable.

Luckily for the new Mr. and Mrs. McDermott, theirs was easy enough to repair.

Since neither Greer nor Ladd are overly religious, they chose to have the ceremony in a community hall in Upper St. Clair, which is where Ladd lives. From the time he went to California to retrieve the one who got away until the exchange of vows, a mere four days passed. Greer had no family to worry about in terms of schedule and ability to fly in for the wedding, and Ladd’s parents live in Ohio. They own a flooring company and had no problem taking a few days off to come see their son get married for the second time, but to the woman he should’ve been wed to all along.

Many people were deeply touched that Greer asked Ladd’s ex-wife, Britney, to be her matron of honor. Weird? Yes, but also just very right. I’ve always admired Ladd and Britney’s ability to maintain a steadfast friendship even after their divorce, and Britney has become fast friends with Greer.

Completely weird. Completely right.

The actual ceremony was short but heartfelt, and what followed was an immense party filled with good food, even better liquor, and a really crappy-looking wedding cake from the local grocery store since there was no time to have a decent one made. Ladd wore a tailored suit, just one of many he has to have for our line of work when formal attire is needed. Greer went about as nontraditional as one could get and opted for a blood-red cocktail dress that she happened to have in her array of clothing. They made a striking couple, not only because of their near-perfect good looks, but because they looked like two halves of a whole coming together.

I normally don’t wax poetic about this sort of shit, given that I’ve been unsuccessful in love, but that doesn’t mean I can’t take joy in my friend’s happiness.

My gaze sweeps across the room of mostly Jameson employees and a few outside friends. Groups of two, three, four, and five people talk and laugh. There was no time to get a DJ, so music spins from an iPhone hooked to Bluetooth speakers. Cage and Jaime are the only ones dancing, looking like quite the fools. But I suppose the fact that they can be silly together is a testament to how right they are for each other. After all, Cage married her under false pretenses, telling her he was a used car salesman rather than a secret security agent. It took Jaime getting kidnapped—and Cage saving her—for the truth to come out. Luckily, she’s a forgiving soul.

My eyes land on Kynan, the man who started this company, who’s considered the patriarch of the Jameson family. He served as Ladd’s best man.

Kynan stands with his hand wound around his wife Joslyn as they talk with Camille and Jackson. Kynan and Joslyn are very much like Greer and Ladd, having been in love long ago and with that common theme of stupidity tearing them apart. Their second chance is working out nicely. Camille and Jackson are newly in love. He was assigned as her bodyguard and fell in love with the royal princess who stands to inherit not only a country but the world’s largest and wealthiest ruby mine. Many would call him a lucky son of a bitch for those reasons alone, but he scored big time by the mere fact that Camille is an incredibly genuine and down-to-earth woman. She doesn’t give a rat’s ass about her wealth and only wants to help people. I suspect we’ll all be in Bretaria in about a year’s time for their wedding, but no official word on that yet.

Saint Bellinger and Cruce Britton are elbow to elbow talking about something. They’re thick as thieves, which is quite funny since Saint used to be a professional thief. Their wives, Sin and Barrett, are also close friends, but they couldn’t be more different. Sin was also a professional thief, and Barrett is a world-renowned physicist whose IQ actually rivals mine; she’s also the president’s niece.

And yet, when we have Jameson functions, those two are joined at the hip. I expect it’s because their husbands were involved in early missions when Kynan first took control of Jameson, so they’ve been around the longest.

Sin is pregnant, due in July, I believe, and I notice a lot of low whispering between the women. The fact that Barrett is not drinking alcohol leads me to believe we might have another Jameson baby on the horizon.

My eyes land on my best friend at Jameson, Bebe Grimshaw. She’s standing with her son Aaron and our resident psychiatrist, Corinne Ellery Brandeis, newly married herself to another love from the past, Clay.

There is so much love, honor, and commitment among the couples in this room, but probably none as profoundly well-deserved as my best friend Bebe. She pulls her son Aaron out onto the dance floor and boogies to Justin Timberlake’s “Can’t Stop the Feeling” with absolutely no embarrassment. This, coming from a woman who spent years in prison for a crime she actually committed, stealing nuclear codes to sell to another country. That’s shocking to most people within our organization when they learn her backstory, but then they’re told the circumstances—that someone forced her to steal the codes, or they would kill her son. While the court system didn’t care about her reasons, Kynan McGrath did, and he used his very significant power with Congress to spring her from prison. He later followed through after she provided a great service to our country in outing and capturing the hacker who forced her to steal the codes and was given a presidential pardon.

Her fiancé, Griff, watches from the edge of the makeshift dance floor, his eyes possessive of her and his soon-to-be stepson. He’s one of my favorite people in this room, and if there’s anybody here who deserves happiness, it’s those two.

“You going to cut a rug?” a man says from behind me, and I turn to see Malik and Anna. They’re holding hands, looking so right together. Anna’s husband worked for Jameson and lost his life during the same mission where Malik was captured and held for months in a Syrian desert prison. I suppose their love story is as deserving as Bebe and Griff’s, but for very different reasons.

“I’m not sure you could handle my dance moves,” I tease. “But any time you want to throw down, just say the word.”

“Oh no,” Malik backpedals. “This boy most certainly can’t dance unless the music is nice and slow and Anna’s in my arms.”

“Excuse me while I go puke,” I say with exaggerated faux nausea and Anna giggles.

We watch Bebe and Aaron dance. She looks over at me and waves. I lift my chin in acknowledgment. She then gestures for me to join them on the dance floor.

Malik shoves me toward the floor. “Go get ’em, Doze.”

Now, I’ve got some damn good moves, and I don’t mind showing them off. Without hesitation, I join Bebe and her son, and soon, others follow.

♦

It’s late, and the party is wrapping up. Ladd and Greer left over an hour ago for a quick honeymoon down to Turks and Caicos. Because Jameson is a family, no one felt compelled to leave when they did, and we continued drinking, dancing, and eating. I went light on the champagne because I have to work tomorrow morning and I cannot stand being fuzzy-headed. Besides, I’ve never been one to get drunk.

I share a ride back into the city with Cruce and Barrett. Barrett is driving since she hasn’t had any alcohol. I’m tempted to ask if she’s pregnant, but I don’t want to put her on the spot. Those are things she’ll share when she’s ready, but if I’m a betting man, I’m betting she and Cruce have happy news to reveal soon.

Despite the lack of champagne, the frivolity and good times have worn me out, and I can’t wait to climb into my bed. It’s quiet as we head back into Pittsburgh, and I almost doze off in the back seat when my phone buzzes in my pocket.

I pull it out and look at the screen, frowning at the short message that has a red triangle followed by the words High Alert.

My heart jackhammers as I unlock my phone and move to an encrypted program Bebe created. It’s a backdoor monitoring system of all the prisons in the United States, designed to track the status of certain inmates. It’s only accessible to law enforcement, but Bebe isn’t known as one of the best hackers in the world for nothing.

My throat dries when I pull up the single alert and expand it. Words I never thought I’d see:

Inmate: #886305 Ivan Borovsky

Status: Escaped

Nationwide alert

“Son of a bitch,” I mutter, sitting up straight in my seat. It was date- and time-stamped only two hours ago, meaning he is only recently on the loose. He’s been incarcerated in New York for six years after receiving a life sentence without parole for the murders of a husband, wife, and their two children in Miami.

Cruce looks over his shoulder at me. “What’s up?”

My brain spins, putting together the most efficient game plan. I have to call Jessica, pack my bags, and head to the airport. If Kynan will lend me the company plane, I can get there quicker.

It’s essential I get there as fast as possible because I know, without a doubt, Borovsky is headed to Miami.

He’s going after Jessica, and he’s going to make her pay.




CHAPTER 2


Dozer

“Hi, it’s Jessica. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you. Better yet… text.”

I growl as I disconnect the call. It does no good to leave another voicemail on Jessica’s phone. My first one was short, to the point, and hopefully not overly panicked sounding. I basically told her Borovsky had escaped, that we needed to get her moved somewhere safe, and that I was heading to Miami.

I’m assuming the reason she hasn’t heard my voicemail is because she’s sound asleep and her ringer is muted after ten p.m. It’s nearly one a.m. now, and I didn’t really have hopes that she’d be awake and would see my call. She has no landline, so this is the only way to get in touch with her.

I consider calling her mother Claire. She lives twenty minutes from Jessica, and I could ask her to go over and get her out of the house. I choose not to do that mainly because I can’t put her mother in danger. I also consider calling the police and having them put an officer outside her house, but I don’t because I can’t explain how I have such expeditious information regarding Borovsky’s escape without getting Bebe into trouble for hacking into the prison system.

Speaking of which, I glance at my watch and curse as I pace my living room. “Goddamn it… where’s Bebe?”

“She’ll be here any minute,” Barrett reassures me. Cruce put her in charge of managing me since I’ve been a bit of a basket case. Since the minute I saw that alert on Borovsky, I’ve been a mass of jumbled nerves. I explained the situation to Cruce and Barrett as they drove me home, and by the time we’d arrived, Cruce was in full battle-planning mode. I’d called Bebe, and without giving details, asked her to go to Jameson headquarters to pick up some equipment I’d need and meet me at my house, since I live closer to the airport. Cruce had gotten on the phone with Kynan and made arrangements to ready the Jameson plane. Luckily, there’s always a pilot on call for unexpected and emergency trips such as this.

If I can just get on the plane, I can be in Miami in three hours. If I hustle, I can be at Jessica’s house by daybreak and get her the hell out of there and to safety until Borovsky’s captured. I just need Bebe to hurry up and get here with my shit.

“You have to relax, Dozer,” Cruce says in an effort to calm me down. “Even if Borovsky heads straight to Miami, it’s going to take him several hours, probably a few days, to make it there without getting caught.”

I nod in agreement but grimace. “Unless the family is in on this escape—which they probably are, given their resources—and they have a private plane to smuggle him on.” Cruce issues a low curse in recognition of this possibility. “More likely, I have to worry about the family moving on Jessica on behalf of Ivan. His need for revenge will be backed by them without question.”

“Then Bebe better hurry up,” Cruce murmurs.

To distract myself, I bend over my packed duffel bag that sits next to a suitcase filled with clothes. I have no clue if what I threw in there even matches, but that’s not as important as what’s in the duffel. I unzip it and stare at the weapons inside: three different handguns, an AR-15, brass knuckles, a tactical baton, and boxes of ammo. The handguns are a necessity—the AR-15, probably not, but I feel better having it. The brass knuckles for if I’m lucky enough to get my hands on Borovsky, and the tactical baton is something I’ve trained with the past year in hand-to-hand combat.

I smile grimly as I zip the duffel back up. I came into Jameson a year ago, hired for my brain, and ninety-nine percent of my job is putting that brain to use down in the R&D lab at headquarters. But I’ve also spent a lot of time training with Kynan and the other agents. I’ve become proficient in all weapons, and I’m a dead shot at the range. I’ve been practicing mixed martial arts, which I have an affinity for because I’m inherently athletic and I took karate when I was a kid. I’m a big guy, in the best shape of my life because while my brain is my real strength, I’ve always been serious about keeping my body healthy. I get that from my dad.

Kynan has even let me participate in some of the advanced training the other agents do, such as high-speed driving, as well as evasion and torture exercises. I’m not saying I’ll ever want to be a field agent, but I’m not afraid of anything that might come my way.

The only thing that terrifies me is Jessica dying, and I’m bound and determined to never let that happen.

“You really should let us put a team together and go with you,” Cruce says as I straighten.

I shake my head. “I’m not waiting. If you want to send someone to follow me, fine. But I’m taking that plane now… or rather as soon as Bebe gets here.”

As if fate lined up my desires with physical reality, Bebe walks through the front door. She doesn’t knock, nor has she ever. She’s my best friend and has a key to my place. She can walk in any time, just as I have the right to do in her home. Although admittedly, I walked in on her and Griff getting hot and heavy in the kitchen one day, and since then, I’ve used the doorbell.

“Thank God you’re here,” I exclaim, moving toward her. I take both canvas bags she brought and rifle through them, checking to make sure she got everything I requested. It’s a variety of electronic and tactical devices that could come in handy or may not be used at all. Best to have them, anyway.

“Want to tell me what the hell is going on?” Bebe snaps, and when I look up at her, I see Griff standing behind her. Of course he’d come too.

“I don’t have time.” I toss my head toward Cruce as I sling the canvas bags over one arm and turn toward my duffel. “Cruce can fill you in.”

“Oh, hell no,” Bebe snarls, and I’m almost jerked backward as she grabs at the bags and pulls them free. “What is going on?”

Fury rises within me, and I feel an anger toward Bebe that I didn’t think possible. “I don’t fucking have time.”

I’m the most chill man in the world, but I can see wariness in her eyes from my tone.

Griff doesn’t like what he hears and steps forward. “You do have time to tell us what’s going on. If not for us to help you, then to put Bebe’s worry to rest.”

I glance at her again, and she pleads. “Just take five minutes and give me the lowdown on wherever you’re going and whatever trouble you’re facing. Then I’m heading straight back to Jameson, and I’ll be your support from there.”

A rush of shame and frustration expels in a long breath. My mind spins, trying to put into a very quick context something that will make sense.

I choose to go with something she’d understand. “You know the times you’ve dog-sat for me when I went to Miami?”

“Yeah,” she drawls with a frown. “You have a girl there.”

“I have two,” I correct her, and Bebe’s eyebrows shoot up. “A very close, dear friend… her name is Jessica, and her seven-year-old daughter, Thea. I’m Thea’s godfather.”

“I’m assuming those weren’t hot weekend date situations,” Bebe says.

I never did say why I was going to Miami. She assumed I was going to hook up with someone, and I never rectified that. But I don’t state the obvious.

“Jessica’s in trouble. Six years ago, she testified against a member of the Russian Mafia who had committed some brutal murders down in Miami. His name is Ivan Borovsky, and I found out about an hour ago that he’s escaped from prison in New York.”

“Via the app I created to track criminals we want to keep an eye on,” Bebe says with a satisfied smile.

I manage a smile back. It’s her genius that’s given me the jump on Ivan. “He’s going after Jessica.”

“That’s a bit of a leap, isn’t it?” Griff asks, seeking a better explanation. “I mean… I’d assume this guy would run. It seems dangerous to try to exact revenge against a witness.”

“She’s not just a witness,” I admit with a fair amount of bitterness in my voice. “She was involved with him at the time. It wasn’t serious on her end, but he was sort of obsessed with her. When she went to the police with evidence—which was really what they needed to put the nail in his coffin—he took it as a serious betrayal. Trust me when I say… he’s going to kill her.”

Griff and Cruce exchange a dubious glance, and I get that this is all conjecture. But Bebe doesn’t second-guess me at all. Stepping forward, she takes my hands in hers. “Then get your ass down there and get her to safety. I’ve got your back. I assume you’ll beat Borovsky there.”

I nod gratefully. “I should be able to get to her before he does, but I am worried members of Borovsky’s family might try to take her for his use later. I can’t waste any time.”

“Then we need to go,” Bebe says, stepping away and motioning toward the door. “Griff and I will drive you to the airport.”

I should bolt, but instead, I pull my friend in for a hard hug. “Thank you.”

“Always,” she replies.

♦

It’s tense on the way to the airport. Griff drives and Bebe sits behind him, leaving me in the front passenger seat. I feel like we catch every damn red light until we make it to the interstate, and then I relax a little as Griff pushes the limits of speed set in place by the great state of Pennsylvania.

“So dish,” Bebe says from the back.

I’m startled by the break in the silence and glance over my shoulder at her. “What?”

“Dish about Jessica,” she says, folding her arms over her chest. “And tell me why I’ve never heard of this woman, why you’ve let me believe you had a sugar mama in Florida for all your trips down there, and be honest… is she a better friend to you than I am?”

The tinge of jealousy I detect in those last words breaks through my irritation. I glance back at her again. “Jessica is complicated, but you are my best friend, Bebe.”

“Aha!” she exclaims, leaning forward and jabbing a finger my way. “She’s more than a friend. She’s a secret lover. No, that’s not right. You two love each other, but something is keeping you apart. No, that can’t—”

“Bebe,” I say in a low rumble. “Slow your roll, and I’ll tell you about her.”

Griff snorts, but Bebe settles back into the seat, prepared to listen.

“Jessica and I met at the University of Miami. We became really close friends, along with another guy named Chase. The three of us did everything together.”

“Oh God,” Bebe moans, shaking her head. “It’s a love triangle, isn’t it?”

“No,” I censure. “Now be quiet and listen, because the minute Griff pulls up to the private terminal, I’m out of here, and you get no more.”

She makes a motion as if zipping her lips and once again crosses her arms over her chest, as if to prevent any animation provoked by surprise.

“Jessica and Chase ended up dating and got serious, but it was still the three of us all the time. After college, things obviously changed. I went off to Hamburg for my master’s, Jessica stayed in Miami and started a master’s program—she’s an artist—and Chase joined the Air Force.”

“What did you go to Hamburg for?” Griff asks, interrupting.

I grace him with an answer, since this is the love of Bebe’s life and I know she wants us to be tight. He’s still learning about me.

“I was pursuing a master of science with a focus on intelligent adaptive systems.”

Bebe snorts. “Because two bachelor’s degrees—one in mathematics and one in computer sciences—weren’t enough.”

“Yes, we all know I’m fucking smart,” I reply dryly before returning to my story. “At any rate, we were all apart physically, but we kept in close contact. Jessica and Chase continued to see each other when he could get leave. He was stationed in California after basic training.”

“Jessica didn’t go there to be with him?” Bebe asks.

“He didn’t ask her to,” I reply, remembering precisely how shocked I was that he didn’t beg her to go.

I don’t want to be pinned down, he’d told me in confidence, although he didn’t have the guts to tell Jessica that.

But I knew that it wasn’t serious enough for the long run.

I shake my head. “Jessica was concentrating on school, and Chase was training. It wasn’t a good time. However, they saw each other when they could, and on one of those visits, Jessica got pregnant.”

“With your goddaughter,” Bebe murmurs.

“Thea,” I reply, a smile coming unbidden to my face as it does one hundred percent of the time when I think about her. I blink, noting the exit sign ahead for the airport. “There was loose talk of marriage. It was assumed after he finished basic training, or when she finished her master’s, but—”

“He didn’t propose to her?” Bebe asks, aghast.

“No, he didn’t.” Fool and asshole that he was. “I think Jessica wanted that, but it never came. She was still in school in Miami, and Chase was in California throughout the pregnancy. He flew in for the birth and was head over heels in love with his daughter. I thought that might be the push he needed to become a family man.”

“But?” Bebe prods.

“But,” I continue, the words sour on my tongue, “Chase returned to California with no proposal, no further talk of marriage, and then three weeks later, he was killed in a motorcycle accident.”

“Oh my God,” Bebe exclaims, clapping her hand over her mouth.

“So our group of three stayed three, but Chase was gone and Thea was there in his place.”

“And you go down to Miami to spend time with them,” Bebe concludes.

“It’s why I took the job with Jameson,” I explain, and she blinks in surprise.

She frowns. “I thought it was money.”

Laughing, I admit, “The money was a good inducement. Scientists aren’t paid shit, but I wanted to be back on the East Coast to be closer to Jessica and Thea.”

Christ, Kynan’s offer was good timing. I’d been working for NASA at the Ames Research Center in Mountain View, California, one of ten NASA facilities. Ames concentrated its research and development in the fields of advanced supercomputing, human factors, and intelligent systems, what is often called artificial intelligence. I was recruited straight from my computer science PhD program at Stanford, where I worked mainly in their world-renowned AI lab.

I was doing important work, developing intelligent software to assist in several NASA Mission Directorates, including general aeronautics, the International Space Station, and Crewed Exploration Vehicles.

Kynan offered me triple what NASA was paying. His goal was to pair my brain with Bebe’s ingenuity to create our own technologies to push Jameson to become a world leader in security.

He definitely accomplished that mission, and I’ve never been happier in my work. It’s a bonus that it’s just a three-hour flight to Miami to see Jessica and Thea.

“There’s something else you’re not telling me,” Bebe says, and I’m pulled out of my memories.

“What do you mean?”

“Jessica’s not just a friend,” she asserts with a sharp nod.

I could lie to Bebe, but she’d see through it. Besides, I’m not ashamed of my feelings. I just don’t speak about them because what’s the point?

Griff enters the airport terminal, and I twist my neck to look back at Bebe. “She’s a friend, but… she’s always been the one for me. I’ve only ever loved her from afar, because I’m not it for her.”

Bebe’s eyebrows draw close. “What makes you think that?”

I shrug. “It’s just been friendship. That’s all it’s ever been.”

“Have you tried to make it more?” she demands.

Griff pulls into the parking lot for the private hangar where the Jameson plane waits.

“No,” I say, admonishment in my tone. “I don’t want to ruin the friendship.”

“Oh dear Lord,” Bebe grumbles as she glares at me. “You are an idiot.”

“It’s not like that, Bebe,” I snap as Griff stops in front of the glass doors.

“It’s not like that because you haven’t tried to make it like that,” she counters.

“Whatever,” I say and open the passenger door. Bebe scrambles from the back, and Griff stays behind the wheel, but he lowers the window so he can see us.

Bebe gives me a hug, and Griff wishes me luck.

I grab my gear and head toward the door.

“Dozer,” Bebe calls just as I reach it. “You should tell her how you feel. If anything, this should tell you that there are no guarantees for tomorrow.”

I don’t acknowledge her advice one way or the other, but merely give her a smile before entering the hangar.

Tell Jessica how I really feel?

Ridiculous.




CHAPTER 3


Jessica

It was a pleasant dream. One of those I didn’t want to wake from, but I can’t remember the specifics. There was a man involved—I couldn’t see his face—but we were walking on a beach together, and it just felt right.

Peaceful.

I struggle to hold on to that feeling, but a loud banging at my front door causes me to slowly open my eyes. It’s not daylight yet, but the bluish-gray light filtering in through my blinds tells me dawn is near.

Rolling over, I glance at the digital clock on my bedside table. The red numbers seem to angrily proclaim it’s a little after six a.m. and no one should be banging on anyone’s door at this hour.

Unless it’s an emergency.

I fly out of bed, almost falling on my face because the sheet is tangled around one leg. I kick it free, lurch for the door, and careen off the wood casing, jamming my shoulder hard.

“Fuck,” I snarl as I scramble down the short hallway, through the living room, and almost slam my face up against the peephole to see who’s out there.

Relief at not seeing a police uniform courses through me.

Then confusion.

Because on the other side of the door stands Dozer, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why he’d show up unplanned, this early in the morning.

Not that he’s not welcome.

He’s always welcome.

I unlock the door and quickly swing it open. Before I can even ask what he’s doing here, he’s pushing me backward and following me in. As he shuts the door, I start to turn on a lamp, but he utters a harsh, “Keep the lights off.”

“What in the hell, Doze?” I say, my first words punching out past the shock of him being here.

He turns to me after locking the door, and even though the light is dim, his eyes rake over me. My normal sleep attire in the Miami heat is usually a set of satin shorts and a camisole top. I’m even rocking a matching silk scarf over my hair. I’m only slightly self-conscious because Dozer is Dozer, and he doesn’t think of me as more than a friend, so he doesn’t care what I look like.

Although a girl can hope, and now I wish I didn’t have my head wrap on. I finger it nervously.

“You need to wake Thea, and both of you get dressed. Pack a quick bag of essentials, and then we’re leaving.”

“What—”

“Ivan Borovsky has escaped from prison. We have to go.” Dozer moves past me toward the hallway. “I’ll get Thea up, you start packing.”

I scramble after Dozer. “Wait. Slow down a minute and explain what’s going on.”

“I’ll explain everything in the car,” Dozer replies, which irritates me. I don’t like to be handled by anyone, much less Dozer.

I flip on the hall light just as he reaches Thea’s door. “She’s not here. She stayed with my mom last night.”

Dozer halts and turns to me, understanding dawning on his face. “Gigi night.”

I nod with a smile. “Gigi night.”

For as long as I’ve had Thea, she’s stayed almost every Saturday night with my mom, or rather, her Gigi. They give each other manicures and watch movies and eat an awful lot of junk food, but Thea loves it so much, and she’s building the best memories.

Dozer doesn’t chastise me for turning on the hall light, and I don’t chastise him for taking another long look at me. We’re friends. I think that’s all we’ll ever be, but I’ve always wished differently.

But I will accept what he gives and be grateful for it, because this man has been there for me for every major event in my life since we were eighteen and starting college. I can count on him for anything, and he loves Thea as if she were his own.

Dozer’s eyes come to mine. “We need to call your mom. I was going to swing by and get her, but to save time, she should meet us at the hotel I’ve booked. Get dressed and packed. I’ll call your mom.”

“Dozer!” I exclaim, feeling panicked. I’ve never seen him so focused on something, and the iron set to his jaw tells me he’s deeply troubled. “Just please take a minute and explain things to me. Then I’ll get hoppin’.”

With a heaving sigh, he runs his hand over his bald head, eyes downcast for a moment as if to collect his thoughts. When they come up to meet mine, they’re no less troubled than when he was standing on my doorstep.

“You said Borovsky’s escaped?” I prompt. “How? When?”

“I don’t know the how of it, but it was reported roughly seven hours ago.”

I consider the timing, mostly focusing on the fact that Dozer had to jump through some fast hoops to get here so quickly from Pittsburgh. “And you think he’s coming here for me?”

“I know he is,” Dozer says irritably. “And you know he is too. Christ, JJ… he was obsessed with you. You going to the police was the biggest betrayal. He even tried to take a hit out on you while he was in prison.”

I wave a hand dismissively. “All bluster. He got shut down, and he’s been very quiet for the last five years.”

This seems to infuriate Dozer—which is an emotion I’ve only ever seen once on his face, and it was directed at Chase, not me, thankfully. In one stride, he’s standing before me and I have to tip my head back to look at him. His dark eyes are clouded with something I might name as fear. “That man threatened you in open court when he was found guilty. Said he’d hunt you down and gut you. Now, you might not think it’s a big deal, but are you willing to put Thea’s life at risk if I’m right and you’re wrong?”

My blood runs cold at the thought. “You really think he’s coming?”

Dozer nods. “Chances are high. All we have to do is get you to safety and hide out until he can be captured.”

“But where?” I ask.

“For now, we’re going to a hotel, but we can’t waste any more time, JJ.” Dozer’s one of the only people who calls me that. Jessica Jayne Anderson is my full name. Casual acquaintances call me Jessica, many of my friends Jess, but the only two people in the world who call me JJ are my mom and Dozer, and it’s used with either affection or irritation.

“How much do I need to pack?” I ask.

“At least a week’s worth,” he says and moves to my daughter’s room. “I’ll call your mom while I grab Thea’s stuff, and then we need to go.”

“Okay,” I say, his urgency increasing my panic. I’m glad Dozer’s calling my mom—she’ll listen to him with no questions asked. She thinks the sun rises and sets on him and will move a lot faster than I did, merely because it’s Dozer telling her.

I hurry into my room, feeling lost. Could Ivan really be coming after me?

It’s so weird to think about him after all these years. I’d dismissed his importance in my life after he was convicted, and I moved on. Of course, he wasn’t Ivan Borovsky to me back then. He was a sham who went by the name Alex Smith. Had me believing he was a legitimate businessman when he was really a higher-up in a Russian criminal syndicate based here in Miami.

He’s also a murderer.

I shudder, thinking about how easily I could have died when I learned the truth about him. A wave of revulsion and self-disgust washes through me when I remember that I’d been intimate with that man.

“If you have any cold-weather gear, pack that as well,” Dozer calls out from Thea’s room. It startles me into action, and I move for the dresser.

“Are we going north?” I call back.

“Maybe,” is all he says, and I know we don’t need to waste time or energy on these details right now. Dozer is the smartest man I know. Far smarter than most on this earth. He knows Borovsky escaped mere hours after it happened, and he’s got that mega brain that has probably already run all the probabilities of Ivan’s next move.

I trust him that time is of the essence.

I first grab some clothes to change into, and since we’re essentially going on the run, I make it practical. A pair of workout leggings, a tank, zip-up hoodie, and my running shoes.

In the bathroom, I snag the wrap off my head, scrubbing my scalp lightly to fluff the mass of dark curls that spring out in all directions. To avoid a bursting bladder, I pee, wash my hands, and brush my teeth. While in the bathroom, I grab a travel bag from under my sink and sweep the array of makeup and skin care products into it.

From the closet, I grab my suitcase and start tossing clothes inside, focusing on sensibility versus fashion. Dozer is back in my room before I’m finished. “That’s enough. Let’s go.”

I don’t argue with him. If it’s truly not enough, I’ll buy what I need later.

Moving to my suitcase, Dozer dumps an armful of clothes on top of mine. I smile when I see that he’s clutching Thea’s favorite pink teddy bear. While she’s outgrown her need to cuddle with it when going to sleep, it always stays on her bed, and Dozer knows it will be a comfort to her. I have a feeling scary days are ahead of us.

Dropping my toiletry bag on top of the clothes, I zip my suitcase. “Did you get ahold of my mom?”

“She’s going to meet us at the hotel where we’ll stay tonight while we figure things out.”

I turn, but Dozer’s right there, taking the suitcase from me. I follow him to the front door where I shove my phone and keys in my purse and sling it over my shoulder.

I’m thunderstruck when, rather than opening the door, Dozer hands me the teddy bear and pulls a gun from a chest holster under his jacket. He nudges the curtains to the side and peeks out into the early-morning gloom.

“A gun?” I whisper, having no clue why I’ve dropped the decibels. But he’s got a gun, and now I’m afraid someone’s outside the door. “You have a gun?”

“Just a precaution,” he replies in a low voice.

“Since when do you carry a gun?” My tone turns slightly shrill, although I’m still whispering.

Dozer’s gaze moves around the front yard. “I don’t carry one normally. But I do know how to use it, and I’m not taking any chances.”

“Ivan can’t be here yet. It’s physically impossible for him to travel from New York to Miami in that amount of time.”

“He doesn’t need to be here to grab you, JJ.” A pang of fear punches deep into my chest. Ivan Borovsky has many criminal friends and family to rely on. They’d be more than happy to grab and hold me for his arrival.

“Shit,” I mutter, my hand going to Dozer’s back. I crowd in close to him, as if just his presence is protection enough. “Do you see anyone out there?”

“I don’t.” He lets the curtains go and turns toward me, putting us practically nose to nose. I step back to give him room as he stares down at me. “Go quickly to that SUV behind your car. I left it running. Get in the passenger seat and lock your door. I’ll be right behind you.”

“I’m freaking out,” I whisper.

“You’ll be fine,” he says, taking my elbow and giving it a squeeze. He then pushes me toward the door.

I open it and step out onto the porch, Dozer following me. I reach for my keys, intent to lock my door, but Dozer shakes his head. “Just get in the car. Quickly, now.”

In my mind, I know he just wants to be efficient. I know there’s no one hiding behind a bush, or Dozer wouldn’t have let me out of the house, but the fact he doesn’t even want me to take a few seconds to lock my door has me on the edge of a nervous breakdown, as if a car full of Russian mafiosi will barrel down the street at any minute.

I do as Dozer says, hearing his footsteps behind me on the sidewalk that connects my porch to the driveway. He rented a Chevy Suburban, and without hesitation, I open the door and practically vault myself from the running board into the front seat. I slam the door and lock it, watching Dozer move around the front, his eyes roaming the area.

He opens the back door, tosses in our suitcase, and slams it. He then moves to the front door and just as he opens it, I see two men getting out of a sedan across the street and down a little. They’re heading our way… deliberately.

“Excuse me,” one of them calls, attempting to sound polite and in need of help.

Dozer wheels on them, gun drawn, and I gasp in surprise at how quickly he moved.

Neither of the men are scared to have a gun pointed at them, which tells me they aren’t out for a leisurely drive, in need of directions.

One of them starts to reach behind his back, but Dozer growls at him. “I wouldn’t do that.”

Both men slowly hold their arms outward as they keep walking our way, acting unconcerned there’s a weapon on them. One of the men smirks. “What’s up with the gun?”

“Oh, you know,” Dozer says, his own tone polite yet with a bite of warning. “Just in case some Russian Mafia were to show up in the neighborhood.”

I’d snort if I weren’t so terrified. These are clearly Ivan’s men as they don’t look at all intimidated, and that last comment knocks the smirks off their faces.

Slowly, they continue to move toward us, reaching the sidewalk not twenty feet away.

“Just give us the girl and you can go on your way,” one of them says.

“Stop where you are, or I’ll shoot,” Dozer counters.

“Oh God,” I moan, terrified Dozer’s in over his head. There’re two of them—trained killers, no doubt—and only one of him, a former NASA scientist who sits at a desk all day. “Should I call 9-1-1?”

“No,” he says calmly, his gun trained between the two men. To them, he warns, “One more step, and I’m going to shoot one of you in the leg.”

“You’d shoot an unarmed man out for a nice morning stroll in the neighborhood?” one of the men asks, and now I hear the distinctive Russian accent, which they’d masked earlier.

“I would,” Dozer replies, moving his gun slightly to the right and pointing it at the man who just asked the question. “But we both know you’re armed.”

Clearly trying to see if Dozer is bluffing, the guy takes a step forward.

Dozer lowers the gun slightly and squeezes off a bullet. The crack of gunfire rends the air, and I stifle a scream.

Unfortunately, the man who just took a bullet to his shin does the opposite and shrieks in pain as he drops to the ground.

The other guy starts moving backward, obviously wary now of the big man who, without much provocation, just shot his buddy.

“Get on the ground,” Dozer orders him, nodding to the writhing man on the sidewalk. “Flat on your stomach.”

Without hesitation, the second Russian complies.

“If you get up before we’re out of sight, I’ll shoot again.” The guy glares while the injured one whimpers, his hands clamped over the bleeding hole in his leg.

Dozer backs into the driver’s seat, swings his legs in, and closes the door, keeping the gun in hand as he shifts the Suburban into gear.

I half expect him to peel out of the driveway, but he calmly reverses, eyes flicking between the men on the ground and the rearview mirror to make sure nothing is behind us.

Twisting in the seat, I look back and say, “You’re good to pull out.”

Dozer trusts my word and swings the big SUV into the street so that the men are on his side of the vehicle and not mine. They glare at Dozer as he shifts into drive, and we pull away.

I watch out the back window as the man who wasn’t shot stands and pulls a phone from his pocket. “He’s calling someone.”

“Probably someone to come pick up his friend,” Dozer says, gaze flicking to the rearview mirror. “Or reinforcements.”

“Shit, shit, shit,” I mumble as I face front again. I see Dozer in a new light, his dark profile so very handsome with those angled cheekbones and full lips. And he doesn’t seem fazed by this at all. “You shot that guy.”

“I’d have shot the other one, too, if he’d kept coming.”

“You’ll get in trouble,” I fret.

“I’ll worry about that later,” he replies, and then spares a glance at me. “Call your mom. Change of plans. Tell her to go straight to my father’s house instead of the hotel. He’ll open the gates for her.”

My eyes widen as he gives me the address. “We’re going to your dad’s?”

Dozer’s jaw tightens as he nods. “It’s the safest place for us now that we know for sure they’re actively looking for you.”

“But… your dad’s? Really?” It’s the last place in the world I thought Dozer would willingly go.

To my surprise, Dozer offers me a short but brilliant smile. “I’ll suffer his presence to keep you, Thea, and your mom safe until we can figure things out.”

I absorb the welcome lighthearted moment—I need it right now. “You must love me a lot to suffer your dad’s presence.”

It was a glib statement, not meant to be anything but jest. I mean, obviously, Dozer loves me as I love him.

As friends.

But Dozer’s smile falters just a bit before he replies, “I like you all right. And we’ll only be staying briefly until we can figure out somewhere better to go.”

I don’t respond but instead call my mom to have her head to Key Biscayne where Dozer’s dad lives.




CHAPTER 4


Dozer

I was born in Miami during my dad’s first year playing professional football. While he bounced around a few teams over his eight-year career as an all-pro linebacker, he returned to Miami for his retirement, and that is where we stayed. As a boy born and raised in Minnesota’s extreme cold, he said he was never going back there.

He met my mom in Miami when she was eighteen and got her pregnant—by mistake—before she turned nineteen. They never married, but they stayed together throughout his career and until I graduated from high school. She was a great beauty, coveted by my dad, but he would never fully commit and put a ring on her finger. It’s probably why I had harsh feelings toward Chase when he wouldn’t commit to Jess after she got pregnant.

Regardless, my mom was one of those women who felt it was best to maintain the family unit for the “sake of the child,” even though I could tell from a young age that they didn’t truly love each other. They sort of led separate lives—my mother was devoted to me and my success, and my father was devoted to himself.

Dad was a linebacker, one of the best. He could power over someone like a bulldozer and thus earned that very nickname. He loved that moniker so much, when I was born, I was named James Dozer Burney, and he saw a future in professional football from the time I opened my eyes.

While I’m extremely athletic and was a star football player in high school, my real power was in my brain. Most parents would be thrilled with a kid who’s a genius, but my father lamented my desire to study over any love of football. It was a source of friction between my parents when choices had to be made between football and science camps, but my mother always won those arguments and I’m grateful for it. I liked playing football well enough, but I loved math and science much more.

By the time I graduated, my parents had separated, and Mom moved into a lovely home in Coral Gables, paid for by my father. This wasn’t done so much out of the goodness of his heart for the commitment she kept to him all those years, but rather as a show of conscience because my mom was diagnosed with breast cancer my senior year. I moved in with her and visited my father on occasion.

With offers to attend Stanford, MIT, Harvard, and UC Berkeley, the door was open for me to expand and exercise my genius among other elite kids.

Instead, I chose the University of Miami to stay close to my mom, and I stayed there after she died my sophomore year, committing to finishing my bachelor’s degree in my hometown. It’s where I met Jess and Chase during freshman orientation, and they were as much responsible for my desire to stay there as anything.

My relationship with my father is hard to define. Deep down, I know he’s disappointed I didn’t follow in his footsteps. But I was young when he played—only nine when he retired—so he wasn’t what I would call a solid role model. I don’t remember much of his time playing, so there was no influence there. After football for him came a stint as a broadcaster, and some small movie roles and commercials.

But gradually, he turned away from legitimate means of employment and things got shady. While I’m not quite sure what exactly he’s got his fingers in, I know his lifestyle is beyond lavish, and he always has “security” around him.

I don’t ask questions, and he doesn’t offer answers.

My mom instilled in me enough of a moral compass that I kept things cool with my father because I didn’t want to be dragged into anything that could thwart my career as a NASA scientist. It’s what I’d wanted to be since attending my first space camp.

Still, we talk by phone every once in a while. He texts to see how I’m doing, and I’ll send him funny memes. I suppose we have a relationship about as deep as a good acquaintance, complete with promises to get together that never happen.

He’s my dad, however, and I knew he’d open up the gates to his compound without reservation and welcome me into the embrace of his protection for however long we need it.

♦

The iron gate to my father’s waterfront estate slowly opens when we pull up, which indicates someone is watching on one of the security cameras inside.

“Your dad sure does like the opulent lifestyle, doesn’t he?” Jess murmurs as she takes in the huge Mediterranean-style villa he bought on Key Biscayne a few years ago. It came with a fourteen-million-dollar price tag, or so he bragged on the phone to me. I didn’t doubt it as his accumulated wealth lets him easily afford it.

“He’ll tell you he earned every bit of this with hard work. Now, whether that hard work is legal, who knows?”

Jess snorts. She’s well aware of my arm’s-length relationship with my dad and the myriad of reasons why.

At the apex of the circular driveway, I see Claire Collins’s car. Jess’s mom stands outside it with Thea and my father. He’s squatted in front of my goddaughter and is talking to her. Whatever he’s saying, it has Thea giggling.

Hearing our car approach, my dad straightens and turns. Behind him, I see two of his men decked out in expensive tracksuits at the house’s main entry looking vigilant but without obvious weapons, although I guarantee they’re packing.

I turn off the Suburban, shooting a wry smile at Jess before we get out. She knows this is no easy task, me coming to him for help. I leave my gun on the front seat, knowing I won’t need it here.

My dad walks up to me and gives me a big bear hug with a hard slap on my back. At fifty-two, James Burney is still as strong as an ox, and his voice is deep and gruff. “It’s been too long. Good to see you, son.”

I return the embrace genuinely, because it has been far too long. We may not be thick as thieves in our bloodline, but I do love him. And for the first time in my life, when I’ve needed help, he’s here for me.

“You going to tell me what this is all about?” he asks in a low voice. “Are there going to be cops involved? Do I need to hide you?”

I shake my head, reading between the lines. He doesn’t want cops showing up here, but if they do, he probably has things in plain view that need hiding. “I’ll fill you in later, but I don’t think cops will be involved right now.”

When I called him no more than half an hour ago, I merely told him that a friend was in trouble and that we needed sanctuary at his place for a day. He told me to come right away. He never met Jess or Chase when we were in college, nor Thea since her birth, although he knows about them from past discussions over the years. I never felt compelled to introduce my dad into their lives, and frankly, I didn’t think he’d really care about my friends.

Obviously, my dad having met Claire and Thea already, I turn to introduce Jess. “This is my friend, Jessica Collins.”

My dad smiles at her, holding out a hand, a charming, toothy grin on his face. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, Jessica. You are welcome to stay here as long as you need. I see that you get your beauty from your mother.”

My dad shoots a look over to Claire and he’s not wrong.

Claire Collins doesn’t share the same skin color as her daughter, but they share the same facial features. The wide eyes, high, arched eyebrows, rounded cheekbones, and even that stubborn, defiant point to their chins.

Jess was born of a biracial marriage. Her mother is white and her dad, Monte, is black. Jess’s light brown complexion is a perfect blend of both parents and really the only thing that sets her apart in looks from her mom. Claire’s brunette hair is worn in a short, sleek pixie, and Jess has always celebrated her African-American heritage by wearing her hair natural. Both very beautiful women, no matter their skin color.

My dad seems to think so, too, as he flashes another grin at Jess. “Your mom single?”

I roll my eyes and throw a backhanded slap at my dad’s arm. “Cut it out.”

I don’t bother explaining that Jess’s parents are divorced and Monte is remarried and living in Georgia. That would only open the door for my dad to do a lot of flirting, which is in his nature. It’s playful, of course, but it’s not the time.

My eyes move to Thea, and I can’t help but smile fondly at elements of Chase that I see within her. She has his hazel eyes, her mother’s golden-brown skin, and the cutest braided locs with bows at the top. How in the hell Claire managed bows in her hair when I know they were scrambling to get out of the house after my call is beyond me, but she is the most adorable kid I’ve ever seen.

And yes, I’m biased.

It’s why, as I vaguely listen to Jessica engage my father in conversation for the first time, I open my arms to Thea. She launches at me, and I swing her into my embrace as she says, “Uncle Dozer… Gigi said you came for a surprise visit.”

My heart squeezes with warmth and love that runs as deep as my bone marrow. She wraps her little arms around my neck in a stranglehold that I would never dare break.

Pressing a kiss to her cheek, I lean my head back so I can look her in the eye. “I just had to come see my very best girl. You good?”

She nods and grins. My eyes widen in surprise. “You lost a tooth?”

She grins bigger, and that gap in the front notches up her cuteness about a thousand levels.

Without setting Thea down, I turn to Claire and pull her into a side hug. She’s been very much a surrogate mother to me since my mom died. Jess, Chase, and I spent a good deal of time in her home while we were in college.

I glance down at her, and I can see obvious worry in the lines on her face. It’s a silent plea for me to fill her in on everything. “We’ll talk soon,” I promise, not willing to say a single thing in front of Thea so she stays out of this ugliness. She has no clue who Ivan Borovsky is, nor do I want her to.

Claire nods in understanding.

Half an hour ago, I shot a man in the leg and more will be coming for Jess. But for now, my girls are safe.

My dad ushers us inside his home, which is jaw-droppingly stunning. I haven’t been to see him since he moved here, and he promises us a tour when we’re done. The men from the porch have melted away, but I know they’re around. Probably patrolling the perimeter until my dad gets the scoop on the present threats.

You’d think he had grandkids he dotes on as he’s a pro at getting Thea settled into his theater room. Arming her with the remote control to Disney+ and a bucket of popcorn from an authentic movie theater-style popper, he promises her she can go swimming in his pool after the grown-ups talk. She’s more than thrilled with that, and we step across the hallway to my father’s office.

Claire only knows a little of what’s going on, and my dad knows next to nothing about Jess’s history with Ivan Borovsky, so I fill him in, top to bottom.

When I tell them about the two Russians, one of whom I had to shoot, Claire’s hand flies to her mouth as she gasps. This isn’t just a hypothetical threat. My father’s eyes darken with worry.

“Will the cops be looking into this shooting?” he asks.

It’s not a question I begrudge him, because what I did falls into the gray area of self-defense. Still, I shake my head. “I doubt it. Those men probably have rap sheets a mile long and got the hell out of there before cops could show up. Assuming they were even called.”

“What’s the play, then?” he asks.

“I have to get Jameson involved. They’ll have contacts within the police who will be on a manhunt for Borovsky, and we have to keep Jess, Thea, and Claire safe until he’s caught.”

“They can stay here,” my dad says without hesitation.

I shake my head. “I think it’s better if we leave Florida.”

My dad looks offended. “I’ve got men here to protect all of you.”

“I’ve got a slew of Special Forces–trained agents to protect them in Pittsburgh.”

Tipping his head in acknowledgment that I’ve got more badass people than he does, my father asks, “When will you leave?”

“In the morning, if that’s okay. I need to call my people at Jameson to see what they’ve uncovered so far. I have to make sure there’s no BOLO for me or the Suburban after I shot that guy. As long as I can get out of here safely, we’ll fly out in the morning.”

“And you want Thea and I to go too?” Claire asks with uncertainty.

I turn to her and pull her into my side. “I’m taking all my girls. We stick together until this is over.”

“But what if he’s not caught?” Jess asks, the first time she’s piped up since we entered the house.

I’d walk to her right now if I didn’t think my dad would read too much into it. I’d pull her into my arms for a comforting hug the way I’m doing with her mom. But I don’t feel like giving him fodder to get in my business. My feelings for Jess and our relationship are far too complicated to explain, and besides, my mind is rightfully focused on other things.

“He’ll get caught,” I assure her. “The police will do their own thing, but Bebe has facial-recognition software that’s beyond belief. It identified a French fugitive in Antigua from traffic cams, so we’ll be working on this too.”

Jess nods, her expression still deeply troubled, but I can’t provide her more than that right now.

Glancing at my dad, I ask, “Can I use your office for a bit? I’ve got calls to make.”

“Sure,” he says easily and then says to Claire and Jess, “Ladies… why don’t we get Thea and let her swim in the pool? I’ll have my housekeeper whip us up a big breakfast with cocktails. That will take the edge off.”

Without a word, Claire leaves my side and precedes my dad out of the office. Jess starts to follow but then hesitates. Turning back to me, she says, “You saved my life.”

I lift a shoulder, downplaying such a statement.

“Since the day we met, you’ve always looked out for me.”

“I always will, JJ,” I reply.

“Even when Chase was…” Her words drift off, eyes sliding away as if she’s embarrassed to bring him up. But she inhales, lets it out, and then locks her eyes with mine. “Even when Chase wouldn’t commit, you were looking out for me.”

I blink in surprise. I never shared with her my opinions about Chase. I wanted to preserve the sanctity of our three-way friendship.

“I saw you two the night before he left to go back to California, out on the back patio. You were pressuring him to commit to me, and he wouldn’t. He said he didn’t want to be pinned down, and you were so pissed, I thought you were going to hit him.”

I don’t know what to say. I’m afraid if I try to make sense of our argument, I might admit that deep down, I was glad Chase didn’t propose. Because somewhere in my warped brain, I was holding out hope that Jess would be mine one day.

“If only Chase had one-tenth of the loyalty you do…” Again, her words trail off as if she doesn’t want to finish that sentiment. She instead walks up to me, puts her hands on my chest, and rises up to kiss me on the cheek. “I’ve never said it before, but I love you, Dozer. No one could ask for better in their life than you.”

Christ, my damn cheeks fire up in a blush, as if I’ve just been asked to the prom by the prettiest girl in school. Her kiss has my head spinning, and the fact she said I love you has rendered me mute. I can do nothing but smile at her. She turns on her heel to leave, and I touch the place where she kissed me, remembering the softness of her lips, trying to analyze the reason behind her words because surely, she meant she only loves me as a friend.

When she walks out of the office, she shuts the door behind her, and I blink out of my stupor. Jess is complicated and much needs to be figured out, but there are more pressing things to attend to.

I need to call Bebe.




CHAPTER 5


Dozer

Alone in my dad’s office, I move to his desk. It’s glass and chrome and faces large windows that overlook the dock and a very nice boat moored there. I didn’t know my dad was a boat guy, but I suspect there’s a lot about him I don’t know.

I sit at his desk, pull out my phone, and start to dial Bebe when my eyes catch on a picture frame. It’s one of those with spots for three photos.

Warmth spreads across my chest when I focus on the pictures and note they’re all of me and my dad. One of me and him on the football field after he’d won a game in Miami—I look to be about four or five, and I don’t remember it. He has me up on his shoulder, his helmet in one hand and his other holding me tight so I don’t fall. The middle picture is of me after winning first place in a science camp project. I do remember that one—I was in fifth grade, my grin full of metal braces as I hold up the trophy. And the last picture is of me, my mom, and my dad, taken at my high school graduation. Mom had already moved out of the house and had a scarf around her head as she’d lost her hair from the chemo. But all three of us are smiling broadly, and I dare say, my father looks proud.

Reaching out, I run a finger over the edge and have a sinking feeling that maybe I’ve not given my dad enough credit over the years. I always thought he was more into himself than others, but maybe I was wrong.

Blinking, I focus on the task at hand and dial Bebe.

She answers on the first ring. “Are you okay?”

“We’re safe,” I reply, settling back into the chair. I then fill her in on everything and where we are currently. “I need to know if police responded to the gunshot at Jess’s house.”

“Hold on,” Bebe says, and I hear her clacking away on the keyboard. My heart drops when she says, “Yes. A neighbor called 9-1-1 after hearing it. He identified a dark SUV leaving the scene and two men—one bleeding—leaving in a silver sedan. Looks like police responded and interviewed the neighbor. No mention of Jessica, though.”

“That’s something positive,” I mutter, rubbing my hand over my bald head, then dropping it to my neck to massage away the tension.

“You really shot the guy in the shin?” Bebe asks.

“I didn’t want to kill him.” My tone is defensive.

She laughs. “No, it’s just… you’ve gotten really good with weapons. I’m impressed. Maybe you should be a field agent.”

“Never,” I growl in horror. “A desk job is where it’s at. This shit is too stressful.”

“Which is why you should all come here and let us handle the protection.”

It’s exactly the conclusion I’d come to the minute I saw those two Russians walking toward me. Staying in Miami was only giving Borovsky home-field advantage with unlimited resources within his syndicate.

“We’ll head out in the morning,” I advise her. “I’ll have Jess’s mom, Claire, with us too. I can’t leave her behind as they’ll make a play for her to get to Jess.”

“What about her dad?” Bebe asks.

“He lives in Georgia. Been there several years now. I’ll give him a heads-up and offer for him and his wife to come up to Pittsburgh, but I doubt he will. He’s retired army, and I’m sure he thinks he can take care of himself.”

“What’s your play?” she asks.

“I was going to ask you the same question.”

“I could input variables into BOB and see what it spits out,” she suggests. BOB is an AI program I created to help us make planning decisions for our missions. It lets us put in factors and then compares the details to past cases and other variables to predict best-case scenarios.

“I don’t think BOB is going to tell me what I don’t already know.”

Bebe finishes my thought for me. “That the safest place you could be right now is within the walls of Jameson and to let the police do their work.”

It’s the safest thing to do. The top floor of Jameson has apartments, three of which are available right now. Jess, her mom, and Thea can stay in one, and I could stay in another to be close by.

“I’m assuming you’ve filled Kynan in?” I ask.

Bebe proceeds to update me on everything on their end. She not only looped in Kynan, our esteemed leader of Jameson Force Security, but she sent out an agency-wide memo of what was going on. When something happens to one of our own, we all circle the wagons. And while this wasn’t technically happening to me, I’m sure Bebe made it perfectly clear that Jess is someone very important.

Of course, I’m sure people came to their own conclusions by the way I flew out of there like a bat out of hell to get to Miami. My stomach rolls slightly when I realize I made it in the nick of time.

I’m only just understanding that, and it feels like I’ve been sucker punched in the gut. “Fuck… Borovsky’s men were minutes away from grabbing Jess.”

Bebe’s voice is soft with understanding. “But she’s safe and they didn’t get her. You have the upper hand now.”

I have to believe that. Losing Jess, and potentially Thea and Claire, from the shrapnel of this revenge plot is more than I can bear.

“I did some research on this Ivan Borovsky,” Bebe says with a hint of disgust. “He murdered four people, two of whom were children.”

“I’m quite sure those aren’t the only murders to his name.”

“So explain to me in detail why he is so gung-ho to get Jessica.”

“It’s a saga, for sure.” I glance out at the water and the boat tied at the dock. What I wouldn’t give to get on it and sail away with Jessica, Claire, and Thea, and leave all these worries behind. “After Chase died, Jessica obviously concentrated her efforts on Thea and her job. By that time, she was working as an art instructor in an underprivileged community rec program in Miami. But she met this guy—went by Alex Smith, and he was some type of businessman. It wasn’t serious for her, and after a few months of dating, he sort of became obsessive. Wouldn’t let her go out with friends, would get angry if she didn’t spend all her free time with him. She was trying to figure out a good way to end things when she stumbled upon something.”

“Those murders,” Bebe guesses.

“She was staying overnight at his house and woke up to find him gone from the bed. She thought he might be downstairs, so she went to find him and ended up catching him on a phone call. He didn’t see her, but the conversation she overheard sealed his fate, and now apparently hers.”

“She overheard him confessing to the murders?”

“Not exactly. She heard him say, ‘It’s done. Unfortunately, the kids woke up,’ and then laughed about that. Her first thought was he was cheating on her and was perhaps talking about being with another woman and was talking about her kids. But then he spoke in Russian, and that was her first indication something was very wrong. To her, Alex Smith was an American. Born and raised here and had an American accent.”

“I can only imagine how weird that was.”

“It got weirder, because she then heard him say, ‘I dumped it over a bridge. It’s good.’”

“Was he talking about the gun?” Bebe asks.

“He was, but Jess didn’t know that at the time.”

“How did she connect all that to the murders?”

“The next morning, she saw the news reports of the murders. It was the two children who connected the dots for her.”

“Jesus,” Bebe murmurs. “What a thing to stumble into.”

“She went straight to the police and told them what she knew. They were confident Borovsky was the killer, especially with the comment about dumping something over a bridge. They were sure it was the murder weapon. They weren’t, however, prepared to make an arrest right away as they first had to bring the case to the DA for approval. That meant Jess had to stay with that man and play it cool so he wouldn’t get suspicious.”

Bebe makes a choking sound. “My God, she’s a strong woman. I can’t imagine doing that.”

“She’s the strongest,” I agree softly, but I know what a horrible strain that was on Jess. Because playing things cool meant she had to continue to act the girlfriend in all respects.

The night she overheard Borovsky on the phone, Jess crept back upstairs and pretended to be asleep when he came into the bedroom. He woke her up and wanted to have sex. She most certainly didn’t want to because, in her gut, she knew something was wrong, but she was afraid to deny him. Afraid that he would know she overheard him. God, it makes me sick to think about her being intimate with that monster and that she had to continue to play that part until he was arrested.

It breaks my heart—no, it shreds it with a rusted razor—to know how that traumatized Jess, those few days she had to stay and act like everything was fine, even when he touched her. She felt violated each time, and it made her feel ashamed. I only know all this because she told me the painful details one night over a shared bottle of wine and a lot of tears.

I’ve never wanted to kill someone before, but I know that given the chance, I would gladly put a bullet in that man’s head without a moment’s hesitation nor an ounce of moral regret. Even if it landed me in prison.

“You’re awfully quiet,” Bebe says, and I hadn’t realized I’d lapsed into silence.

“She said she loved me a few minutes ago.” The admission to Bebe shocks me, but there was apparently no holding those words back.

I expect Bebe to gush and be at the ready to give advice on what to do. Instead, she asks a bruising question. “How come you never told me about her?”

Guilt flushes through me because Bebe knows me about as well as Jess does. These past months working side by side, sometimes seven days a week, has made us extremely close. I was her shoulder to lean on when she was trying to figure things out with Griff, and I expect she feels betrayed I wouldn’t lean on her regarding Jess.

But I wasn’t troubled about Jess, and that’s the difference.

“There was nothing to tell, Bebe. I was happy being her friend. I was ecstatic to be Thea’s godfather. I didn’t need your sage advice or wisdom.”

“You’re an idiot,” she snaps. She called me that just yesterday, and given my IQ, not many people make that claim.

“Why’s that?” I ask dryly.

“Because I’m not just a friend that you dump problems on, although I’m happy to support you. I’m a friend you should share the good things with too. On top of that, I call absolute bullshit that things were fine being friends, or else you would’ve had no problem mentioning your weekend trips were to see them and not some hot number I thought might be a throwback from your college days.”

I’m duly chastised and can’t argue with a thing she’s said. And I suppose I need to be honest about something. “Because while I’m happy being her friend, I know if I told you the whole story about Jess—about me and her and Chase—and the way things ended for Chase, you would’ve absolutely seen through me. You would have known I had feelings for her, and you would’ve pushed me to do something.”

“Well, duh!” She laughs, and I know she’s not mad anymore. “And since you brought it up, yes… you should tell her how you feel. For fuck’s sake, my friend, you came very close to losing her a few hours ago. Imagine the regrets you would’ve had.”

I rise from the chair and walk over to the windows. “You make a point.”

“Find the time—you know, in between fleeing from psychopathic Russian Mafia types—and tell her. She clearly loves you.”

“As a friend,” I say automatically, not willing to admit her words may have meant more.

“Maybe, maybe not. Only one way to find out.” I hear someone in the background, and Bebe says, “Kynan’s here. He wants to talk to you.”

His voice comes over the phone. “You okay?”

“I’m good. Why?”

“Because you had to shoot someone,” he replies in that crisp English accent. “It’s okay to be bothered by it.”

“I’m not,” I reply. “I hit what I was aiming at, and I gave him fair warning to stop.”

Kynan chuckles. “Fair enough. Maybe you ought to consider going into the field with that spot-on aim of yours.”

“Hard pass,” I grumble. “We’re flying out tomorrow, back to Pittsburgh. Can we use two of the apartments at headquarters?”

“Of course. We’re round-tabling this later today. I’ve got calls set up with the prison, the highway patrols between New York and Miami, as well as local police down there. I think the FBI is going to liaise on this as well. I’ll touch base with you later with the efforts that are being made to bring Borovsky in. Hopefully, this will be over quickly.”

“I appreciate it, Kynan. I know this isn’t without significant cost and Jameson resources. I’ll gladly pay.”

“Please,” he scoffs. “Consider it a perk of the job.”

That brings a smile to my face. “It’s a damn good job.”




CHAPTER 6


Jessica

The evening view from James’s main patio is unparalleled. It overlooks the small harbor his estate sits on within its own mini peninsula, and you can see Miami in the distance, ablaze with lights that twinkle and shimmer all the way across the water to where we are.

In my limited travel experience, I’ve never seen anything like it. And while Dozer comes from money, and his mother had a beautiful home during the few years before cancer took her, I’ve never seen this level of wealth. Dozer’s always said his dad does something not quite on the right side of the law, but he’s been vague about it. I’m not sure he even knows, but the muscled, armed men James Burney keeps around tell me he’s not exactly a W-2 employee somewhere.

Or maybe he just likes the image. Who knows?

All I do know is that he’s a cool guy, and I want to get to know him better. Mr. Burney is gregarious, if not a little cocky, but also charming and genuine. The fact that you don’t know how he fuels this lifestyle—whether it’s money from his pro football days and endorsements, wise investments, or something illegal—only makes him more mysterious. I know my mom is completely taken with him as he regales her with tales from his gridiron glory days.

Dozer has been listening quietly as we sip on post-dinner drinks poolside, having finished dinner about an hour ago. I think the gap between father and son stems from a lot of mismatched expectations on both sides while Dozer was growing up, but when I see them together like I have this evening, I can tell it wouldn’t take much to bridge that gap.

“Anyone want another cocktail?” James asks in his barrel-chested voice, rising from his patio chair.

“I’ll have another,” my mom says, rising as well. “I’ll help you make them.”

James looks to me and then Dozer. We glance at each other, and I shrug. “Feels weird to be drinking cocktails in a mansion on the water when killers are after us.”

“You’re safe here,” James asserts with authority. And I don’t doubt it. More men showed up shortly after we did, all looking fierce and ready to tangle with anyone who might try to scale the fence surrounding this peninsular compound. I knew they were walking the property now and would be throughout the night, but Dozer thinks chances are almost nonexistent that anyone associated with Borovsky would link me to Dozer’s dad.

“I’ll have another,” I say, holding out my glass. Whatever he made—with mangoes and coconut—was sublime.

“I’ll pass,” Dozer says, eyes drifting over to Thea who is quietly coloring in a book provided by James. Within half an hour of our arrival, he’d sent a man out with his credit card and orders to buy enough stuff to keep a seven-year-old happy for the evening. The man returned with three huge bags of toys, dolls, coloring books, makeup kits, and nail polish.

Earlier today, my heart swam with all kinds of warm fuzzies when Dozer sat down with her and let her paint his nails a bright pink. He still has the polish on, most of it smeared on his skin and cuticles because seven-year-olds don’t have refined attention to detail. But he’s completely nonplussed by it. I make a mental note to try to find remover at some point along our journey.

My mother and James move across the patio to a massive U-shaped, built-in bar covered in stone. James has a professional-grade blender, and he starts to whip up more concoctions.

“Your dad is a nice guy,” I say as I watch him making my mom laugh.

“He is,” Dozer acknowledges, his gaze moving from Thea over to the bar. “Has always been, and I expect always will be. He’s also a charmer and a ladies’ man. I hope your mom sees through that.”

“My mom is old and wise enough to take care of herself,” I reply with a chuckle.

Dozer smirks and shakes his head. He seems amused by it more than anything, and it provides some light in an otherwise dark day. We haven’t really been able to talk about what tomorrow and the future holds as we’ve purposely kept quiet about everything around Thea.

James and my mom come back to the table, and James hands me another drink with a wedge of fresh pineapple and a cute little umbrella tucked into it. “Thank you.”

They sit, and James holds his glass out to the middle of the table. “To new friends,” he says.

Mom and I clink our glasses with his. “To new friends.”

As the moon rises high over the water, diluting the colorful sparkles thrown off by the Miami skyline, James and my mom take turns sharing stories about Dozer and me when we were little. Each one tries to outdo the other in their efforts to embarrass us, but Dozer and I can’t be shamed. We know everything about each other, although I did feel my cheeks heat a little over my mom’s gleeful retelling of how my massive crush on Justin Timberlake led to a stalkerish letter-writing campaign I undertook to advise him that Cameron Diaz wasn’t good enough. I sent probably a dozen letters, and he never wrote back, and that’s more humiliating than anything.

It’s only when Thea yawns that my mom immediately falls back into Gigi mode. “I better get this little one to bed,” she says, rising from the table. James, the consummate gentleman, rises as well.

“I’ll take her, Mom,” I say, reaching out and giving a playful tug on one of Thea’s locks.

“I want Gigi to take me,” Thea says, giving an adoring look to my mother. Those two are thick as thieves, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I enjoyed a close relationship with my grandmother growing up, and I want Thea to have the same.

Smiling, I turn my patio chair and open my arms. “Only if I get the biggest hug ever.”

No hesitation on my kid’s part. She’s a hugger by nature. Throwing herself into my arms, she wraps her little self around me and squeezes my neck. “Love you, Mom.”

I revel in the sweetness of the hug and cringe slightly that lately, I’m being called Mom more than Mommy, which is a sign she’s growing up and I’m losing my baby. “Good night, Doodles.”

Thea moves to Dozer and hugs him. “We’re going on a plane ride tomorrow, right?”

Our story to Thea was that we’re all taking an impromptu vacation tomorrow to Pittsburgh.

Dozer nods as she pulls back. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

He’s rewarded with her gap-toothed grin, and then to my surprise, she moves to James. He’s new to her, and while she’s not really sure about him, he’s been like Santa Claus today, showering her with toys and candy. Tipping her head back, she says, “Good night, Mr. Burney.”

James smiles down at her, holding out his fist. “’Night, little princess.”

She fist-bumps him, then heads off with my mom, hand in hand.

When the patio door closes, James sits back down, his gaze coming right to me. “Your mom is a nice lady.”

“She’s the best,” I agree with a smile, even as Dozer rolls his eyes.

“I only say that,” James continues, his voice losing its playful tone and turning very businesslike, “to point out that she’s not annoying or a hindrance. And Thea is the sweetest kid. I’m more than happy to have them stay here and protect them until this is all finished. You two are welcome to stay as well, although I understand why Dozer thinks it’s best to get you to Pittsburgh.”

I’m touched by his offer. “I appreciate it, James. Really. But—”

“But Thea and Claire stay with me,” Dozer cuts in, and by his expression, his father knows there will be no argument.

“Fair enough,” James rumbles. “So, what is the game plan?”

This is the first time we’ve been able to talk freely about things since we arrived. I know Dozer took his dad aside and caught him up on everything, but Dozer’s had multiple calls today from the people he works with, and I expect there’s more that we don’t know.

Dozer sighs and pushes up from his chair. “I think I will take another beer.”

James and I wait patiently as Dozer grabs a frosty bottle and returns to the table. He takes a sip first before setting it down. “Kynan’s been in touch with all law enforcement agencies. The good news is, there’s no active investigation into the shooting this morning. Without victims, the police are closing the case and aren’t bothering with any further interviews of people in the neighborhood.”

“Oh, thank God,” I breathe out, the relief lifting off me so intense I hadn’t realized how worried I’d been about that.

Dozer shoots me a smile, but it slips right off. “The FBI has had this syndicate that Borovsky is tied to under surveillance for a long time. They’ve picked up some intel from an informant, and it’s verified that Borovsky is going to enact his right to call for a vendetta against you. I mean… we thought that was what he would do, and those two men showing up this morning was more proof, but it’s apparently official within this Russian sect he works with. That means they will give him whatever resources he needs, despite the fact he’s an escaped fugitive and the subject of an ongoing multistate manhunt.”

“Meaning it’s not just him we have to worry about,” I muse, and Dozer nods.

“Speaking of manhunt.” James picks up his glass, readies it for a sip, but asks, “Any leads on finding him?”

“His face is plastered on local news from New York to Miami. A lot of calls are coming in, though nothing has panned out. But if you follow the trail of tips, they’re moving southward, so he’s definitely coming down here.”

“Which is why it’s best we go to Pittsburgh,” I say. It’s not an idea I’m crazy about as I have to leave my job—although they’ve been very understanding—but I think it’s the smartest move we can make. If Borovsky is here, I have to be elsewhere.

“The police are talking to Jess’s friends and coworkers, making sure they understand what’s going on. They could be approached for information.”

For the first time since being freaked out over Dozer shooting that man this morning, I feel a panic attack coming on. “They’ll go after my friends? Coworkers? What about the kids? Will they put protection on them?”

Those last words come out so hysterically, my voice cracks.

Dozer is up from his chair and squatted beside mine in the blink of an eye. He takes my hands in his. “Hey… deep breaths. They’re not going to be in danger. More likely they’ll be watched, and maybe approached casually for information, but it’s highly unlikely anyone would be strong-armed.”

“You mean kidnapped and tortured for information,” I choke out with tears stinging. All of a sudden, this got very bad. Before, it was just me, Mom, and Thea in danger. But there are so many others I care about, particularly the kids at the community center where I teach art.

“Deep breaths,” Dozer says softly again, and I look at him, wild-eyed. He inhales slowly, gaze pinned on me in a silent demand I follow suit. He exhales and squeezes my hands. When he inhales again, I nod and suck air deep into my lungs along with him. Closing my eyes, I let it out in a long, expelling breath.

He makes me repeat this five more times until I open my eyes and stare into his. I feel better. Looking at him, I draw on his strength and determination.

“Okay?” he asks.

I nod.

Dozer stares at me intensely and vows, “The police are going to be watching the people close to you. They’re hoping to gain their own information that way. Perhaps tail someone who would approach one of your friends. They’ll be more than fine. And I swear to you that I will never let any harm come to you, Thea, or your mother.”

His expression is fierce and unguarded, and deep within those chocolate-brown eyes, I see the truth of his feelings.

I recognize the naked truth that he’s not attempting to hide.

Dozer loves me.

Not just as a friend, but as a man loves a woman. I already know he loves Thea as his own daughter, and he’s loved my mother as his own since his died.

But how did I not recognize this romantic, unyielding love before?

Was it because I was simply too stupid to understand it?

I know I certainly wondered why we never took that step across friendship lines. I always told myself I didn’t want to ruin the relationship. It was a coward’s way of making sure that if Dozer didn’t have the same feelings I did, I wouldn’t get hurt.

“How come you two never dated?” James asks, and the question is so shocking that Dozer and I quickly pull apart. I draw my hands onto my lap, and he shuffles backward to resume his seat.

I glance at his father, and there’s a knowing expression on his face. Just watching that exchange between us—strong words and fierce protectiveness from his son, staring at each other way past the end of the conversation and jumping apart as if zapped by electricity—tells him all he needs to know.

“I mean,” James drawls, clearly intent on capitalizing on our awkward silence, “you both clearly like each other, you’re both super attractive, so I know that’s not an issue, and you two know each other better than anyone. I mean, it only stands to reason that you would be together romantically. So, how come—”

“Cut it out,” Dozer growls at his father.

James shrugs, trying for a goofy, abashed expression, but it merely comes off as smug and knowing.

I don’t know if it’s because my life has turned upside down and I got a good taste this morning of how preciously short it could be, but I become reckless in my quest to answer James’s question.

Reaching out with my foot, I playfully bump Dozer’s shin. “How come you and I have never dated?”

Dozer’s eyes practically bug out of his head, and James leans forward in his chair, avidly watching the interplay between us. I keep my tone light and teasing. “I mean… surely, you’ve thought about it? I know I have.”

Dozer’s mouth drops open in shock over my admission. “You’ve thought about it?”

I give a tiny shrug. “I had a crush on you our freshman year. But your head was often stuck in books, and you were awkward and shy with girls. Chase, unfortunately, got the jump on you.”

I hope my playfulness takes the pressure off Dozer to admit something he might not be willing to right now.

To my surprise, he has an answer, and it’s very familiar because it mimics my own. “I never wanted to ruin our friendship. After Chase died, you needed me as a friend more than ever.”

I smile at Dozer tenderly. “I did need you. And you were there. You’ve always been there.”

“Always,” he says.

Our eyes lock, and I don’t know what any of this means, but clearly James does. He coughs and scrapes his patio chair backward as he stands, grabbing his drink. “I… um… have something I need to do.”

And with that, he leaves Dozer and me alone on a romantic, moonlit patio.

“Dozer,” I begin, deciding I’m going to lay it all out.

But I’m cut off as the patio door opens and my mom sticks her head out. “Honey… Thea really wants you to come tuck her in.”

This is definitely poor timing, but Thea comes first. I regret the way Dozer’s expression seems to shatter and then go blank. As if a moment has been lost.

I smile at my mom and stand from the chair. “I’ll be right in.”

I feel desperately in need of regaining what we had experienced so that we can reopen this conversation after I get Thea settled.

But once again, my mother interrupts. “And she wants Uncle Dozer to read her a story.”

My gaze drops to Dozer, and a smile beams on his face. He is more than happy to be needed by Thea. Not to avoid what is clearly a conversation we need to have, but because he adores my daughter.

Dozer rises, and my mom disappears back into the house. To my surprise, Dozer holds out his hand, palm up—a silent request for me to place mine in his.

I do so, and he lifts my hand to brush a kiss over my knuckles. It’s a gesture he’s never done to me before—we’ve never done anything more than friendly hugs—and it’s decidedly intimate. “We need to talk.”

“Yes, we do,” I agree.

Dozer turns toward the door, keeping my hand gripped firmly in his.

He doesn’t release it until we step over the threshold and into the house. My skin tingles where we were touching.

Side by side, we silently move up the stairs to one of the guest bedrooms where Thea waits for us.




CHAPTER 7


Dozer

We’re in Pittsburgh, and I feel infinitely better to be within the protective walls of the Jameson fortress. With Jess, Claire, and Thea safely deposited in one of the apartments and under Joslyn’s kind care, I head down to the second-floor conference room. Inside, I find Kynan, Bebe, Jackson, and Cage. I assume he’s assigned Jackson and Cage to this case, and they’ll be the primary field agents under his direction.

Bebe jumps up from her chair when she sees me and rushes in for a tight hug. She’s not the most expressive person when it comes to emotion, but within that embrace, I can feel every bit of her fear because I’m putting my neck on the line for Jess and her family.

“I’m so glad you didn’t get dead yesterday,” she whispers. Not an elegant use of words, but I get what she’s saying.

“I’m glad I’m not dead either.”

We break apart, and as I move to take a chair at the conference table, Kynan asks, “Everybody get settled in?”

I nod. “Your wife has everything under control. While we were in Miami, my dad bought way too many toys for Thea, so she’s happily playing. Last I saw, Joslyn was pouring coffee and uncovering cookies.”

“She’s a gem,” he says, voice soft and tender, cutting into the normal briskness of his British accent. “Are you going to stay in one of the apartments?”

I shrug, because I’ve been waffling on this. “I’m not sure it’s necessary. I know Jess can’t be any safer than here.”

“And the new guy just moved into one of them,” Cage says and looks over to Jackson. “What’s his name?”

“Kellen McCord,” Jackson replies.

I’d forgotten all about the dude who is starting this week. He’s a former K9 cop with the military, moving here from the West Coast.

“Yeah,” Cage says, looking across the table at me. “Kellen’s here, so you won’t have to worry about evenings.”

“Then it looks like I’m good to stay at my place,” I say, now having no legitimate reason to use one of the empty HQ apartments. I’ve decided I need some space from Jess as insecurities leak back in.

Bebe coughs into her hand. “Bullshit.”

I turn my attention to her, calling her out. “Why’s that bullshit?”

“Well, first,” she says, looking me dead in the eye, “Jess, Claire, and Thea are completely out of their element, and it’s only polite that you stay here in the building with them so they don’t feel out of place.”

It’s a good point. Her best one, really, because my consideration in staying at my place rather than here has everything to do with the fact I’m not sure how to be around Jess.

Last night on the patio, I said we needed to talk, and her reaction to that—the shimmer in her eyes—told me it would be a talk that would drastically change our lives.

And I fucking got scared.

By the time I read Thea a story and Jess tucked her in, I was freaking myself out that there could actually be potential to be with the woman I’ve loved for what seems like forever.

So I slipped away, mumbling some excuse about wanting to hang with my dad and catch up.

Which was not a complete untruth. Yesterday I saw a different side to my dad, and it’s frankly made me curious about him.

But that’s neither here nor there.

“And your other point?” I prompt her.

She glances at Kynan, Jackson, and Cage for a moment before bringing her eyes back to me. “I just think you have personal things you need to work through and proximity is your best friend.”

There have been many times since meeting Bebe that I’ve had great respect and admiration for her, but now it’s at an all-time high. I knew she was going to throw in my face my nonexistent relationship on the romantic side with Jess, but I’m glad she did it in such a way and with such vagueness that the other three men staring at us in puzzlement don’t really know what’s going on.

I lock eyes with Bebe, my expression warning her not to go any further. “Perhaps you and I can find a minute to discuss that later.”

“Of course,” she says, tipping her head in understanding.

“All right,” Kynan drawls sarcastically, “if you two are done talking in code, let’s address the issue at hand—how we solve the problem of Ivan Borovsky.”

“We need to find him,” Jackson says.

The most obvious.

But definitely not the easiest thing to do.

Kynan proceeds to give us a new update based on conversations he had with law enforcement agencies this morning while we were in the air from Miami to Pittsburgh. No further tips have panned out, and there’s not been a legitimate sighting in over twelve hours.

“It could mean he’s reached Miami and is in hiding,” Cage suggests.

“If there’s a God, maybe Borovsky got attacked by a pack of coyotes and is rotting in a forest somewhere,” Jackson says.

We all chuckle at the thought, but we know he probably has had some help from his Russian connections for his journey south.

Bebe taps her pen on the table. “I’ve got my facial recognition software running full tilt. It’s going to be unlikely, though, that we catch a glimpse of him because he’ll be staying far away from public places. If he’s traveling via rural roads to Miami, Podunk towns won’t have traffic cameras I can tap into.”

“But if he’s in Miami,” I point out, “he might start feeling a bit safer and pop his head out.”

“So we have to depend on Borovsky doing something stupid in order to pick him up through the software,” Bebe concludes.

“Unfortunately, he’s not a stupid man,” I rumble.

He’s a skillful adversary.

“It’s not just Borovsky we have to worry about,” Kynan interjects. “He has any number of men willing to go out and find Jess and bring her in at any cost. Granted, I’m sure their instructions are to bring her in alive, but until he’s back in custody, she must remain in hiding.”

“Who exactly is heading up the manhunt?” I ask Kynan. Despite there being a lot of agencies involved, one will take the lead.

“FBI,” he replies.

“Griff is going to liaise,” Bebe says proudly. Her fiancé is a member of the FBI and works out of the Pittsburgh office.

“And do they have a game plan?” I’m anxious to get something going, even if I’m not directly involved.

“We do,” Griff says as he walks through the conference room door, a stack of folders in his hand.

If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he timed that entrance. Griff used to be deep undercover inside the Russian Mafia out of New York and his expertise regarding their inner workings will be invaluable.

Passing out the folders, Griff moves to sit beside Bebe. She tips her head back, and he gives her a kiss before taking his seat. Watching that brief exchange of sweet intimacy makes me think of Jess. It’s something I would do with her every single day of my life if I were so blessed.

I shake my head, push those thoughts far, far away, and open the folder. We all take a second to peruse the contents, which include Borovsky’s prison records with a list of known contacts to have visited or called him. Those people will be interviewed, but they’re most assuredly mafia and won’t talk.

“We have a team going through all the recorded phone calls with Borovsky for the last six months,” Griff explains. “You’ll see a list with photographs of known members of the syndicate in Miami, including informants we’re utilizing.”

“Are the informants providing any reliable information?”

Griff shakes his head, his eyes meeting mine. “Not yet, but it’s early. The key to finding Borovsky will most likely be through them.”

Griff takes us through the entire file. To my relief, Miami’s FBI office has allocated agents to watch over some of Jess’s closest friends in case the Russians think she’s hiding with them. That’s probably not going to happen, though, because what they do know is that Jess had a man with her who shot one of their guys.

“They went to Claire’s house,” Griff says, and my eyebrows shoot up. “We have agents staked out there and at Jess’s house, just in case. Three men—later matching up to the Russian family—watched the house all day and then broke in around two a.m., most likely to look for clues as to where Jess could be. They were arrested, but they’re refusing to talk and lawyered up right away.”

“But the DA’s office could loosen their lips with a plea deal, right?” I ask.

Griff shakes his head. “Probably not. They’re only charged with breaking and entering. None of the men have prior records, so if they ever get convicted down the road, they’re not looking at lengthy sentences.”

“In other words,” Kynan finishes for him, “their loyalties are to the Russian family they work for, and they’ll take the conviction and prison sentence before they’ll talk.”

“Christ,” I mutter, rubbing a hand over my head, then to my aching jaw. It’s only then I realize I’ve been gritting my teeth.

Pushing up from my chair, I start to pace. “So, let me get this straight. We have no clue where Borovsky is, but he’s not really the one to worry about right now, anyway, as there are other Russians looking for Jess. Which means she can’t return home anytime soon. There’s no good way to find him other than hope an informant will get some information for us, which may never happen. In other words, we have no end in sight.”

“But at least Jess, Claire, and Thea are safe,” Bebe points out. “You got there in the nick of time.”

I nod in consideration of this. “And they’re here, safe in Pittsburgh, and the Russians don’t know that.”

Griff’s expression darkens. “Not necessarily. The Russians aren’t stupid, and they immediately moved to check outgoing flights.”

“With bribes,” Cage says distastefully. “Throw a few dollars around, and some low-level piece of shit will squawk.”

Griff nods. “Men went to the private hangar, asking questions and flashing pictures of Jess. Asked about her, Thea, and Claire, and about a ‘Black bodyguard’ is how they described you. They know you flew them to Pittsburgh.”

“Fuck,” I growl, moving back to my chair. I sit and look around the table. “Let’s assume they’re here. How are they going to find her?”

“By identifying you,” Kynan says. “But that’s not going to be easily done.”

“It is going to be easily done.” All eyes come to me. “I met him once… in passing. I was in Miami visiting, and I’d stopped by to see Jess and Thea on my way to the airport for my return flight. I was doing my PhD in California at the time. It was a quick introduction as I was walking out to the car and he was walking up. He knew about me, of course, as Jess had told him about other friends and family members. If he remembers that meeting in any way, all he has to do is google me for confirmation.”

“And from there,” Kynan concludes, “it will take little to no effort with their resources to find out you work for Jameson.”

It’s no secret I work here. We’re an open security company with a professional website, and my picture is on there as the head of Research and Development. None of the field agents are listed, obviously, but I would be easy to identify.

Leaning back in the chair, I tip my head and look at the ceiling. Jess, Claire, and Thea will be safe here at Jameson. This place is locked down like a fortress, unless—

My head snaps up. “They could target this building. If they think she’s here, they could shoot an RPG into the building and take a stab at killing her.”

“Highly unlikely,” Kynan scoffs.

“Incredibly unlikely,” Jackson affirms. “They don’t want to kill her quickly. They want to bring her back to Borovsky.”

“Yes, I’m well aware of what they want to do to her,” I snap at Jackson.

“Sorry, brother. Just keeping it real.”

“This only ends if Borovsky is caught,” I muse as I try to figure out the fastest way to end this. “And if we want to speed that up, maybe we need to dangle bait in front of him.”

“You want to expose Jess?” Bebe exclaims, aghast.

“Of course not. But they’re looking for me too. I let them take me, and you can follow.”

“You’re out of your fucking mind,” Bebe snarls like an enraged tiger. “You’re not a field agent. You’re not trained for that. You’re a goddamn nerd who sits at a computer all day, Dozer.”

I don’t say anything, staring at my friend with determination.

Bebe’s head whips Kynan’s way. “Tell him no, Kynan. Tell him that’s ridiculous and is off the table.”

Kynan’s gaze flicks my way, his expression inscrutable. “It’s an idea.”

“A horrible idea!” Bebe explodes, standing from her chair and slapping her hands on the table. She glares at Kynan as if she could kill him.

“Babe,” Griff says quietly, putting his hand on her lower back.

“Don’t babe me.” She bats his hand away and points a finger at Kynan. “You have a duty to protect your people. If you let Dozer do this, you’re feeding him to the wolves.”

“It’s not his decision,” I say with determination, letting Kynan off the hook. “It’s mine.”

To my astonishment, Bebe’s eyes glimmer with tears. She swipes at them with the back of her hand and storms out of the conference room, mumbling that we’re all a bunch of crazy assholes.

Griff rises, intent on following her out.

“Don’t,” I say, standing from my chair. “Let me handle this.”

I’m not sure Griff would give this up to any other man, but he knows Bebe and I are tight. He also knows it’s me she’s pissed at, and I’ll need to get her to come around to this idea.

His butt lowers to the chair.

I look at Kynan. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to explore this more. A solid game plan we can put in play sooner rather than later.”

“You got it,” he says quietly. I know he doesn’t like the idea of me—with only a year’s worth of training—getting intentionally captured by the enemy, but my brain moves much faster than theirs do. It will take them a few minutes to talk about it and realize this is absolutely the best and fastest way to take Borovsky down.

When I step out of the conference room, Bebe’s not in sight. I know where she went.

Down to the sub-basement Research and Development lab she and I share. No one can get in there except me and her, not even Kynan. The locks are coded to our retinas and our voices, and one of us has to be in there to let someone in. She’s hiding, embarrassed over her obvious emotions, assuming Griff will come looking for her.

She won’t be happy to see me, though.

But I have to make her understand—this is the best play.




CHAPTER 8


Dozer

I head toward the singular elevator that only goes one way from this level, and that’s down into the sub-basement Kynan constructed under headquarters. It’s different from the old freight elevator with its open-face style and iron gate that draws across, which is more for decoration than safety. Most people take the gorgeous floating staircase between floors. In contrast, the basement elevator is small, sleek, and can only hold three people.

At the R&D lab, I see Bebe through the glass doors sitting at her workstation, typing furiously. I lean over to the retinal scanner and wait for the thin green beam to pass over my eyes. Then I state my name for the voice recognition, which isn’t really needed as a security precaution as this place is about as safe as Fort Knox. Bebe and I like dabbling with new security measures, which we can in turn sell to clients, so we’re really just testing out the beta down here.

I expect to hear the lock click open on the glass door—also bulletproof, as is every piece of glass in this building—but nothing happens.

Frowning, I lean to the right, scan my eyes again, and speak my name.

Nothing.

“Goddamn it,” I grouse as I bang on the glass door. That woman went inside and disabled the security measures, essentially shutting me out.

“Bebe… open the fucking door,” I yell, loud enough I know she hears me.

She ignores me, shoulders hunched and fingers moving across the keyboard.

I pound on the door again, continually and not letting up. I yell her name and continue pounding so she knows I will not stop this racket until she pauses her stubborn pity party and lets me in.

The door lock clicks and I glance down, stunned for a moment that she relented so quickly. I pull on the handle and enter. When the door shuts behind me, it relocks.

Rubbing at my sore hand, I move behind her chair, peering over her shoulder to see that she’s working within BOB. A mission simulator, a predictor of outcomes and a sometimes eerie interface that the more it gets to know the people at Jameson, the more accurate its predictions. We use it often as a strategic guide to help us make planning and tactical decisions, and we only make BOB smarter and stronger by continuing to give it information. After every mission, key data points are determined and entered, feeding BOB so it can continue to learn from what we do.

“Are you going to talk to me?” I ask, nudging her shoulder.

Bebe remains silent, inputting data. My eyes move to the screen, and I watch as words appear within the entry fields.

Russian Mafia—Miami.

Murder.

Ivan Borovsky.

Low training threshold.

Unrequited love.

Nerd.

“Unrequited love? Nerd?” I exclaim, pushing her chair a little to get her attention. “What the fuck?”

Bebe whirls on her swivel chair and glares at me. “You’re going to put yourself in harm’s way because you love her and she doesn’t love you and you’re trying to prove something,” she snarls in accusation.

I tone down my temper so as not to inflame hers. “I do love her, yes. But she cares deeply for me too. I don’t know if our love is the same, but it is most certainly not unrequited. Jess would do the same thing for me in a heartbeat, although I’d blister her hind end if I ever caught her doing something so dangerous.”

The wind deflates from Bebe’s sails, and she seems to shrink into the chair as she exhales. “You’re not ready for this type of work, Dozer. For the last year, you and I have worked side by side. At a desk. You’re not a field agent.”

“I may have worked at a desk beside you, but I’ve gotten off my ass and learned a thing or two. Firearms, high-speed driving, martial arts, even torture resistance.”

“Training,” she says softly. “Not real-world experience.”

Trying to lighten the mood, I chuckle as I point out, “There’s one Russian in Miami with a bullet in his leg who would tell you otherwise.”

To my satisfaction, Bebe’s lips curl ever so slightly. “You know what I mean. And I’m allowed to be worried.”

I move over to my station beside hers, pulling my own swivel chair out and settling down into it. I lean back, stretch my legs, and prop one ankle over the other. “You are indeed allowed to be worried. But it’s not going to change my determination to do whatever it takes to get Ivan Borovsky off the streets so Jess can live her life without fear.”

Bebe matches my actions, stretching her much shorter legs out and crossing them at the ankle. She folds her hands over her belly. “And when she goes back to her regular life, what are you going to do? I noticed you don’t deny loving her.”

“Of course I don’t deny it,” I scoff. “Well, at least not to you.”

“You should talk to her,” she says gently. “You need to have this conversation.”

“We sort of started to last night.” I tell Bebe about my dad’s obnoxiously nosy questions about us dating and the moment we shared, agreeing we needed to talk. “But we didn’t. I sort of chickened out.”

“I find it ironic you’re willing to get captured by a convicted murderer and risk torture and death, but you can’t have a truthful conversation with Jess about how you feel.”

Her allusion to cowardice grates on me. “I can totally have that conversation,” I assert. “Last night wasn’t the right time.”

“When will be the right time?” she queries.

That is the million-dollar question, isn’t it?

Luckily, I’m saved from answering as Bebe’s computer chimes. It’s BOB’s reminder that data entry hasn’t been completed and saved.

Bebe sits up and swivels her chair toward the keyboard and monitor. I roll my chair beside her.

“I’ll make you a deal,” I say to Bebe, garnering her attention. “Let’s put all the data we can into BOB about this mission—and serious data, not unrequited love and nerd shit—and if BOB spits out an alternative plan, we’ll consider it.”

“You’ll do it, not just consider it,” she interjects, a negotiation of sorts. “And we have to put in that you love her. That goes directly to how you’re failing to assess the risk correctly.”

“Okay. I’ll let you put some mutually agreeable language in there that I have deep feelings for the person I’m trying to protect.”

“Fine,” she grumbles, but then an idea seems to strike, her eyes lighting up. “And if BOB spits out an alternative to your harebrained idea, you have to tell Jess the truth of your feelings before you go to bed tonight.”

I pause in consideration, because those are some serious stakes. I’m not sure I’m ready. In fact, I feel more ready to be taken hostage by Ivan Borovsky than the terrifying prospect of learning there isn’t anything romantic between me and Jess. Because maybe that’s why she wants to talk. To let me down.

Bebe stares at me resolutely.

“Fine,” I mutter and then nod toward the monitor. “But if my plan comes out as the recommendation, you aren’t going to fight me on it anymore.”

Bebe doesn’t immediately agree to this, a muscle ticking at the corner of her clenched jaw. Finally, though, she says, “Fine.”

I beam at her. “Good. Let’s input.”

She and I toss out ideas—phrases and pieces of information for BOB to consider. We have to hash out exact wording because unless there’s absolute clarity, BOB can go down a rabbit hole.

I agree to let Bebe enter, “Jameson agent in love with client,” because, well… it’s true. In fact, it’s been true for many of the cases the other Jameson agents have been involved in. This is not a new concept to the firm or to BOB, for that matter.

When we’re done, we settle back and wait for the results, which don’t come out in an instant. BOB has to ponder, filter, sort, compare, weed out, and study everything.

It’s all about algorithms.

While we wait, I ask Bebe about her and Griff’s upcoming wedding. She’s not having a maid of honor but has asked me to stand by her side in the maid of honor’s place. I’m actually looking forward to it, although I’m not too hip on discussing flowers and wedding cake.

However, I’d much rather discuss wedding plans than have to face up to Bebe when she asks, “How come you never told me about Jess and Thea?”

I roll my eyes. “We’ve had this discussion already.”

“No, not really. Not face-to-face. You told me on the phone about surface stuff. But honestly, my feelings are hurt I didn’t know about this little family unit you had down in Miami. It has to be more than ‘we were just friends and there was nothing to tell.’ This is a woman you care about so much you’re willing to die for her, and I never even knew.”

I stare at her blankly, not because I don’t understand the question but because I don’t want to answer it.

I blow out a hard breath, rub at the back of my neck, which is already tight with tension. I assess if there’s any wiggle room that Bebe will let me off the hook with some vague excuse for my oversight.

I can see by the fierceness of her expression, she’s not going to let this go—she knows there’s more to the story than what I’ve already told her.

“I was ashamed,” I say, trying to boil down a complicated situation into as few words as possible.

Bebe blinks. “Of what?”

“That I had this beautiful, intelligent, kind, loving woman with an amazing child who is like my own daughter, and I’ve not made one single attempt to find out if it could be more. I never had the guts to try, always telling myself it would ruin the friendship. I knew if I told you, you’d push me to do something, and I was too afraid to go there. I know that makes me sound like a complete punk, but in my mind, Jess has just been off-limits. She was Chase’s and not mine, and I’d accepted it. I put her in this sort of bubble that I kept to myself, and I didn’t let her out because to do so meant I could get hurt if she didn’t feel the same. I was ashamed that I couldn’t find the guts to do what was best for me, and I didn’t want you looking at me like a failure.”

I brace for Bebe to call me an idiot like she did when they dropped me at the airport the day before yesterday, but instead, she looks pensive.

“That makes some sense,” she finally admits. “But I’m also going to call bullshit. I might have encouraged you to make a move, but I wouldn’t have stayed on you about it. You should’ve trusted me enough to tell me your dilemma. I could’ve been a good sounding board for you.”

“I know that now,” I assure her. “You’ve already given me the best advice, and that’s not to wait to say the important things that need to be said.”

She nods, mostly mollified, but I can see she’s still a little peeved. “Promise you’ll have that talk sooner rather than later?”

“I will,” I say, not hesitating with making such a pact as the phrase sooner rather than later is pretty subjective as far as time frames go.

BOB issues a three-beat chime, indicating the results are in, and also effectively ending this conversation for now. Bebe and I lean forward in our chairs, looking at the screen.

BOB often gives at minimum two proposed plans of action, sometimes three. In this instance, there are only two, but it doesn’t matter what the second one is.

Only the first.

It takes me a few seconds to read enough to know I’ve won. “Aha!” I exclaim gleefully, pumping my fist. “I knew my plan was the best.”

Bebe points at the screen. “But look… there’s a second option. It says sheltering in place and letting law enforcement capture him is a good—”

“No,” I reply, jumping up from my chair and doing a flossing victory dance. “A deal’s a deal. No more arguing about this plan.”

“Whatever,” she replies, logging out of her computer.

“Come on,” I say, motioning toward the door. “Let’s get back up to the conference room and start putting a plan together.”

Bebe pushes out of her chair and precedes me out of the R&D lab. “You go plan. I’m going to get some coffee upstairs. I’ll be down later.”

“Bebe,” I say, reaching out and gripping her shoulder lightly so she can’t move farther away. I force her to face me. “This is the best plan. Kynan isn’t going to let this go down without every safety contingency in place. I trust him, and so should you.”

She sighs, her shoulders relaxing. “I know. I know that in my head. It’s my heart telling me something different.”

I pull Bebe into a hug, and she squeezes me hard. “It will be fine. I promise.”

“Famous last words,” she says with a heavy sigh.

I sure hope she’s not right about that.




CHAPTER 9


Jessica

In my thirty-one years, I have never been to Pittsburgh. I loved how Thea gasped—as did I—coming out of the Fort Pitt Tunnel to have a beautiful city magically appear before us. Dozer pointed out certain landmarks and buildings. I was a little nervous as he drove us through a beautiful area of downtown straight into what looked to be an array of abandoned buildings, dark alleys, and individuals hanging out on street corners, looking like they were truly up to no good.

The Jameson headquarters is ramshackle at best, and I was stunned when he pointed it out. An abandoned warehouse with faded red-brick exterior decorated with graffiti, I couldn’t imagine an elite security company being housed within. But then we were pulling into a secure underground parking garage, and next thing I knew, Dozer used a retinal scanner straight out of a James Bond movie to enter the building. He explained that the first floor was kept as it was upon purchase, in case anyone was curious enough to wipe the outer grime off the windows and see if there’s anything inside worth stealing.

Not that they could get through those grime-covered windows. They’re backed with sheets of indestructible Plexiglas that can’t be punched through.

Dozer took us up a freight elevator with an old-fashioned iron gate to the fourth floor where we entered a communal kitchen and living area along with personal apartments where we’ll be staying for the time being.

We were met by Joslyn McGrath—formerly known as Joslyn Meyers, the world-famous actress and musician. I thought I was prepared for this meeting as I knew she’d married the owner of Jameson, but are you ever really prepared to meet a famous icon like her?

Joslyn is as warm, down-to-earth, kind, and generous as Dozer assured me she would be. She welcomed us, treated Thea to milk and cookies, and made delicious cappuccinos for my mom and me. Dozer went down to the second floor, which is where a lot of the business is conducted, to start planning how to end this mess with Borovsky, and Joslyn kept us entertained.

She gave us a tour of the fourth floor, ending with the apartment where we’ll be staying. It’s a small, two bedroom that’s been beautifully furnished and decorated, and she assured me it has fresh, soft sheets on the beds. While it has a small kitchenette, Joslyn invited us to make use of the larger communal kitchen that’s fully stocked. She left, having other things to attend to, and my mom and I got settled in the best way we know how—by unpacking our stuff and putting it away in drawers and closets.

To while away the time until Dozer’s return, I play some games with my daughter, and we watch TV. When Thea asks to watch Raya and the Last Dragon for the hundredth time, I decide to venture out to the communal kitchen area to try that fancy coffee machine myself.

“Want another cappuccino?” I ask my mom before slipping out.

“No way,” she exclaims from the couch where she’s cuddled with Thea. “While it was good, I’m not used to more than my one cup of morning coffee, and I’m already feeling jittery.”

I grin and back out of the apartment, for an instant feeling like I need to lock the door with the key Joslyn gave me, but then I remember we’re perfectly safe within this building. Dozer told me the entire perimeter has outdoor cameras that are monitored, as well as sensitive alarms, and a well-stocked armory that any of the security agents here could access to protect us with. There is no safer place.

The communal area is empty, but I imagine it will see some traffic soon. Joslyn told me most of the folks working inside the building will eat lunch up here at one of the many tables scattered around, or they might chill on the plush furniture and watch TV in the large living room.

But for now, it’s just me, and I need to figure out this extravagant coffee machine.

I locate a cup, having remembered the exact cupboard Joslyn pulled them from. She explained the machine as she made the first one, and I walk through the various settings and press the button that I hope will give me frothy goodness.

Nothing comes out but a faint hiss of steam.

“Hmm,” I mutter to myself, perplexed.

“You forgot to choose the cup size first,” a deep voice says behind me.

I whirl around, eyes bugging slightly as I take in the man standing there… shirtless with muscles popping everywhere and a towel around his neck. He’s slick with sweat, and I’m assuming he’s just finished working out in the company gym. His face is extraordinarily handsome with blue eyes and dark hair cropped close to his scalp.

He points at the machine. “Cup size first, then choose the function.”

“Oh, okay,” I mumble and turn back to follow his instructions. What do you know—frothy java dribbles into the cup. I glance over my shoulder at him and smile. “Thanks.”

“Sure thing,” he says, moving to the opposite side of the large island. “You must be Jess.”

Turning to face him, I nod. “Did they send a company-wide email or something?”

The man laughs easily. “Actually, they did, which is helpful since I’m new here and don’t know many of the people. Today’s my second day.”

“Oh, well… welcome, then.” I motion to the machine, a silent request if he wants me to make him a cup, and he shakes his head. I sip the cappuccino and clarify, “Not that I have any official company status to make the welcome, but since we’re staying here and all.”

“I’m Kellen McCord,” he says and holds out his hands to the side. “I’d offer to shake, but my hands are sweaty.”

“Nice to meet you, Kellen. You obviously know I’m Jess. Have you met Dozer yet?”

He shakes his head. “We’re going to do a group dinner tonight, so I imagine I’ll get lots of introductions. But one of the first things I learned upon arriving was how to work that coffee machine, so I’m not without talents here.”

Moving around the island to the hall that leads to the apartments—where I assume he’s staying—he gives a short wave. “Nice to meet you. See you at dinner tonight.”

“Yeah,” I reply as I watch him walk away. “See you tonight.”

“Mind making another cup of java?”

I spin toward the voice behind me and see a woman standing at the top of the floating staircase that leads up from the lower floors—petite with raven-black hair pulled into a ponytail.

“You must be Bebe,” I say before she can offer the introduction. Dozer has spoken about her so much over the past year, I feel like I know her personally.

“And you’re Jess,” she says with a broad smile, moving into the kitchen. To my surprise, she gives me a hug, which I manage one-armed with my coffee in the other hand. When she pulls back, she nods toward the hallway and whispers. “I see you met Mr. Tall, Dark, and Handsome.”

Chuckling, I whisper back, “I’ll admit he’s fine as hell. Are they all built that way?”

“Yes, they are,” she replies firmly, turning to the espresso machine and ordering up a brew. “Even my Griff is, although he’s technically FBI, but he hangs out a lot here.”

I nod and sip at my cappuccino. “Even your resident tech genius is built like a tank.”

“Dozer will tell you he works hard for that body,” she quips. “Has to get his workout in every day, or he’s crabby as hell.”

My mind drifts off because while Kellen McCord was high on the hot scale, he’s got nothing on Dozer, in my opinion. I don’t share that with Bebe, though.

“How are things going downstairs?” I ask instead, dying for information.

She shrugs, her expression shuttering. “Nothing conclusive yet. Police don’t have any solid leads on Borovsky.”

My heart sinks not only at her words but at the tone in her voice. It sounds sad and somewhat hopeless.

With her back to me, Bebe works the machine to produce what looks like a double-shot espresso. When she has it in hand, she nods to the stools on the other side of the island and moves that way. I follow, and once I’m seated, her first words take me aback. “I’m a little pissed at Dozer.”

My eyebrows shoot high. “Why?”

Bebe looks off to the side a moment, then back to me with a shrug. “It’s just… you’re such an important part of Dozer’s life—along with your daughter, of course—and I never knew about you. You’re so special to him, and I didn’t know that, and we’re supposedly best friends.”

“Or,” I muse with a twisting in my gut, “I’m not special at all since he didn’t tell you about me.”

Bebe waves a hand and scoffs. “You’re special. Trust me on that.”

“Did you ask Dozer why he didn’t tell you?” This is more curiosity on my part because now I’m starting to doubt just how much he cares if he didn’t tell this woman, who I know he’s incredibly close to.

“I did, and as far as excuses go, it wasn’t awful.” Her tone is such that I can tell she won’t reveal any of Dozer’s confidences to me, and while I’d love to know where that man’s head is, I also respect her for being a good friend. Bebe leans forward in her chair. “Can I ask you something personal?”

The fact she added the word personal tells me to be wary, but Bebe has this genuine matter-of-factness to her that tells me she doesn’t ask personal questions unless she deems them necessary. In other words, she doesn’t seem the type to thrive on frivolous conversation.

“Sure,” I reply easily.

“What are your feelings for Dozer?”

Six little words that add up to a very big question indeed.

“It’s complicated,” I say.

“Most feelings are,” she replies with a knowing look. “Ask my fiancé Griff. He can give you war stories about how he tried to sift through my shitshow of feelings.”

I laugh, nodding in understanding. Playing with the edge of my cup, I tell her the truth about Dozer. It’s the same truth I’ve already told him. “I love him.”

“What kind of love?” she asks. Clearly, she was anticipating my answer as she wants further clarification.

“The confusing kind,” I reply glumly. “The all-encompassing kind. The kind where I’m not sure where the lines between friendship and lovers are blurred.”

“Are you lovers?” Bebe blurts out.

“No.” I’m alarmed she’d even suggest it, but in the same thought, I’m not afraid to admit, at least to myself, that I’ve thought about it a time or ten. “But… we’re talking about feelings that are surpassing friendship, so that’s obviously something to think about.”

Or rather, not think so much about.

I take another sip, set the cup down, and then just go all in with my curiosity with Dozer’s best friend. She asked some probing questions, so why shouldn’t I? “What are Dozer’s feelings for me?”

The look she gives me is chastising. She’s his confidante, and she’s not going to spill anything Dozer’s divulged.

Instead, she asks me a follow-up. “Why don’t you just sit down and talk to him about your… um… complicated feelings?”

That’s easy. “Because once I tell him, if he doesn’t feel the same, I can’t take it back. I can’t take away the awkwardness that will come and the inevitable way he’ll balance every single thing I say to see if I’m hopelessly in love with him. Eventually, it’ll cause him to withdraw from our lives.”

To my surprise, Bebe laughs, and it’s not just a slight chuckle. It’s a deep belly laugh, and she throws her head back. When she brings her eyes to me again, she says, “God, you’re fucking adorable. So is Dozer.”

“Um… thank you,” I drawl slowly, not sure if I’ve been complimented or insulted.

Bebe hops off her stool, finishes her espresso, and sets the cup down. She puts both her hands on my shoulders and squeezes. “My biggest piece of advice to you is to be honest in your feelings. Nothing good will come of you keeping things in.”

That advice is actually wasted on me. Not because it isn’t good, but because it’s too good. I’d already considered that as the wisest course of action, and yet I’ve been scared to move forward with it.

“We’re having dinner here tonight in the communal area,” Bebe says as she heads back to the staircase, glancing once over her shoulder. “Look forward to meeting Thea and your mom.”

“Thank you, Bebe. You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

She smiles. “I only want what’s best for Dozer, and I believe that’s you. You just need to believe it too.”

I’m stunned when tears sting my eyes, and I blink hastily. How this woman has that much faith in me is beyond comprehension, but she apparently sees something of value.

“I know,” I murmur. I want what’s best for Dozer, too, and maybe that is me.




CHAPTER 10


Dozer

Settling onto the couch, I stare at the dark TV screen. I’m in no way tired, even though it’s getting late. I’ve got too many thoughts swirling in my head to find any peace in slumber.

All is quiet outside in the communal area. I decided to stay in a Jameson apartment next door to the one Jess, Claire, and Thea are in. On one hand, I feel like I should put space between me and Jess as the threat of actually needing to confront feelings hangs over me. I’m facing some serious shit to keep her safe, and I can’t get distracted.

On the other hand, I want to be close in case she needs me. I want her to need me.

In all ways.

Practically, Kynan wants me to stay here. If Borovsky has the right connections, I’ve been identified and Russians could storm my house at any time. It hasn’t happened yet, and my house has the same state-of-the-art security we offer to our clients, including night vision cameras that cover every angle of my property. Additionally, our security software can identify the difference between a human skulking about and a pesky squirrel so that only legitimate threats are flagged.

I should feel a bit at ease after the gathering this evening. The communal area was filled with people, mostly there to welcome the newest member, Kellen McCord, to our team. All the Pittsburgh field agents not out on active assignment showed up, some with their significant others, and even Rachel flew in from Vegas, although she has other business to discuss with Kynan. She comes in quarterly to go over management issues.

The atmosphere was light and festive. Using a vetted and trusted vendor, Joslyn had the event catered, and it was a joy to watch Thea running around, getting extra-special attention from everyone because she’s the cutest thing ever.

Admittedly, I didn’t like watching Kellen flirt with Jess. They apparently met earlier in the day, but I got a chance to talk to him later and learned he has a girlfriend who he apparently adores back on the West Coast.

Still, I kept my eye on him.

Little by little, the party broke apart. It started with a yawn by Thea, so Claire took her off to bed, and within an hour, almost all had vacated except Joslyn, Kynan, Bebe, Griff, me, and Jess who helped with cleanup behind the caterers.

I subconsciously avoided Jess most of the night, not letting myself get caught alone with her. Afraid she’d want to “talk,” and I wasn’t ready. As she, Bebe, and Joslyn wiped the kitchen down, Griff and I picked up empty cups in the living area and straightened up.

“You’re really good with Thea,” he said offhandedly, and I thought it a weird comment to make out of the blue. I frowned at him, and he laughed. “I’m just saying… as a man who fell in love with a woman who had a kid, I know it can be hard to make that work. You make it look so easy, and that little girl thinks you walk on water.”

I’m warmed by that observation, especially since none of it ever seems like work where Thea is concerned. Much of tonight as she bounced around entertaining everyone, she most often returned to me for attention. I fucking love that kid so much, I think I’d actually die if something happened to her.

Which is why I’m more determined than ever to do whatever it takes to put Borovsky back in prison or six feet under.

The planning is deep underway. We’ll need to dangle me as bait and hope Borovsky snaps it up. We need to make sure my guys here have all the resources necessary to track me to Borovsky and take him down.

Bebe is currently down in the R&D lab tweaking some micro-tracking technology we’ve been working on together, which will be the linchpin in our entire strategy. I insisted on helping her with it, but she refused. She told me there’s a danger in me being overly involved in everything. She didn’t want me wearing myself thin trying to micromanage all the details, and this resonated. As it stands, I trust Bebe implicitly to develop what I need, and we’ll test it together when it’s done.

Until then, however, we wait.

Knowing that I want to get up early tomorrow to hit the gym, I decide to force myself into bed and hope that the act of lying under a blanket on a mattress might relax me enough to fall asleep. I push up from the couch, turn off the side table lamp, and move through the darkened living area to the one and only bedroom.

A knock on the door startles me slightly, and I frown. Everyone cleared out of the communal area over an hour ago, and I assume Claire, Jess, and Thea are all deep into hopefully pleasant dreams.

Kellen, maybe?

I move to the door and open it without bothering to look through the peephole. No matter who’s on the other side, they’re friend and not foe.

To my surprise, it’s not Kellen standing there. It’s Jess.

Christ, all my resolve to try to keep her at arm’s length fractures as I take in her beauty. How in the hell does she make navy sweatpants and a long-sleeve T-shirt look so damn sexy?

“What’s up?” I ask, pulling the door open wider for her to enter.

She passes by, smelling like sweet flowers, and I close my eyes briefly to savor it. I commented on it once a few years ago, and she told me it was her favorite body lotion. I almost asked her the brand so I could buy it for her for Christmas or her birthday, but then decided I didn’t want to be thinking about her putting lotion on her body because that would lead my thoughts down a rabbit hole of desire that I had no business traversing.

“Can we talk?” she asks without looking back at me. She heads straight for the couch I just vacated.

That dreaded word… talk.

“I’m actually tired and heading to bed,” I say without closing the door.

She flips on the lamp and shoots me an exasperated look. “You’re a night owl like me, Dozer. Cut the shit. You’ve been avoiding me most of the night, and I really need you to tell me what the plan is that your team has come up with. I hate not knowing.”

I sigh far too audibly, in relief that she wants to talk about Borovsky and not about our feelings for each other. Jess tips her head in curiosity.

Waving it off, I move toward the couch. “Sorry… just got a lot of stuff running through my mind.”

She nods in understanding. “Who ever thought we’d be on the run for our lives, right?”

“Yeah, right.”

We both sit on the couch, opposite ends. She curls her legs under her—a flash of pretty coral-painted toes—and drapes an arm over the back to study me. “You look uptight.”

“We have a lunatic wanting to kill you. I am uptight.”

It’s something we might have laughed about, all things considered, but this shit is real and heavy.

She nods again, a grave expression on her face. “What plan did you come up with today?”

I’ve been waiting for this question, and I have the lie on my lips, ready to fly. I decided that I couldn’t tell her our plan just yet, because she will do everything in her power to stop it. She’d go so far as to put herself in danger to stop me from putting myself in danger, and while I’ve never lied to this woman in my life, I have to now.

“At this point, after talking to the law enforcement agencies involved, we think it’s best we just hunker down here to give them a chance to catch Borovsky.”

“Will they catch him?” she asks dubiously.

“They’ve got local police, FBI, and federal marshals on it,” I assure her.

Jess sighs, rests her head on her arm, and stares at me. “I guess we can’t do anything more.”

I don’t affirm that, because I don’t want to lie to her more than necessary. Instead, I ask, “How are you holding up? Your mom and Thea?”

“Mom’s fine,” she says with a soft smile. “You know she’s practically unflappable. Thea thinks this is just a fun adventure. We’ve kept it all from her, so she’s happily oblivious.”

“And you?” I ask, since she withheld that information.

“I’m good. I feel safe, but I also don’t want this to go on too long. I have a life back in Miami. A job and students depending on me.”

My gut twists at her surety that her life is in Miami. It’s another thing that separates us… distance. This could never work.

“We really need wine,” she says, lifting her head with a mischievous smile. “We always have our best couch talks with wine.”

I laugh, because that’s true. We’ve had so many over the years, I can’t begin to remember them all. “If I had wine, I’d offer you a glass. But this apartment is bare.”

“These are cool,” she says, glancing around the room. “That Kynan offers these accommodations to his employees. It’s certainly making the transition easier for Kellen.”

“Oh yeah?” I ask curiously, wondering just how well she’s gotten to know him tonight.

She nods, a fond shimmer in her eyes. “He’s still got his home back in California he’s trying to sell. His girlfriend is there with his dog, Bubba, and—”

“Bubba?” I ask with a laugh. “Isn’t his dog a K9 cop or something?”

“A Belgian Malinois. He showed me about a hundred pictures tonight, and he’s so beautiful.”

“But Bubba?” I can’t wrap my head around it. “Bubba’s something you name your coonhound.”

Jess snickers. “Bubba’s just a nickname, actually. His real name is Omega, but Kellen calls him Bubba. I think it’s cute, but I agree—that name doesn’t inspire fear and respect.”

Chuckling, I acknowledge the name doesn’t mean anything. “I suppose if he’s doing his job properly, no criminal will make fun of that name.”

“So true,” she laughs, and fuck… I really love her laugh. Throaty and joyful, both sexy and sugary.

These are the types of couch talks I love best. When we can laugh over silly things.

Next, I love our deep talks about politics, philosophy, religion. We’ve always been that way, ever since freshman year. Chase was more of a “let’s tell jokes over beers” kind of guy, but Jess was actually the most cerebral of the three of us. Despite her inherent artistic nature, she wanted to peel away the layers of profound topics to debate them.

I could talk to her for hours.

And while I hate to think of that night she cried on the couch while telling me her innermost shameful feelings about Borovsky—to this day still provoking murderous thoughts within me—I wouldn’t trade those moments for anything. It means the world to me that it’s my proverbial shoulder she wants to cry on.

The last of Jess’s humor dies, and her eyes swirl with serious intent. “Can we talk about us?”

Fuck.

My head rears back, completely caught off guard. She sucked me into complacency, the comfort of a known friendship, and I’d forgotten for a few blessed minutes that we both had something serious hanging over us.

“Is this really the time?” I croak, my throat suddenly very dry.

The look she gives me is one of fondness and pity. “I get discussing feelings is hard for you, Dozer—”

“Wrong,” I cut in, slightly offended she considers me weak on that front. Chase was the one who wouldn’t discuss feelings, and it’s because he never wanted to admit to her that he couldn’t commit. I’m not that man. “It’s not hard for me to discuss my feelings with you. It’s just that it’s going to be a pivotal conversation, and are we ready for our lives to shift while we have danger lurking around every corner?”

She tips her head, her raven curls bouncing with the motion. “You make a good point, but honestly, I need to talk about it. It feels more important to me than Borovsky.”

There’s something in her voice that I’ve never heard before. As if she’s lost and there’s an unyielding desperation to find her way back. I didn’t hear that tone even when Chase died or when she went through all that shit with Borovsky.

I’ve never heard this woman—one of the strongest I know—sound so vulnerable.

It prompts me to lean forward and grab her hand resting on the back of the couch. I squeeze it, and I don’t let go. “Let’s talk, then.”

She blows out a breath of relief, lifting curls from her face briefly before they flop back. “If I understand the brief conversation we had in Miami, you and I might have stronger feelings for each other than we’ve been willing to admit, and we’re just recently figuring this out.”

“Not so recently for me.” It’s a bold proclamation. “From the very beginning for me.”

Jess’s eyes glimmer with sadness. “I wish I had known. Things might have been different.”

“No,” I rush to assure her. “You were with Chase. You had Thea. Thea was the absolute best deal we all got out of that.”

Her head drops, gaze going to her lap as she processes. When she lifts her eyes back to mine, she asks, “It’s been seven years since he died. Why are we just talking about this?”

“At first, I didn’t want to betray him.” I squeeze her hand again, a punctuation of how earnest I’m being. “Chase was yours. He was also mine… my best friend. In my mind, he was always watching from beyond. Wanting me to take care of and protect you, but never, ever did he want me to be more.”

Jess smiles almost sadly. She knew Chase as well as I did. He wouldn’t commit to marriage, but he was very possessive of Jess. He would be the type who couldn’t bear to think of her with someone else.

“I can understand that,” she whispers. “But… after Borovsky, I mean, there came a time when I dated again. How come you—”

“I don’t have answers, Jess. I guess fear. I didn’t want to ruin anything, and frankly, I was pretty convinced it was a one-way street. I didn’t think you’d ever see me as more than a friend.”

“God,” she exclaims, pulling her hand from mine and covering her face. “We’re so stupid.”

She peeks at me by opening her hands, then they fall away. “I thought the same thing. That you wouldn’t return my feelings. You seemed untouchable as anything more than a friend. I didn’t want to be rejected.”

“If all I could have was friendship, then that would have to be enough,” I say, finishing her thought process. I know it well. We stayed away from each other romantically because we shared the same fears and insecurities.

Jess smiles from across the couch, and I can tell by her expression the wheels are turning. And then she does the unbelievable.

The thing I have fantasized about for years.

She rises to her knees on the couch, leans forward, and proceeds to crawl my way. Right up to me where she curls herself on my lap, arms wrapping around my neck, and she places her mouth on mine for our very first kiss.




CHAPTER 11


Jessica

I don’t know what I was expecting.

Nothing, really.

I had no expectations, because I didn’t even think or plan what I was doing. One minute we’re acknowledging we’ve been stupidly hiding behind fears and having deeper feelings for each other, and the next I’m in his lap.

My body made the move and my lips pressed to his, but that was where my efforts ended and Dozer’s took over.

His strong arms band around me, hand to the back of my head, and his mouth plunders. His kiss blows through me with the force of a hurricane, leaving me breathless and needy.

Years of pent-up desire I failed to admit? Deep love developed over years that we’ve finally realized is not the friend type? Perhaps it’s even the fact we’re facing life-and-death circumstances, so we’re being given license to act.

I have zero regrets we’re doing this. All my fears melt away, and deep in my soul, I know nothing will be ruined between us.

On the contrary, I feel like I’m gaining a piece of me that was missing.

“JJ,” Dozer whispers against my lips.

I hear something in that tone… residual fear.

“No talking,” I say before pressing into him and slipping my tongue in his mouth. He groans and moves his mouth down my neck. “This is happening.”

“It’s happening,” he agrees, voice gruff and forceful. His teeth graze along my skin, and I shiver.

Then Dozer is pushing up off the couch with me cradled in his arms, as if I’m nothing more than a feather. He carries me to the bedroom, eyes locked on mine the entire time. The intensity… the lust… the determination that nothing will move him off this path.

It’s a new us, starting right now.

In the bedroom, Dozer lays me on the bed, coming down on top of me. His kisses are strong but unhurried. His hands roam without hesitation, and the more he touches me, the more I tremble.

God help me, but the first thought in my mind is that no one has ever touched me in a way that makes me tremble, and I feel a twinge of guilt, as if I’m betraying Chase. He was my first love, after all.

Or was he really? He didn’t commit and…

Dozer brings his body fully flush against mine. His thick erection presses between my legs, and I go dizzy with desire.

Restless.

I need more.

I tug at his T-shirt, trying to pull it over his head, but he won’t stop kissing me and touching me all over.

“Your shirt,” I gasp when he lifts his mouth from mine. My hands pull at it, and he helps… goes to one elbow, lifts the other hand up and over his shoulder, grabbing the soft cotton from behind.

He easily pulls it off, and then my hands are on his chest. The strongest part of Dozer might be his brain, but his name is more fitting to the care he puts into his body. He’s always been built, a fanatic for strength training. He got that from his father, wanting to please his dad by playing football and playing well. Even though he veered from that path once he went to college, he never stopped working out, looking like he could be a professional football player if he wanted.

“I’ve seen you without your shirt before,” I whisper, running my hands up his chest. Chase, Dozer, and I would work out together in college. We’ve gone to the beach more times than I can count when he visits. “But this is different.”

I glance up to see him staring at me intently, and I can’t look away.

“I never thought you’d touch me like that,” he says.

“Like this?” My voice is husky, and I smooth my hands over his chest and down his abdomen, causing the muscles to jump under my touch. He’s rock hard, resting between my legs, and I can’t help but wiggle a little, which causes him to press his pelvis into me.

Sliding a hand behind my neck, Dozer lifts me up slightly so he can bring his mouth back to mine for a searing kiss that’s both tender and passionate. He lowers me, follows with his mouth, and then his hands are moving on me again.

His lips graze over my jaw, slide down my neck, and flutter at my collarbone. I’m so lost to the softness of it all that when his hand slips down the front of my sweats, into my panties, and he gently rubs his finger against me, I jerk from the sensation. My hips lift, seeking more.

When he slips a finger deep in me, I cry out and beg him with only one word. “Please.”

But rather than giving me more, he slows, as if savoring the small moments, one on top of the other, driving me crazy.

He rolls to his side and brings me along with a strong arm around my back. I thought he’d slow it down more, but it seems in this position, on our sides facing each other as we kiss, it makes it easier for us to get out of our clothes. In between kissing and fondling, we’re kicking pants off our legs, and my shirt is over my head.

I don’t like to think about how expertly Dozer unhooks my bra, but then my back arches in pleasure with his mouth and teeth working at a nipple.

Completely naked, Dozer kisses me again. There’s such tenderness in his touch, but it doesn’t diminish the hum of passion I feel vibrating between us.

I try to touch him the way he’s touching me, but he keeps knocking my hands away. “You’re distracting me,” he rumbles, and then I can’t think about touching him at all when his hand goes back between my legs.

My senses go haywire as his fingers play against my clit, leaving me a moaning, writhing mess on his bed.

Chuckling, Dozer kisses the corner of my mouth and warns, “Better keep it quiet. Your mom’s right next door.”

I’d laugh, too, except I’m completely lost to the rising swell of pleasure building inside me.

Then his fingers are gone, and Dozer is pressing his cock into me. My legs spread wantonly, opening up and inviting, to wrap around his waist. He locks eyes with me as he gently twists his hips, working his way into me, filling me until he bottoms out.

I’m panting, my hands going to the hard globes of his ass, and still I try to pull him deeper into me. I rotate my hips, demanding that he move within me, but instead, he only kisses me softly on the lips.

It settles me somewhat, and I go still, but it in no way diminishes the blood roaring through my veins or the feeling I’m dangling on a precipice, ready to topple over.

Lifting his head, Dozer asks, “You okay?”

“More than,” I murmur dreamily.

His hips move. He slides out slowly and all at once, I’m a hot mess again.

“Oh God,” I groan, and he stops, frowning. I shake my head, use my hands to try to pull him back into me. “Oh God good. Like in, Oh God, that’s really, really good.”

Dozer smiles… sweet, sexy, and knowing. He thrusts back into me hard, and I am completely lost.

He knows it, too, moving faster within me as his mouth comes back to mine. I can do nothing but hang on for the ride because nothing seems to be in my control. Tingles race up and down my spine, and a coiling need readies to burst inside me.

I’m lost to time, Dozer inside me, his lips tracing over mine. I tighten my legs around his lower back, arms around his neck, and I kiss him back. He hits me deeper, and my orgasm coils even tighter. I can feel it sucking inward, pulling power from his cock as he tunnels in and out.

My breathing is ragged, my eyesight fuzzy, and when I finally burst apart, I do so with a cry of pleasure that tears from me in such a way that I’m pretty sure all of downtown Pittsburgh heard it.

My climax is so blistering and explosive, I expect the same from Dozer. I can tell he’s close, feeling the muscles in his back bunching.

But he comes in a way that seals my heart as his forever. Planting deep, he wraps his arms all the way around my back, pulls me tight to him, and buries his face into my neck as his entire body shudders with his release. It’s without the sounds I made, but no less powerful. I can feel every bit of him come loose at the seams as his orgasm sweeps through like a quiet storm. His embrace is all encompassing as he empties himself into me before going lax and rolling us to our sides.

Dozer’s arms band tighter, one hand dropping to my ass to hold me. We’re still connected, and I feel it in my soul, not just between my legs.

Breathing goes from ragged to normal, and with the tumult of passion starting to ebb, I wait for the awkwardness to set in.

It doesn’t.

This is exactly where I’m supposed to be—well, minus a crazy Russian wanting to kill me.

“That just happened,” I muse, rubbing a palm along the smooth skin of his back. He twitches inside me, a reminder that we’re still intimately connected. I wish we could stay like this forever.

“Without protection,” he says softly. No recrimination. No regret either.

“I’m on the Pill.”

He doesn’t reply, but what else is there to say? Neither of us is in danger of hurting the other as there’s no way we would’ve done what we did without a condom if we weren’t safe.

Pregnancy would’ve been the only worry, and I’m protected. Dozer knows I’m on the Pill. It’s the nature of our relationship—he knows far more about me than he doesn’t.

And yet, he mentioned it.

“I won’t get pregnant,” I say, feeling the need to reassure him of… something. I’m just not sure what.

Dozer pulls his head back so he can look at me. “I’m not worried about it.”

“You’re not?” I ask curiously.

“No. I mean… it’s the last thing we need right now, but…” His voice trails off, and he closes his eyes a second. When they reopen, he stares at me intently. “We have a lot of scary stuff hanging over us right now, and the nature of our relationship just changed.”

For a split second, I panic. I sense he’s about to spill some regrets, so I blurt out, “We don’t have to do this again. We can chalk it up to things just being crazy and—”

Dozer kisses me to shut me up. When he pulls back, his expression is chastising. “We’re not going backward. I’ve wanted this for… well, forever… and I’m not giving it up. I’m just saying, we get Borovsky out of our lives for good, then we can talk about whether you getting pregnant scares the shit out of us or not.”

I bring a hand to his face. This sweet, wonderful, beautiful man. I think he’s saying that maybe we could have children together someday, but he’s right. That’s not something to get into right now. It’s enough for me right now that he wants to keep going forward, just as I do.

“Speaking of Borovsky,” I say hesitantly, because he’s the wall that stands between us and the future. “I know you said that y’all are leaving it up to law enforcement to bring him down, but that doesn’t seem like you to sit back and wait.”

“What do you mean?”

I shrug, eyes dropping to his chest. It’s a great chest, and while I’ve seen it many times before, it’s inherently more beautiful now that it’s mine to touch as I want. Such as I do now. “I know you and Bebe have some of the best tech wizardry in the world. I know you have things that regular law enforcement doesn’t. It’s how you knew he’d escaped so fast. So I just figured you were doing… something.”

“Of course, we’re looking. Bebe’s employed facial recognition software, and she’ll use it in as many feeds as she can hack to cast a wider net. But chances are, he’s going to lie low and use his goons to try to find you.”

“At least we’re hundreds of miles away from him now… safe here with you.”

Dozer doesn’t say anything, and I glance up at him. His face is inscrutable, but I sense something is worrying him. “What’s wrong?”

He shakes his head. “Not a thing.”

“Don’t lie,” I chastise. “I can tell when—”

My words are cut off by his mouth on me again. He brings a palm to my breast and squeezes.

Blissfully blank… that’s where my mind goes, forgetting all about my concerns that something is troubling Dozer. Instead, I redial back into the man with his hands and mouth on me again and let myself slip away into pleasure where I can pretend we don’t have major problems outside of this bedroom.




CHAPTER 12


Jessica

I slip out the door of Dozer’s apartment and into the hallway. He left for the gym about ten minutes ago with a soft kiss to my throat before rolling out of bed.

We got little slumber last night. Dozer made love to me for a second time, and rather than fall asleep after, we talked. Same old talks we used to have, neither of us ever failing to have something to say. We laughed and teased. We marveled that it had taken us so long to get here. We talked about memories, and we made love again after that.

What we didn’t talk about was the future… because we just don’t know.

It’s only quarter till seven when I sneak into our apartment, a time when Thea should still be asleep since she’s been up later than normal the last few nights. My mom is a night owl, so I expect her to be asleep too. But when I open the door, I pull up hard to see her standing there waiting on me, arms folded over her chest.

“Good morning,” I say genially.

She makes a noise in her throat. “Good morning.”

“What are you doing?” Why does my voice sound so nervous? I’m an adult, for God’s sake.

“I’m waiting up for my daughter who wasn’t in her bed when I woke up a few hours ago.”

I’m immediately concerned. “Why were you up a few hours ago?”

“Thea had a bad dream, you weren’t in the bed, so she came into my room.”

“Oh God,” I exclaim, heartbroken I wasn’t there for Thea. I make a move toward the bedroom.

My mom reaches out and grabs my arm. “She’s fine. I got her back to sleep with no issues.”

“I’m sorry,” I say, feeling awful. The beauty of the night with Dozer quickly recedes from my memory.

“Only thing to be sorry for is if you were having a clandestine rendezvous with that handsome Kellen McCord.”

I blink at her in surprise. “Why would you think that?”

“I don’t think that,” she replies blandly. “But it would probably be too much to get my hopes up that you were at Dozer’s all night.”

I blink again. She hopes I was at Dozer’s? I’m not sure if I like her assuming such things.

Putting my hand to a hip, I say, “You know Dozer and I do hang out, right? That we’ve been known to have late-night chats many times before.”

“True,” she replies, a twinkle in her eye. “But I’ve never known them to last until almost seven a.m. the next day, and I most certainly don’t know that there’d be any reason for a late-night chat to mess up your hair like that, as if you were rolling around in bed all night. And is that a hickey on your—?”

“Mom!” I exclaim, slapping a palm over my neck, then realizing that makes me look guilty, so I immediately drop it.

She grins. “So… did you and Dozer… you know?”

“That’s none of your business.” My tone is standoffish as I move to the small kitchenette to make a cup of coffee.

Following me, Mom leans against the counter, elbow on the granite top. “Come on, JJ. Fess up. Are you and Dozer together? Did it just happen last night, or have you two been hiding something from me?”

Sighing, I turn my gaze from the coffee machine to my mom. “It happened last night.”

“I knew it,” she blurts loudly, but then lowers to a whisper. “I totally knew it would happen.”

Chuckling, I slide a cup under the brewer. “I’m glad you knew it because I had no clue.”

“Well, maybe I didn’t know it would happen,” she admits sheepishly. “But I hoped.”

My head turns her way. “Really?”

“Really,” she replies, putting a hand to my cheek. “They don’t come any better than Dozer.”

When the coffee is done, I slide it to my mom and make myself another. Both cups in hand, we move to the stools on the other side of the small kitchen island.

Once seated, my mom says, “How in the heck did you two even figure out to take it further?”

I’m contemplating my answer, but before I can figure out really how it happened, she’s jabbering. “I mean… you two never once gave any outward indication you were interested in each other as more than friends. You never flirted, you dated other people. Deep conversations… that’s what you two were always about. And lots of laughter, but I never saw anything more than just an enduring friendship.”

I take a sip of coffee. “I think we both had feelings for a very long time but were too afraid to act on them. Too afraid to even talk about them. Neither of us wanted to ruin what we did have because it was strong and good.”

Taking my hand, my mom squeezes. “You are both good people. The very best. You deserve each other, and you deserve more than friendship. Passion and—”

“Okay, stop,” I intervene before she waxes poetic about the beauty of making love.

She grins, and I roll my eyes. One last squeeze to my hand before picking up her cup and bringing it to her lips. “You couldn’t have chosen better than Dozer.”

I think back to when we first met freshman year and how I was immediately attracted to him. He was gorgeous and a little cocky because he had brains and brawn. But Chase was the one who showed interest in me first, and Dozer stayed in the friend category.

“Chase wasn’t the one for you,” my mom says, as if reading my mind.

“I know,” I agree softly. I spent far too long waiting for Chase to commit. To ask me to come to California and be his wife. To put a ring on my finger after I got pregnant.

He might have been free with his words of “I love you,” but his actions showed me quite the opposite. I knew by the time Thea was born that we were over.

“He wasn’t my happily ever after.”

“Is Dozer?” she asks.

That’s a huge question. Sure, we’ve known each other for years. The best of friends. Thea’s godfather. We have deep love and affection for each other.

But happily ever after?

I don’t know.

“I guess time will tell,” I say, pushing up off the stool. “I’m going to shower and then I’ll get Thea up.”

“Maybe we can go out for breakfast somewhere,” my mom suggests. “See a bit of Pittsburgh.”

“That sounds like a great idea.” I bet Dozer needs to work, but I’m sure we can borrow his car. I’ll send him a text now so that he can get me the keys after his workout.

♦

The knock on our apartment door has my heart racing because I know it’s Dozer. Thea and my mom are on the couch, watching TV.

Funny. Dozer’s visited many times, and I’ve never had that humming awareness of him before. Sure, I’ve always been excited to see him because there’s such ease between us, and he’s more family than not.

But flashes of us, naked and in his bed, run like a movie reel, and I feel flush as I move to answer the door.

Dozer’s tall. I always have to tip my head back slightly to look at him when we’re standing close to each other. He’s straight from the gym, his gray T-shirt stained with sweat. I’d be silly not to notice how the cotton stretches across his broad chest and hugs the muscles of his upper arms just above his biceps.

His expression is unreadable except for a quick ripple of desire when I put my hands on his shoulders and go on tiptoes to press my lips to his.

A flash of surprise is all I see before he accepts the kiss without embarrassment, his hands going to my hips.

“Mommy… why are you kissing Uncle Dozer?” Thea yells from behind us, and we jump apart.

I grin at him, take his hand, and pull him into the apartment. Talking in a low voice, I say, “Clearly, we have some explaining to do. Just follow my lead.”

He squeezes my hand in response.

“Oh, and my mom knows,” I add.

Thea is propped over the back of the couch, looking at us. Her eyes drop to our hands, then to me, the expression on her face curious but not upset in any way.

My mom watches with a knowing smirk.

“Honey,” I say to Thea, not quite sure what to say all of a sudden. It seemed so easy to explain to my mom, but looking at my seven-year-old daughter staring up at me with trust, I’m without words.

Dozer doesn’t hesitate, though. He releases my hand, puts his both on the back of the couch, and bends to look at Thea. “I’ve got a secret. Want to hear it?”

Thea grins at him and nods.

He leans over, puts his mouth near her ear, and whispers—although it’s loud enough for us all to hear, “I really like your mommy.”

“Like boyfriend and girlfriend, since you two kissed?” Thea asks.

“Exactly,” Dozer says with a bright smile as he straightens. “I really like your mommy in that way, and I hope that’s okay with you.”

“And does she like you that way?” Thea asks, but she looks to me for confirmation.

Tipping my head, my smile feels radiant on my face. “I do, honey. I’ve liked him like that for a long time.”

Her eyes stay on me a second, then move to Dozer.

Then she shrugs and flips back around, settling on the couch where she returns her attention to the TV.

I snort, shaking my head while my mom laughs. “That was easy,” she says, then turns to Dozer and shoots him a wink. It says without words, I’m happy for you.

Elbowing Dozer playfully in the ribs, I say, “Piece of cake.”

“Well, she does adore me and all,” he points out.

Without thinking, I step into his side and wrap my arms around his waist. I don’t care if he’s sweaty—I want to hug him. His arm comes around me, pulling me in close.

“Listen,” Dozer says, and the tone of his voice has me pulling away. “I know you texted asking for the keys to my car, but that’s not a good idea.”

I frown. “Why not?”

His eyes move over to Claire, then back to me. “It’s just… this isn’t a good area of town, and I don’t feel safe with you driving out of here on your own.”

“I get that.” I remember how seedy-looking this area was when we drove in. “Kellen isn’t doing anything today. He’d mentioned he was going out to explore. Maybe he can—”

“When did you talk to Kellen about this?” Dozer demands in a low voice, taking me by the hand and pulling me away from the couch.

“Last night at the party.” I try to tug my hand from Dozer’s, but he holds tight. “It was just chitchat.”

“The answer is no. You’re not going with Kellen.”

Okay, that’s pure jealousy, and okay, it’s a bit cute. But I don’t want to be cooped up. I am willing to compromise, though. “Fine. How about you take us out to dinner tonight when you finish work?”

“Shit,” Dozer mutters, releasing me and scrubbing a hand over his jaw. He looks to my mom—watching us with her eagle eyes—then back to me. “I need to talk to you and Claire.”

“About what?” I ask as he waves my mother over.

He moves over by the apartment door, the distance farthest from Thea. When my mom joins us, he speaks in a quiet voice. “You can’t leave the building at all.”

“Why not?” I ask, trying not to sound hysterical, but I can tell by his expression that I’m not going to like the answer.

“It’s probable that Borovsky has been able to identify me.” Dozer explains about them asking questions at the airport and the bribes for flight information. “And if I’ve been identified, then it’s very realistic to believe they have people in Pittsburgh right now coming after you.”

“You mean here?” I ask, aghast.

Dozer shrugs. “Most likely an assault would happen at my house first. But regardless, you cannot leave this building.”

I exchange a look with my mom… a silent agreement that this isn’t so bad. We can hide out here for a bit.

“Can they get into this building?” my mom asks fearfully.

“It’s highly unlikely,” he says, but I can tell he’s withholding something.

“Dozer… please,” I say quietly but firmly. “What aren’t you saying?”

“I promise I’m not holding anything back. You are safe right here. We’ll play this day by day, and each day we’ll hope they bring Borovsky in.”

“Okay,” I say, feeling better. We’re in a safe place. Dozer will protect us.

We can wait this out.




CHAPTER 13


Dozer

This apartment is relatively cramped with four people in it, but sitting around the small table that separates the kitchenette from the living area, I can’t say I mind sharing the space with these women. Sweet Thea who can do no wrong in my eyes, and if I ever have a child of my own, I hope she’s just like her. Claire, the woman who stepped in to fill my own mother’s shoes. And then… Jess.

Formerly my dearest friend, now so much more in such a short period.

We threw together homemade pizzas after raiding the cupboards and fridge of the communal kitchen, Joslyn having suggested such a meal when I declined her invitation to cook for us. Selfishly, I want to be with these girls because I know I might not have unlimited time with them in the future.

There’s a chance I could be killed offering myself up to Borovsky, but that is the current plan. One I’m not willing to deviate from because now that I know I can have a future with Jess in all the ways I want her, I cannot wait for the police. That could take weeks… months, even.

It could never happen, so I want to end it now.

“More milk?” Jess asks Thea, her glass empty as she works on her second piece of pizza.

She drops her slice to her plate and wipes her fingers on a paper towel sitting beside her plate. “I can get it myself.”

I watch as Thea scoots her chair back, grabs her empty glass, and moves around the island to the fridge. I give Jess a pointed look as I whisper, “Since when is she old enough to pour her own milk?”

“Since she was birthed,” Claire responds for her daughter with a laugh. “That kid came out independent.”

“But she’s only seven,” I say.

“I’ll be eight next month,” Thea says from the kitchen.

“Going on thirty,” I grouse. She’s growing up, and I’m missing everything.

Thea comes back to the table and regales us with her afternoon. So far, she’s not questioned her inability to leave this place and boredom hasn’t set in. We’re careful not to talk around her about the perils facing us, which makes having dinner together right now especially nice.

I don’t want to talk about Borovsky with Claire or Jess anymore. I can’t tell them anything to make them feel better, and if they were to know what we really have planned, then all hell would break loose. If I thought Bebe was upset over this idea, I can tell you that Jess will be a hundred times more pissed at what I’m going to do.

“Uncle Dozer,” Thea says, a hint of mischief in her eyes, “do you like princesses and fairy tales?”

“Um… sure.” My mind races. Do I even know a single princess’s name? And what does she mean by fairy tales? “Why do you ask?”

“Well,” she drawls, and I can tell she’s got a speech lined up, “I want to go to Disney World. I want to see the princesses and go on roller coasters.”

“Princesses and roller coasters, huh?” I ask, thinking that one might be a truth and the other a smoke screen.

“She wants roller coasters,” Jess confirms, then reaches to rub her hand over Thea’s head. “Honey… we’ll go one day. Mommy’s saving up.”

My head whips Jess’s way. “Why didn’t you tell me? I’d have taken you both.”

Her eyes flare with shock that I’d even ask that question. “It’s not appropriate. You don’t just go asking friends to take you and your daughter to Disney.”

“I’m not just a friend,” I remind her.

“Well, not now… but before…”

“Even before I wasn’t just a friend,” I insist.

Claire coughs into her hand, and when I glance at her, she gives a subtle nod to Thea who’s watching our exchange with wide eyes. She doesn’t know what it really means, this change in the relationship between me and Jess. She only knows we like each other in a different way.

“We’ll talk about it later, okay?” Jess says, placating me and shooting a look to Thea. “You, young lady… it’s time for your bath. I’ll go get it ready.”

“And I want Uncle Dozer to read me a book tonight before bed,” she insists.

“Done,” I reply, shooting her a wink.

“And I want to go to Disney World,” she adds with an impish grin.

Jess rolls her eyes as I wink again at Thea. I’m taking her to Disney when this is all over whether Jess likes it or not.

I clean the kitchen with Claire while Jess bathes Thea. It’s still too early for bed, so we play Uno for a while. It’s a game we’ve all played before, but even this is different.

I look at Jess differently.

Then it’s time for bed. I read Thea a book, then another because I can’t resist her dimples, and while Jess is busy tucking her in, I back out of the room.

As I head to the door, Claire asks, “You going back to your apartment?”

“Yeah… I actually have a job and have to work tomorrow, you know.”

She snorts. “I imagine Jess will be along for a little alone time before long.”

I’m horrified that she’d suggest such a thing. “Don’t do that, Claire.”

“Do what?” she asks innocently.

“Don’t ever,” I say dramatically, stepping up to her and putting my hands on her shoulders, “ever, ever try to have a conversation with me or insinuate something like… like…”

“Like getting romantic with my daughter?” she asks.

“Stop it,” I growl, and then lean down to kiss her cheek affectionately.

She laughs, and I head over to my apartment.

♦

Within seconds of opening my door to Jess’s knock, I’ve got her in the bedroom. With one knee on the mattress and the other foot planted on the floor, I hover over her on my bed. “Been thinking about this all day. You’re causing a substantial decline in my work productivity.”

Christ, she looks beautiful as she stares up at me, her lower lip caught between her teeth as she considers my words. “I might have been thinking about this too.”

“So much fucking time wasted.” I drop down to kiss her softly. The mere touch of her lips against mine, though, causes lust to sweep through me. “I’ve got a million different things I want to do to you to make you scream.”

“Jesus, Dozer,” she gasps. “Where did you learn to talk like that?”

Laughing, I bend down to kiss her again, nipping at her lower lip with my teeth. “I know you might prefer to believe otherwise, but I have not been a monk my entire life.”

“Prove it,” she says defiantly, and I didn’t know that words alone could make my cock go rock hard.

Challenge accepted.

Jess tilts her chin up, eyes wide and trusting. Those full lips are parted slightly, a hint of white teeth behind. It’s been a longstanding fantasy of mine—because I’ve been fantasizing about Jess far longer than the first time we had sex last night—to have those lips and that mouth on me.

I suck in air through my nose and resist the temptation to tear off her clothes so I can bury myself inside her. I have to remember that I have the rest of my life with her.

That this is only the beginning.

Bringing my other knee to the mattress, I place my palms on her shoulders. I drink in every detail… her luminescent skin, dark curls fanned out over the pillow, and those almond-shaped eyes I’ve stared into a million times, but never like this. I’m her captive.

Dipping down, I graze my lips over hers again, but it’s anything but benign. Just touching my mouth to hers is electric, and she moans softly. My tongue slips inside, and Jess groans. Something deep within my chest answers that primal sound, and just from this kiss, I feel my control ebbing away.

Jess slips her hands under my shirt, skims up my ribs, and then around to my back. Her skin is so silky against mine, I know why cats purr. Impatient with the material, she tries to push it up. I pause to help her and pull it off.

Her eyes roam over my chest, and I’ve never been more grateful for my diligence at the gym as I am now. I see the appreciation and lust simmering in her eyes as she takes me in. A hand comes to my chest, and I know she can feel the thunderous beat of my heart.

Her hand drops, goes to the button of my pants, and my breath catches as she pops it open. Lowering the zipper, she slips her hand inside and wraps her fingers around my aching dick. I hiss in pleasure as she grazes her thumb over the top.

She squeezes in response, and it’s too much. I pull her hand away and haul her up to her knees so we’re face-to-face. Jess’s eyes look feverish, and my fingers itch to touch her more.

I pull her shirt over her head and toss it behind me. My fingers work at the front clasp of her bra, releasing her breasts, which are magnificent. I spent a lot of time worshipping their beauty last night.

Jess shrugs the bra off and then takes my hands, pulling them to her chest. I squeeze, rub a thumb over a nipple, and she tips her head back to moan her satisfaction.

“You’re fucking perfect, JJ,” I rasp, and she lifts her head to stare at me. My palms go to her cheeks, and I kiss her again.

Soft at first, but we’re both half naked, memories of last night fresh in our minds, so it turns erotic very quickly. I wrap an arm around her back, haul her against me so her breasts mash against my chest, and my dick, still half exposed, presses into her belly.

I pull back and look at her wet, swollen lips, and Christ, I need them on me at some point, but not right now.

A hand to her chest, I give a push. “On your back.”

Jess doesn’t balk, flopping down on the mattress. I don’t hesitate, either, my hands going to her jeans. It takes no effort to divest her of all clothing from the waist down, and then she’s perfectly naked, like a feast laid out before me. I roll off the bed to remove the rest of my clothes.

Mouth watering, I pull Jess to the edge of the bed and spread her legs wide. She watches me, dark eyes glittering, not a shy bone in her body.

Not a shy bone in mine either. Throwing her legs over my shoulders, I lower my head, press my mouth to her pussy, and I devour her. Jess bucks under me, makes a strangled sound, and then grips my head so hard with her hands, her fingerprints are probably permanently embedded there.

I ignore it, though, and use every bit of creativity coupled with my raging desire to please her with my tongue and teeth. Jess moans and begs, and in no time at all, she’s breaking apart with a sharp cry of relief.

I look up, find her staring at me with tears in her eyes, and something shatters in my soul, only to be quickly put back together again, more complete than ever.

Crawling up her body, I ask, “Are you okay?”

She nods, her fingertips tracing over my cheekbone. “The best I’ve ever been. That was… amazing.”

I grin and drop to give her a swift kiss. “I’m more than happy to give that to you all the time.”

“I want to give that to you as well,” she murmurs.

Hell yes, all my fantasies will come true.

Except, I’m not interested in that right now.

Right now, I just want to be inside her.

“Roll over,” she rasps, and her hands go to my chest, giving a hard shove. I do as she asks and roll to my back, and she follows along until she’s straddling my waist.

My hands go to her hips and I watch mesmerized as she raises herself up, positions herself over me, and lowers herself back down again.

I’ve never seen anything more erotic than Jess lowering herself onto my cock, watching as I disappear inside her inch by torturous inch until she’s fully seated.

Leaning forward, she braces her hands on my stomach and gyrates her hips in small circles that make me crazy with need. I put my hands on her waist, feel the motion of her body, and have to restrain myself not to lurch upward. I force myself to let her have her way.

Watching her undulate, it’s the most sensually beautiful thing I’ve ever experienced. She’s not just giving me pleasure, she’s giving me her all.

The havoc she’s wreaking on my body is unmatched. It’s beautiful and painful at the same time. Her tiny moans and grunts, because it feels fucking good for her, too, only heighten my lust.

She’s barely into her ride and I’m already straining to hold back from coming. It’s too soon. I’m not ready, and yet I can’t remember wanting anything more.

Slowly, Jess lifts her hips, slides up, and then down again on my shaft. I grit my teeth and groan, and she does it again and again, slow and rhythmic. Her arms lift and she fists her hair, bites her bottom lip, and rides me a little faster.

She’s a fucking goddess.

“You’re so fucking beautiful,” I say softly as my hands go to her breasts.

Dropping her hands, she lays them over mine, pressing them hard to her chest. She does all this without missing a single stroke as she fucks me.

My body is coiled so tight, I feel like I’m going insane with the need to come. But I’m not going first. I want her to get off again and then I’ll follow.

Slipping a hand free, I drop it between her legs. Rubbing the pad of my thumb over her clit shocks Jess, and she loses her rhythm.

Which is fine by me, I can’t wait any longer.

Sitting up, I wrap my arms around her and roll her to her back. She’s barely flat before my hips are pumping into her.

“Yes,” she whispers, giving credence to the force by which I’m fucking her compared to the slow, sensual dance she was doing on me.

“Need you to come, JJ,” I murmur, resting my forehead against hers.

“I’m close,” she gasps as I thrust hard. She spreads her legs, wraps them around my waist, and bucks against me.

“Get there with me, baby.” I push a hand between our bodies and rub her clit as I tunnel into her.

To my satisfaction, she goes first, but not by much. She stiffens, cries out into my shoulder, and I can feel her contract all around my cock. It sends me over the edge as I slam into her one last time.

I drop down onto her, wrap my arms around her as tight as I can without hurting her, and I empty myself violently. Every fucking drop, I feel like I’m melting right into her. Becoming more a part of her than I ever knew was possible.

“I love you, JJ.” I press my lips to her neck, my body still shuddering with spasms of pleasure.

“I love you,” she says softly. “So much.”




CHAPTER 14


Jessica

For someone who has a deadly Russian psychopath after her, I feel amazing. And yes, it has everything to do with the change in my relationship with Dozer. Finally, after years of us being afraid to realize what we were truly meant to be, we’re there.

Almost.

There’s a small part of me that wonders if Dozer is fully committed to this idea of us being a couple. Obviously, we need to talk more about our future. For instance, we live in different states. Someone will need to move, but I’m open about that.

There’s just something I can’t quite put my finger on that still has him holding what feels like a secret in reserve. Is it a general unease over this Borovsky situation? Maybe he can’t put his full attention on our future until this is buttoned up?

That could be it, but I feel like he knows information I don’t, even though he swears I know everything he does. Last night while we lay exhausted in each other’s arms, we talked about the hunt for Borovsky. I learned nothing more than what he’d already shared, but I guess I need the continual reassurance. As it stands, my family and I are officially in hiding from a crazed killer. I’m sure that’s got Dozer a little off-kilter.

I’m choosing not to worry about those things, though. We’re safe. Dozer loves me, and I love him, all in a very new way, but in the way we both want to be. There’s nothing but good things coming our way.

“I’m heading out,” I call to my mom before opening the apartment door. I decided to make use of the gym facilities here on the fourth floor. I worked out regularly in Miami and haven’t been able to do so since we left.

“See you in a bit,” my mom says. She and Thea have plans to bake with Joslyn a little later, which I appreciate. Joslyn is an incredibly busy woman. She still maintains her career as an actress and musician, but she is very careful to pick only the best projects, and she commits to nothing that will take her away from Kynan for long. She doesn’t do anything back-to-back but takes a lot of time off in between. However, I know she’s currently studying a script for a film she’ll be doing soon, so for her to take time to make us feel not only welcome but entertained here is beyond touching. She’s an amazing soul.

I make my way to the gym. I luckily packed some workout gear, and I’m sporting a pair of gray leggings and an old University of Miami T-shirt that’s seen better days.

Just as I’m about to enter the glass door already propped open, a man’s voice stops me in my tracks.

“It’s a pretty dangerous mission, and we’re all worried about Dozer.”

Apprehension scurries up my spine like a spider at the mention of Dozer’s name. The voice I recognize as Kellen’s comes from inside the gym, and when I don’t hear anyone respond, I gather he’s talking on the phone.

“I’m not sure when I’ll be able to make it out there, but I’m hoping they’ll solidify the plan today so I’ll know for sure by tonight.”

I backpedal, not needing to hear anymore. I’ve learned in those few sentences that there’s an actual mission being planned, and Dozer is going to be an active participant. Worst of all, it’s dangerous. The tone in Kellen’s voice tells me it’s the type of danger that could mean death.

What in the hell is going on? Surely, Dozer wouldn’t…

And then it hits me.

That’s the thing I haven’t been able to put my finger on. He knows something he’s not telling me, and now I get why he wouldn’t tell me if it’s dangerous for him.

Fear and worry dissipate, immediately replaced by hot anger that he would dare make a plan of action—one that could kill him—and not involve me. This is my life too—he’s my life—and I have a right to add my input.

I spin on my heel, no longer wanting to work out but expend my pent-up fear in a different way.

Hopefully one that involves me kicking Dozer’s ass.

I take the floating staircase two steps at a time. We were given the grand tour of Jameson when we arrived, including Dozer taking us down into his R&D lab. I remember the elevator was on the second floor and the general direction, but if I have to tear this place apart to find him, I will.

I’m slightly disoriented when I reach the second floor, but then I remember the perimeter glass offices and desks in the middle where agents sit. And in the far northwest corner is a tiny, hall-like alcove where an elevator leads down to R&D.

I start toward it with long, purposeful strides. I don’t bother looking around or making eye contact with anyone as I am on a mission of my own. Ironic that I’m worried about Dozer being in danger, and yet he’s in serious danger from me right now.

Not that I’d ever physically hurt him, but he’s going to get a sharp and bitter piece of my mind.

“Jess,” calls Bebe from behind, and while I want to ignore her, I know I can’t.

I stop and turn to face her. She jogs to catch up with me, takes one look at my expression, and call it women’s intuition or whatever, but she knows I know what’s up and that I’m going to rain holy hell upon Dozer.

“Where is he?” I ask when she reaches me. “And don’t even think to dissuade me—”

“I won’t,” she promises, taking my elbow. “I’ll take you down myself, but you need to calm down a little.”

“Don’t tell me to calm down,” I exclaim furiously, pulling my arm away from her. “Do you know what that fool is planning to do?”

“Yes,” she replies, and before I can chastise her since she’s his closest friend here and should’ve stopped it, she says, “And I’m adamantly opposed to it. I’ve tried to talk sense into him, but he’s not listening.”

“Oh,” I say, my voice lower and some of the steam evaporating. “What exactly is the plan?”

Her eyes widen. “I thought you knew. Isn’t that why you’re coming down here looking for him?”

“I only know that there’s a plan, it’s dangerous, and it involves Dozer. I overheard Kellen speaking to someone on the phone.”

“Oh,” Bebe murmurs, and I can see her brain whirring. She has a duty to Jameson and their overall mission. She knows she probably shouldn’t be discussing plans or secrets with me, but I’m sure she’s torn because whatever is going down, she’s not in agreement with it.

“Bebe.” Her name is soft on my lips, and I plead with my eyes. “What is he going to do?”

Bebe jerks her head toward the elevator, and we walk that way. It’s not until we’re in the alcove but before she pushes the button that she turns to me. “The gist of the plan is that Dozer is going to let Borovsky’s men capture him and—”

“He’s going to do what?” I shriek. Realizing I sound like a crazy woman who no one will take seriously, I steady my voice. “Get captured? You mean killed. What in the hell is he thinking?”

“We’re not going to let him get killed,” she assures me. “I’ve perfected some tech—”

“No offense, Bebe—and I know Dozer loves you and your brain—but there is no amount of tech I will trust with his life. He’s not built for this stuff. He’s a researcher and a scientist. He’s not a secret agent.”

“He’s not without skills,” she says mulishly. “He’s trained hard for the past year.”

I cross my arms back over my chest. “Oh, now you want him to go.”

“No.” She rubs her temples in frustration. “I don’t want him to go, just like I don’t want Griff to ever put himself in danger. But it is part of the job, and I have to trust it will turn out okay. If I didn’t, I couldn’t work here.”

“I’m sorry. But I don’t trust you all to protect him. Too much can go wrong. He’s too important to me.”

“I get that,” she attempts to reassure me.

“How could you? You have no clue how we feel about each other and—”

“Yes, I do. I had a long talk with Dozer today about you. How things have changed. How he’s silly, madly in love with you. I know exactly what you mean to him and vice versa. So you should understand, he has to do this. He has to be the one to protect you because you’re his to protect.”

Tears well in my eyes. Her words are exactly what I needed to hear, but at the same time, I hate hearing them. “I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to him.”

“You’d never be at fault if—”

“I would,” I insist. “I’m the one who started a relationship with a madman. And when I discovered he’d murdered someone, I’m the one who went to the police. I should’ve left it alone. Broken up with him and gone on my way. Instead, I made a target of myself and my family, and now Dozer. This is all my fault.”

“No!” Bebe exclaims, grabbing me by the shoulders and surprising me with a little shake. “This is Ivan Borovsky’s fault. He’s the only one to blame in this. Now, I get you’re mad and worried, but you need to get past that. This is going to happen, with or without your consent.”

That raises my hackles. I really like Bebe. Respect the hell out of her, and she’s going to be dear to me because she’s dear to Dozer. But she doesn’t have the right to tell me to give up on talking Dozer out of this. I have the right to be involved.

“I need to talk to him,” I say calmly. “Will you please take me down?”

Bebe stares at me a long moment, perhaps calculating whether to protect Dozer from me. She makes a decision, though, and hits the elevator button. “I don’t need to take you down. Just knock on the door, and Dozer will let you in.”

“Thank you,” I say, the words coming out stiff and reserved. But then something washes through me… a breath or two where I know that if I want a life with Dozer, I take his entire life. Bebe is part of that life.

I step into her and hug her hard. She stiffens for a second and then gives me a halting hug back. “Don’t be too hard on him. He’s only doing this because he loves you.”

“Makes me wish he didn’t love me,” I grumble. “At least he’d be safe.”

“And you’d be without true love, which is not fair either.”

“Touché,” I reply and step into the elevator.

Bebe smiles once more and turns on her heel as the doors slide shut and I descend to the R&D division.

The facilities where Bebe and Dozer do their research and develop new technology looks like Shuri’s lab straight out of Black Panther. It’s one of Dozer’s favorite movies, and I assume he used it as inspiration since this area has been recently built and outfitted with all kinds of tech gadgetry.

Through the glass doors, I see Dozer at his elevated desk, sitting on a stool and tinkering with a small black box using a screwdriver and a soldering kit. My, how far he’s come since his days working at NASA, and yet, I know without a doubt he’d say his work here is far more important and fulfilling.

I rap on the glass with my knuckles and he jumps, looking back over his shoulder.

When he sees me, at first his smile breaks wide.

When he sees I’m not smiling back, his falters, melts, and then evaporates.

With a sigh—yes, he knows why I’m here based on my expression—he reaches over to his keyboard and with a few taps, the door unlocks with an audible snick.

I step inside and before the door closes behind me, I lay into him. “How could you even think about doing something so stupid?”

“Bebe ratted me out?” he guesses.

“No, actually.” Although technically, she filled in the details I didn’t know, so in a way, she did. But I got my girl’s back. “I overheard someone else talking about it.”

Dozer snarls in frustration and scrubs a hand against his jaw. “I was going to tell you, but not until we were absolutely sure we’d be able to try it.”

“How could you even think it’s a good idea to offer yourself up as bait? Borovsky will kill you. And he’ll torture you before that.”

I don’t think it’s the words as much as my attitude, but Dozer flies off his stool to me and cups his hands around my face, bending close so we’re almost nose to nose. “How could you think I’d stand by and do nothing? Waiting for him to come kill you is not an option. We can’t keep you cooped up in here forever. For fuck’s sake, JJ… I want to start a life with you, and we can’t do that until this asshole is taken care of.”

“You want to start a life with me?” I ask, unable to control the dreamy tone. It’s something I’ve hoped for the last few days since things changed between us, but it’s never been the right time to talk about it.

“Of course, I want a life with you. I want everything with you and Thea. You’re my family, and I’m ready to get going on that. But we’ve got to make sure you’re safe.”

“But we can be safe right here,” I insist. “Holed up together at Jameson until he’s caught.”

“And what if that takes weeks? Months? How long are you willing to disrupt your life? You want to keep Thea locked up as if she’s in a prison?”

“Of course not,” I say, wrapping my hands around his wrists and pulling his arms away from me. “But I’d like to give the police an honest chance of catching him.”

Dozer shakes his head. “Their resources are tapped. Their informants know he’s in Miami, but his whereabouts are closely guarded by the higher-ups in the organization. There are orders to hunt you down and bring you in at all costs. There’s a huge bounty on your head, and it won’t let up until Borovsky is either captured or killed. Frankly… I’d prefer the latter.”

“You don’t mean that,” I gasp.

“I mean it, and I’d like to be the one to put him six under,” he rumbles fiercely.

“Dozer,” I chastise, which he clearly doesn’t like. He spins away from me and then turns back. He appears to want to say something, but snaps his mouth shut.

“What?” I implore, moving toward him. He steps away. “What’s wrong?”

Dozer raises his hands as if he’s going to use them to explain himself, but instead they curl into fists and his lips draw flat against bared teeth. His voice is almost inhuman. “When I think of that monster touching you… of the things you had to go through after you went to the police… I just…”

He doesn’t finish, but I know what he’s thinking. He’s never told me how he felt about it all, but I cried on his shoulder a few times after Borovsky was convicted. The guilt and shame I had from allowing Ivan to continue to touch me while the police solidified their case. It was self-preservation. I had no choice but to act normal, and that included letting him have sex with me.

Even now, thinking about it, a shudder ripples up my spine, and I force the thoughts away. Dozer and I spent a beautiful night together last night, and those are the memories of sex and love and intimacy I want to have.

I need Dozer to let these thoughts go. “It’s in the past, Dozer. I’ve moved on from it. I need you to as well, because if it continues to bother you, it’s going to keep it fresh for me.”

“Christ.” Pulling me into his body, he wraps me in a cocoon of love and regret. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make you feel bad about any of it. You’re a survivor. You did the bravest thing I’ve ever seen anyone do, and you should be proud of every action and inaction you took with Borovsky to make sure he was punished for killing that family. I’ll let it go, I promise.”

I’m soothed by his pact, and I hug him in return. “Good. Now, can we talk about this crazy idea of you going down there as bait?”

Dozer pulls back. “Not an idea. A plan.”

“No,” I snap angrily. “Not a plan. We need to talk this through.”

“I’m doing it, JJ. I’m doing this for you and for us, and I trust my teammates. Nothing you can say will change my mind.”

“If I told you I’ll hate you for doing it, would that change your mind?”

“No, because at least you’d be safe once we take Borovsky down. If I lose you, it would be worth it.”

I growl and smack his chest. “Of course, I wouldn’t hate you. I’d love you even more. But I’m so scared, Dozer. We just found each other.”

“We’ve known each other for years,” he teases.

I stare at him soberly, and his smile fades. “I’m really scared,” I repeat. “I can’t lose you.”

“And you won’t,” he says before bending down to kiss me. “I promise.”

“Okay,” I say, snuggling into him. I’m going to have to trust him that this is the right move.

“There’s just one other thing, though,” Dozer says, and his tone causes the hair on my neck to stand on end.

Leaning back, I look up at him. “What’s that?”

“I need you, Thea, and your mom to leave. I want you to go to California with Kellen and—”

“Oh, hell no,” I declare, pushing him away from me. “You’re nuts.”

“JJ,” he implores.

“Don’t JJ me,” I say, wagging my finger at him. “I’m not leaving you.”

“It’s for your safety,” he says, sounding very logical. “And don’t you want your mom and Thea to be safe?”

“They can go with Kellen to California, but I’m not leaving.”

“You can’t come to Miami,” he says, exasperated. “I can’t have you distracting me.”

“Then I’ll stay here,” I say, lifting my chin defiantly. “And that’s my last offer.”

“We’ll talk about it,” he says sternly.

“You can talk all you want,” I say, turning on my heel to leave. I look over my shoulder at him one more time. “But I’m not going to California.”

And with that, I move to the door and jerk it open to make a very dramatic exit.

Except the door’s locked.

I don’t even bother to look back to Dozer but grit my teeth. “Let me out.”

He sighs, but I hear him on the keyboard, then the door clicks open. I storm out, intent on hunting down Bebe to figure out how I can get down to Miami. I’m sure as hell not staying here, even though I told him I would. That was just to get his focus off me going to California.




CHAPTER 15


Dozer

“Looks like we have a plan,” Kynan says, slapping his palm on the table. “We’ll fly to Miami tomorrow morning, and the FBI is going to hold a press conference at noon.”

Exclamations of determination and excitement to get this mission done echo around the room. Joining me in Miami will be Kynan, Cage, Jackson, Griff, and Malik. They’re all going to risk their lives for me—and for Jess.

The only person sitting at this table not looking gung-ho about our game plan is Bebe, but then again, I wouldn’t expect anything different. She’s obviously supporting the mission because that’s her job, but she still wants me to change my mind about it.

She’s also pissed because Kynan won’t let her come with us. He wants her running the tech and communications from here at headquarters because here is just as good as there, and he thinks Bebe will be a distraction due to her personal ties to me.

Jess is also a thorny issue. After our conversation yesterday down in the lab, she came to a grudging acceptance of the plan to dangle me as bait. This is because she’s decided to trust my teammates the way I trust them.

But there’s thorniness because Jess still wants to come with me to Florida, which I’ve absolutely prohibited. I cannot worry about her and myself at the same time. She’s flatly refused to go to California with Thea and Claire, so for now, she’ll stay at Jameson. At least she’ll have Bebe to look out for her.

Surprisingly, Claire is in full support of the entire strategy. It’s not that she doesn’t love me, because she does. And it’s not that she’s unconcerned, because she’s very worried. But she doesn’t have the same connection with me that Jess does, and she’s able to keep her emotions in check and accept the risks. She and Thea will be leaving with Kellen tonight, staying at Joslyn’s house in Santa Barbara until this is all over.

“Griff,” Kynan says, looking across the table, “if you don’t mind, make sure everything is ready tomorrow for the press conference.”

“Will do,” he says.

This press conference is how we’ll lure Borovsky’s men into taking me. I’m going to be on camera with the FBI agents in Miami, and we’ll run it twice daily. The newspapers will print articles with my picture, and I’ll make it easy for Borovsky to find me. I’m hoping within a day or two, he’ll make a move.

Kynan turns his attention to me. “You’re good on the tech?”

“It’s perfect.”

“And we have redundancy?” he pushes.

“Of course.”

He’s talking about using GPS and GNSS receivers to track me. The GPS, or global positioning system, uses one satellite to, among other things, fix the location of a specific radio receiver. They’re commonly found in our smartphones or watches, and I will be wearing a specialized watch that looks quite ordinary on the face but has a GPS chip inside. The downside to this is that if the Russians are smart, they’ll take all electronics away from me. In fact, we’re hoping they do this because if they take my watch and find the GPS chip within, we’re hoping it will lull them into a false sense of security.

The redundancy is that we’ll also be using a GNSS chip to track me. The global navigation satellite system is a constellation of satellites that can track location. Using multiple satellites versus just one with GPS provides more accurate information. While there will be agents watching me at all times and who’ll follow surreptitiously once I’m “kidnapped,” we have to plan for the worst.

The module we’re using is only four millimeters by four millimeters and will be sewn into the hem of my clothing. My hope is that they don’t strip me, and as long as I can keep my clothes, my Jameson teammates will be able to find me.

Of course, this all depends on me getting to Borovsky. If the team storms in to rescue without Borovsky being there, all of this will have been for nothing.

We’ve decided there will be no immediate storming. Rather, I’ll be followed and once my signal stops, they’ll watch for a while. It could be a day. Maybe two. Hopefully no more than that. Without knowing where Borovsky is, we can’t begin to guess if I’ll be taken to him or if he’ll come to me at some point.

The waiting will be the most dangerous part because they’re going to push me to spill information on where Jess is.

That will never happen, of course. I’m prepared to die first.

“It appears we’re all set. I suggest everyone get a good night’s sleep. We’ve got what might be some long and stressful days ahead of us.”

It’s our cue that the meeting is over. We all stand to move out of the conference room. My mind is already on Jess and spending the evening with her. I don’t even want it to be alone, but with Claire and Thea as well. I don’t know if this is our last night together, but if it is, I want to spend every bit of it with these three women who are my family.

Before I even move from my seat, Kynan says, “Dozer… hang back a minute.”

I sink back down and once the room is cleared and the door closed, Kynan gives me a pointed look. “Are you absolutely sure about this?”

“No offense, boss, but that’s a stupid question.”

The corner of Kynan’s lip curls and he nods. “We can get another agent to do the press conference. Be the bait.”

“It’s not enough of an inducement. It’s me he’ll want because I was last seen with Jess.”

“And you shot one of his men,” Kynan points out. “You and I both know there will be repercussions.”

I nod. “I can handle it.”

I’m going to have to handle whatever they throw my way. I need to survive so I can have my life with Jess.

“I know you can handle it,” he replies, and I can hear the truth in his words. He has faith in me. “But I honestly don’t like to think about the worst that could happen.”

“The worst that will happen is I die, and I made this choice.”

Kynan shakes his head grimly. “That’s not the worst thing that can happen to you.”

He’s trying to scare me, and I respect him for it. He genuinely cares for his people, but he knows that despite the training I’ve done the last year, I’m still the most unqualified for this mission. The agents here at Jameson are former military, Special Forces, FBI, CIA, and other law enforcement.

“Anything else we need to go over?” I ask, indicating that there’s nothing more he can say in this last-ditch effort to change my mind.

Kynan doesn’t answer my direct question but instead says, “We’re going to get him. No matter what happens in the process, I promise we’ll bring him down.”

“As long as you can make sure Jess is safe, that’s all that matters to me.”

Kynan’s smile is sad, slightly forced. But as much as he worries about me, he’d do this a million times over for his wife. Hell, any of these guys would without a second thought.

As an afterthought, I say, “I already talked to Joslyn this morning to thank her for the use of her house, but thank you for sending Kellen with Claire and Thea. I can’t concentrate if I’m worried about Thea’s safety.”

“I’ve been watching you with her the last few days,” Kynan says as he drums his fingers on the table. “She’s far more than a goddaughter to you.”

“In my heart, yes.” Thea is every bit as important—maybe even more so since she’s a child and vulnerable—than Jess is. “Her father was killed when she was so young, I’ve been the only male role model in her life. I wish I could’ve been there more, but…”

“But until you decided to come out of the friend zone with Jess, that wasn’t up for discussion. I’m glad you’ve moved past that.”

I blink in surprise. I haven’t told anyone specifically that Jess and I crossed over a line, changing our relationship and our future. It’s not something you walk up to your boss and say, “Hey, Kynan, finally had sex with the love fantasy of my life, and now we’re together.”

Kynan laughs. “Joslyn has eyes and has seen the way you two are acting. And Bebe told me that Jess had a meltdown yesterday about the plan. I’d say things between you are different.”

“Which is why it’s so important we get Borovsky off the streets so I can start my life with her and Thea.”

A frown flickers across Kynan’s face. “Should I prepare to lose you as an employee?”

“I don’t know,” I reply truthfully. “I know I want to be with Jess and Thea. I just don’t know where it will be.”

“So I’m basically putting all my agents at risk, using expensive resources, letting you potentially get kidnapped, tortured, and maybe even killed, and then you might leave Jameson.”

He’s teasing, of course. I chuckle. “I don’t want to leave. I’m hoping I can talk Jess into coming up north and living here. But she’s got strong ties to Florida.”

“Maybe you could work part time remotely from down there, part time here?”

“Maybe,” I reply noncommittally. For all I know, Jess might want to move to Aruba, and I want her to be happy. We have a lot to discuss and plan, but now is not the time.

We have to be sure we actually have a tomorrow.

“What about you and Joslyn?” I ask curiously, since he brought up Thea. “You two going to have children?”

He shakes his head. “It’s not something we really want. We love just being together and doting on all the Jameson kids. But I’ve learned to never say never.”

“Funny, but I never saw kids in my future either. I guess because I had Thea, and I never wanted anyone but Jess. I figured I’d always be Uncle Dozer, and that would be enough.”

Kynan laughs as he rises from his chair, and I follow suit. He claps me on the shoulder. “I’m going to make a prediction that you and Jess will be giving Thea more than one sibling in the future.”

“Not sure I can handle more than two or three, but if it doesn’t happen, Thea is really all I need. We’ll leave that in God’s hands.”

There’s a sobering pause before Kynan says, “I’ll pray God has his hands on you through the next few days. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

“Amen,” I reply.

Amen.

♦

I wasn’t expecting Jess to get so emotional as we make our goodbyes to Claire and Thea. I know she fully supports the idea of them leaving for safety, but she’s never been away from Thea like this, and it’s hard on her.

We’re down in the parking garage. Their luggage is already in the back of a Suburban with dark, tinted windows. Kellen stands by the back passenger door, ready to open it for Thea and Claire. He’ll be taking them to the airport where they have commercial tickets to fly west.

While Jess goes down to her knees, hugging Thea hard, I move over to Kellen and hold out my hand. “I appreciate you doing this. It’s taking a lot of worry off me.”

“I’m glad to help,” he says as we shake. “Stay safe, brother.”

“You too,” I reply as we release hands.

I move to Claire and give her a tight hug. She kisses my cheek and pulls her head back. “You better come out of this okay. I’m going to be very angry with you if you don’t.”

“Don’t you worry about me, Claire.” I smile encouragingly. “We’ve got this under control. It’ll be fine. We’ll take Borovsky down.”

She can’t help the doubt in her eyes any more than I can help the tightening of my gut when I think of the million things that could go wrong. But she kisses my cheek again and moves to her daughter.

Touching Jess on the shoulder, she says, “We need to get going, honey.”

Jess pulls Thea into her again and buries her face in her daughter’s neck. When she pulls back, she keeps the tears to a sheer mist in her eyes, but there’s a slight quaver to her voice. “You’re going to have the grandest adventure in California. I want you and Gigi to take lots of pictures and videos for me, okay?”

“Okay, Mommy.” She glances over to Kellen and then back to Jess. “And Kellen is going to introduce us to Bubba.”

Jess laughs and nods. “That will be so much fun. I’ll see you soon, okay?”

One more hug, and Jess has to tear herself away. She falls into her mom’s arms and quietly weeps on her shoulder. To distract Thea, as well as get my own hug goodbye, I take her arm and lead her a few feet away. Turning her so her mother is to her back, I squat in front of her.

“I got you a little present,” I say mischievously.

“You did?” she asks, eyes glowing with excitement, her little toothless grin beaming.

I nod and reach into my back pocket, pulling out a watch I had Joslyn swing by a store and get for me. “This watch has lots of fun features, and I’ve given the instruction book to Gigi, but the most important thing is that you can call me or your mom anytime you want on our cell phones right from the watch.”

“Wow!” she exclaims and then demands I teach her how to use it.

I tap on the watch screen, show her the contacts, and she presses my name.

My phone rings and I stand up, fishing it out of my other pocket.

Answering, I say, “Hello, world’s greatest uncle speaking.”

My voice comes through clearly on Thea’s watch, and she giggles. “Hi, Uncle Dozer. It’s Thea.”

“Well hello, Thea. How are you doing?” I ask jovially.

“Going on a trip to California with Gigi.”

I stare at her as she holds her watch up to her mouth, and a rush of love and affection courses through me. “I hope you have the best time.”

“I’ll miss you, though,” she says after a pause.

“Going to miss you too,” I assure her. “And don’t tell your mom I told you this, but when you get back, we’re going to Disney World.”

Of course, Jess hears that and turns to shoot me an exasperated look.

Thea giggles and whispers into the watch. “It will be our secret.”

Stepping toward her, I hold out my hand, my smallest finger curled. “Pinky promise.”

“Pinky promise,” she agrees, latching her tiny one to mine.

Disconnecting the call, I shove my phone back in my pocket and pick Thea up in my arms. I hug her tight and carry her to the Suburban.

Jess pulls away from her mom, runs a hand over Thea’s head, and once again with tears threatening to spill, says, “I love you, baby.”

“Love you too, Mommy.”

Kellen opens the door, Claire scoots in, and then I place Thea in the car seat. I buckle her belt for her, then step back to let Jess push her way in to kiss her daughter one more time.

When it becomes apparent that Jess is struggling, I pull her back by the shoulders and Kellen shuts the door. She turns into me and rests her head on my shoulder as Kellen puts the SUV in gear.

I wrap my arm around her waist and hold her tight, hearing her sniffle. “They’ll be fine.”

“I know,” she says. “But now it starts to get real.”

“Now it starts to get real,” I agree. “But Thea and Claire are safe, you’re safe, and I promise… I’ll be back safe to you soon.”

Jess tips her head to me, eyes glistening, and I can’t stand to see her in pain. For a second, I reconsider my plan. Maybe I should just take Jess, Claire, and Thea, and we go live in another country with new identities. We could leave Borovsky behind and start our lives over again.

“I have faith in you,” she whispers, lifting to give me a soft kiss. “If there’s anyone in the world I’d pick to protect me and my family, it’s you and only you. You’ve got this.”

I’m surprised that she seems fully accepting of the plan, but it fortifies my resolve to see it through.

“Come on,” I say, the taillights receding from view as Kellen heads to the exit. “Let’s go upstairs for some dinner and a nice bottle of wine. I think we both need it.”




CHAPTER 16


Jessica

Dozer has been gone less than an hour—flying to Miami with the Jameson team—and I’ve practically worn the carpet thin with my pacing. I was not prepared for the surge of emotion that hit me as we kissed goodbye down in the garage, the same place that Kellen left with my mom and Thea just last night.

I thought I would be okay. I thought I could handle it.

Last night after Kellen left, Dozer was able to take my mind off things. It wasn’t with hot kisses or blistering orgasms. We had a simple dinner in his apartment—sandwiches and chips—and shared a bottle of wine. We tried not to talk about all the heavy and scary things hanging over us. We even found reasons to laugh.

After dinner, I half expected him to lead me to the bedroom, but instead he led me to the couch. He picked a movie—one of my favorites—and we cuddled together watching Thor: Ragnarok.

I don’t know how many movies Dozer and I have watched together over the years. Sometimes at the movie theater, sometimes at my mom’s, sometimes at my house. We always sat near each other on the couch, sharing popcorn and making stupid commentary.

But not last night.

Last night he stretched behind me, holding me close and offering me his strong arm as a pillow. He would stroke my hip and, every once in a while, kiss the back of my head. But otherwise, we got lost in the movie, and it couldn’t have been any more perfect. I needed some semblance of normalcy, and I needed his comfort by way of his strong arms around me.

After Thor, we put on Dozer’s favorite, Independence Day. The last thing I remember was Will Smith walking out of his house and looking up into the sky to see the alien spacecraft, and then I was sound asleep.

I have a vague recollection of Dozer lifting me from the couch and carrying me into the bedroom. I was groggy as he helped me out of my clothes and let me slip under the covers. I think my last dim memory of the evening was of him sliding in behind me and pulling me close as I fell back asleep.

I didn’t dream.

No nightmares of my worst fears coming to fruition. I slept soundly and deeply until Dozer woke me early with his fingers between my legs and his mouth on my neck. He made love to me ever so slowly, causing me to soar high with him, and then we fell down to earth again, wrapped in each other’s arms.

And then… he was gone.

To Miami.

To get kidnapped. Possibly tortured. Maybe killed.

I curse in frustration as I continue pacing, periodically chewing on one of my nails, a habit I fall into when stressed.

Dozer promised me frequent updates. He said he would call as often as he’d be able to. Both Kynan and Griff also promised they would keep me in the loop and that I would be aware of every situation as it unfolded.

It wasn’t good enough for me when they offered those assurances.

An hour after they’ve gone, it’s still not good enough.

In fact, I’m feeling distinctly left out, which is silly, of course. I can’t help them. I would only be in the way if I was in Miami. Dozer said I would be a distraction, but I took that as a compliment of sorts, and I don’t want to be a hindrance.

Still… I can’t let go of the fact that I’m in the wrong place right now.

I can’t stop thinking that I should be more proactive.

Without any real thought, I leave the apartment and trot down the floating staircase to the second floor. A few of the Jameson agents look at me curiously from their desks as I make my way to the elevator that will take me down to the R&D lab where I know Bebe is working.

I tap my foot impatiently as I wait for the elevator. I’m not sure what I’m hoping to accomplish—just running on instinct here.

At the sub-basement level, I exit the elevator and walk to the glass door where I can see Bebe at her desk. I knock sharply, and she turns to glance at me over her shoulder. A second later, the door unlocks and I’m walking in.

“You look like hell,” Bebe says as she gives me a once-over.

“I feel like hell,” I admit. “My nerves are a mess, my stomach feels like it’s going to turn inside out, and it would not take much for me to start crying right now.”

Bebe gasps dramatically. “Please don’t cry. I am ill-equipped to handle tears.”

I smile grimly. “I can’t stay here.”

She settles into her chair and points at the empty one where Dozer normally sits. I take it and bounce my knee from sheer nervousness. “I have to go to Miami. No, not have to. I’m going to Miami.”

Bebe shakes her head. “You most certainly are not.”

“You could come with me.” I look at her expectantly. I know she doesn’t want to be here any more than I do, but Kynan insisted she stay. He felt that her close bond with Dozer would be a hindrance, that her head would be cooler and her heart more detached if she assisted the mission remotely. “Dozer needs us.”

Something flickers in her eyes, even though her jaw remains stubbornly set. “Dozer would kill me if I took you to Miami. Kynan would fire me.”

“I’ll go with or without you,” I threaten.

“I’ll tie you to that chair,” she counters.

“I bet I could kick your ass,” I say because I’ve got her by a few inches. “You’re scrawny.”

I get nothing but an eye roll. “I’m not afraid of you. But again, Dozer would kill me.”

I wave my hand dismissively. “Dozer would not kill you because I wouldn’t let him kill you. And Kynan is not about to fire his most brilliant, valued, and cherished employee. You’re the heartbeat of this company, and Kynan would be foolish if he—”

“Stop trying to flatter me,” Bebe grouses. “Not saying I don’t like it, but it’s really not needed.”

“So, you’ll help me?” I ask hopefully.

“Putting everything aside, all the valid reasons you want to go,” Bebe says gently, “I don’t think it would be good for you to be there. I think the stress on you would be too much. You’re going to be sequestered in a hotel room without the ability to be near any of us because we’ll be set up at the FBI field office. Not to mention, going to Miami could put you in grave danger. We don’t know the Russians’ capabilities, and they may have people at the airports looking for you.”

“I don’t care. And I could stay with Dozer’s father. His compound is impenetrable.”

Bebe sighs and rubs her fingers along the bridge of her nose, a clear indication that I’ve given her a headache.

“Bebe,” I say. When she focuses on me, I give it to her as real as I can. “I didn’t get to say what I needed to say to Dozer last night. I didn’t say it again this morning.”

She frowns and tips her head. “You haven’t told him that you love him?”

“Of course, I told him I love him,” I grumble irritably. “That’s a given.”

“I’m not following.”

“I didn’t tell Dozer that I want a future with him. That I want to be his wife and I want to have babies. I didn’t get a chance to tell him that I would follow him to the ends of the earth if that’s what he wanted. He left here, possibly to lay his life down for me, and he doesn’t even know how deeply my love goes. He needs to know exactly what he’s fighting for.”

“He knows,” Bebe asserts.

“He doesn’t,” I exclaim. “Because we lapsed into old habits after our initial admission of our feelings. We’re both afraid to truly express ourselves. This is so new and fragile, we’re treating it too carefully. We don’t have time to do that, and now I’ve let him leave without giving him the hope of something to come back to.”

Bebe grinds her teeth. “Goddamn it,” she mutters. “Why did you have to tell me that?”

“So you understand how important it is I get to Miami.”

I see her resolve thinning, and yet she still attempts to dissuade me. “Pick up the phone and call him. You can reach him on the private plane.”

I glare in frustration at her. “I certainly don’t know what you feel for Griff or how your relationship is, but one doesn’t commit their entire life and allegiance and loyalty until death do us part over the phone.” By the time I utter those last words, I’m almost yelling at her.

To my surprise and annoyance, Bebe starts laughing. “Girl, I’m going to go ahead and award you this year’s Oscar for Best Dramatic Performance.”

“I’m not being dramatic. I’m being real.”

Bebe waves a hand, still chuckling. “I know you’re being real. And it makes me adore you even more. Dozer is a lucky man.”

My heart sinks because she’s not giving me what I want. “Does that mean you’re not going to help me?”

It’s a question but also a statement because I pretty much know the answer.

Bebe leans over and logs out of her computer. When she turns back to me, she says, “I’m absolutely going to help you. I really want to go, too, and you’re just what my conscience needs to break the rules. Let’s go.”

♦

It takes me all of five minutes to pack. Bebe has what she calls a “go bag,” something every agent keeps at headquarters in case they’re called out on a mission on a moment’s notice.

It’s no easy feat to get past the handful of agents on the second floor. If any one of them sees me or Bebe heading out with bags to the freight elevator that leads to the garage, we’ll be stopped.

Bebe is not only intelligent but devious. She emailed those agents, telling them that urgent information just came in from the FBI field office and that everybody needed to get into the conference room for a debriefing.

The minute the conference room door closes and those poor men and women are inside waiting for Bebe to give them an update, we haul ass to the freight elevator. My heart pounds the entire time until we make it to the garage.

“We don’t have time to dawdle. Regardless of who comes in or out of the doors, an alert goes to all smartphones. They’ll be coming after us now.”

“Shit,” I exclaim, my heart now ready to explode. I didn’t think we’d be pursued yet, and a wave of panic paralyzes me.

But Bebe grabs my wrist, and we jog through the lot to her car, a slick BMW sedan. She aims her fob at the vehicle and the trunk rises.

“Get in,” she says, nodding.

“What?” I exclaim, still terrified agents will be on us imminently.

“We don’t know if Russians are in Pittsburgh. They could be watching this building. I drive out of here, it’s going to be me alone, in case they’re watching.”

“I can lie down in the back seat,” I suggest.

“Trunk,” she asserts. “It’s the safest. I’ll let you out as soon as I can.”

“Fine,” I exclaim, tossing in my bag and climbing in after it. Bebe winks before she locks me into darkness.

It’s not long before Bebe pulls over and lets me out of the trunk. I quickly get into the passenger seat, and we’re zooming toward the airport.

“If the agents come after us—”

“Not if. They are.”

I feel trapped, and I can’t handle this level of suspense. “How are we going to get on a flight?”

“We’re not flying commercial,” Bebe says and looks over at me with a grim smile. “I called Jackson’s girlfriend, Camille.”

“She’s the princess,” I say. Dozer told me about her.

“I told her a bald-faced lie.” Bebe looks genuinely distressed about that as she switches lanes to pass some cars. “Told her I wanted a girls’ getaway with some friends because of high stress and asked if I could borrow her plane.”

“And she let you?” I ask in awe.

“Yup. She’s incredibly generous, although once she realizes I’ve lied to her, I’m guessing our friendship will tank.”

“Maybe she’ll understand,” I say softly.

“Maybe,” she mutters, giving the car some gas. “We just have to hope she doesn’t talk to Jackson in the next hour before we get in the air because he’ll pull the plug.”

Hopelessness rises within me. “This isn’t going to work. We’re going to get stopped.”

“Fuck that,” Bebe grits out, and I look at her, shocked. “If we can’t get there by plane, we’ll just drive.”

“Really?” I ask, my faith once again renewed.

Bebe shrugs. “I’ve already done all I need to do to piss off Kynan and Griff. Might as well go all the way.”

“I could kiss you right now.”

Bebe looks at me, a warning expression in place.

I blow her a kiss instead.

We make it to the private hangar without any trouble. Once inside, we’re greeted by a concierge of sorts who leads us immediately onto the tarmac. Apparently, royalty gets priority treatment, although I’m sure after Bebe’s call, they were working on filing the flight plan and readying the pilot for us.

Twenty more minutes, we’re in the air, and I’m finally able to relax slightly.

Only ten minutes after that, both my and Bebe’s phones start buzzing. We don’t have to turn them off on a private flight, although when I see it’s Dozer who’s calling, I have the sudden urge to power down. I don’t want to talk to him right now. I don’t want to hear him tell me to turn around and go back to Pittsburgh.

Bebe flips her phone toward me—it’s Griff. She’s not a coward like me and answers, putting it on speaker so I can hear.

“What in the fuck do you think you’re doing, Bebe?” Griff snarls. “You basically hijacked Camille’s plane—”

“She gave us permission,” Bebe says primly.

“You lied to her about where you were going, so I’m going to call it a hijacking. You went against Kynan’s authority, and you are willfully bringing Jess to Miami where she could be in serious danger.”

“Blah, blah, blah,” Bebe says, and my eyes flare at her audacity to taunt him when he’s so angry.

“I’m going to put you over my knee when I see you,” he rumbles in a low voice that has me terrified for her.

Bebe laughs, her voice husky. “That’s a promise I will hold you to.”

My cheeks heat at the implication, and I wonder what that would feel like if Dozer were to do that to me.

Bebe stares as if she knows exactly what I’m thinking, and my face feels like an inferno.

“Griff,” Bebe says, her tone now serious, “we’re on our way. Don’t try to stop us. And I’ll love you forever if you smooth things over with Kynan and Dozer before we arrive.”

“What time might that be?” he asks sharply.

“A couple more hours.”

“You stay at the private hangar. I’ll come pick you up. We’ll need to get Jess into a hotel and some police posted.”

I shake my head, and Bebe nods. “She wants to stay with Dozer’s dad. He has a guarded compound. We’ll just need to get her there secretly.”

“That will be Dozer’s call, not hers,” Griff snaps, and I know he’s mad at me too.

“Understood,” Bebe says in a placating tone. “And thank you. You’re the—”

The line goes dead.

Bebe stares at her phone, jaw dropping slightly. “He hung up on me.” Her gaze rises to mine. “I can’t believe the jerk did that.”

“He has reason to be mad,” I say, feeling the need to defend his actions somewhat. Bebe and I have made ourselves official pains in the ass.

Dozer isn’t going to be happy with me, but oh well. He’ll just have to get over it because I’m not leaving until this is finished.




CHAPTER 17


Dozer

Not sure I could ever be angrier with Jess than I am right now, but hopefully we’ll have a long life ahead of us for me to find out.

I’m not mad over her desire to come to Miami—it’s the foolishness of her actions, which do nothing but put her life in danger. Luckily, Griff arranged for an FBI transport to the private hangar in Miami where Camille’s plane landed, and we’re able to pull right up to the aircraft. It’s impossible for any civilians to see us, so there’s almost no danger of recognition for the short rush down the plane stairs and into the back of the Suburban where we’re adequately hidden by pitch-black tinted windows.

The door opens and Jess slides in, looking at me with a well-founded wariness. Bebe slides in right behind her as Griff puts their luggage in the back.

“Dozer,” Jess whispers, apology heavy in her tone.

I hold up a hand. “Don’t speak to me right now. I don’t feel like having our first major fight in front of other people.”

Her mouth shuts, and I turn my attention to look out the window. If I dare look at her again, I’ll probably kiss her rather than throttle her, and I can’t do that until I have my chance to vent my anger. From the corner of my eye, I see Bebe reach over and pat Jess on the leg.

Bebe’s going to get a piece of my mind, too, but for now, I’ll let her fiancé handle her.

Griff gets in the front passenger seat, and the FBI agent behind the wheel takes off. They both scan the area as we pull out from the private area behind the hangar, through the parking lot and onto the roadway. A constant check of the rearview mirrors and me craning my neck to look behind us for several minutes, and we’re confident we’re not being followed.

Bebe leans forward, puts her hand on Griff’s shoulder, and squeezes. “Are we taking Jess to a hotel?”

He doesn’t acknowledge her touch. He’s pissed, but he answers. “To Dozer’s dad’s house.”

Yeah… I called my dad and asked for a favor. He would never say no to taking Jess in and using his muscle to protect her, but he had to agree to let FBI agents inside the grounds on the perimeter as added security. To his credit, he didn’t hesitate at all, but I’m sure there’s been a mad scramble to make sure anything illegal at his compound is removed before our arrival.

Bebe settles back in the seat and asks, “How did the press conference go?”

It was supposed to be at noon today. I was going to stand up there with the special agent in charge as he gave an update on the manhunt for Ivan Borovsky. I was going to be introduced by my real name, the camera focused in on me closely, and I was going to appeal to the public for any leads for the capture of Borovsky. I was also going to taunt him, carefully crafted words we came up with to ensure the message would get to him. We’re hoping his ego is sufficiently intact after prison that he’ll send men after me.

But that didn’t happen because Jess decided to come without invitation and that messed up our well-laid plans.

I’m not ready to talk to Jess yet, but I answer Bebe’s question. “It got postponed so we could come to the airport and get you two.”

The harsh tone in my voice causes Jess to shrink away from me, and I feel like shit for scaring her so bad.

But goddamn it… I’m not only pissed but now I’m also terrified for her safety. A jumble of fucking nerves and emotions, and I don’t want to say the wrong thing, so I turn my attention back out the window.

It’s a quiet, tense drive to my dad’s. The agent driving doesn’t take a direct route but rather a series of circuitous turns meant to reveal if anyone is following us.

By the time we arrive at the iron gate, he’s confident there is no tail.

My father is waiting, and the gate opens before we even come to a full stop. One of his men stands there, directing us down the driveway.

Another picks us up before we reach the circular portion in front of the house and directs us to the side.

Yet another formidable-looking man points us into an open stall of the five-car garage. We pull in, and the door rolls slowly closed behind us.

Leaning forward, I clap the agent driving on the shoulder. “I need you to stay out here. This won’t take long.”

“Sure thing,” he replies.

I do this in deference to my father who was adamant he doesn’t want any cops in his house. Those were his words, and I guess that includes FBI agents as he was well aware it was the FBI taking me to the airport to retrieve Jess.

But I didn’t ask Griff to stay because although he’s FBI, he’s not dressed like one and would never pose a threat to my father. My dad will assume he’s part of the Jameson team, and I’m not going to disabuse him of that.

I want Griff to come in because he’s going to need to handle Bebe.

We exit the car, and I move through the garage to the door leading into a large mudroom. Jess walks through first, and I see my father ahead waiting in the kitchen. Without preamble, he moves to her and hugs her tightly. “How you doing, pretty lady?” he asks gently.

She nods with a weak smile. “I’m good.”

He releases her and I make introductions to Griff and Bebe. When my dad shakes Bebe’s hand, he says, “I have rooms for you and Jess right beside each other upstairs, and they share a bathroom.”

“Whoa, wait a minute,” Bebe exclaims, looking to Griff, then to me, then back to Griff. “I’m here to work. I’m going with you back to the FBI office.”

“You’re not,” Griff says tightly. “You’re staying here, and those are Kynan’s orders.”

Bebe’s face turns red, and she lights into Griff. There are some curse words, some stomping, and my dad gracefully extricates himself from the room muttering, “I’ll be in my office, Dozer, when you want to talk.”

Taking Jess by the elbow, I lead her to the solarium that angles off the side of the outdoor patio and pool. Jess pulls away from me, moving to the patio door.

“Don’t go out there,” I say, and she glances back at me in surprise.

“Why not?”

“Because it’s too dangerous. Until I can get you safely back to Pittsburgh, you’re staying indoors.”

“Trading one prison for another,” she says in exasperation, holding out her arms.

“No one to blame but yourself,” I retort, the anger welling up again. “You are not welcome here, but since you came and I can’t have you disrupting anything, you’re going to stay here inside my dad’s house, and I don’t want to hear another word about it.”

“Are you always going to be this high-handed?” she demands, popping out a hip. I try to hold on to my fury, but fuck if she doesn’t look cute doing that.

I refuse to let her charm me. Instead, I succumb to the stress and exhaustion I’ve been under from leaving her behind—and for what faces me in the future.

“Why did you come, Jess?” I ask, my voice tired. “You know there’s nothing you can do here.”

“Maybe not,” she replies, moving closer. “But I feel better being in proximity to you. I might not see you after you leave here today, but I feel better here than in Pittsburgh.”

“You put yourself in danger just to be close to me?” My tone reflects how foolish I think this is.

“Yes,” she exclaims, her chin lifted defiantly. “And also… because… I let you leave without telling you some important things.”

It would be easy enough for me to slap her with a sarcastic reply of “You know, there’s this nifty invention called a telephone,” but I’m also smart enough to know that whatever possessed her to come here probably isn’t meant for a phone call.

My anger dissipates.

Reaching for her, I wrap my arms around her waist and pull her into me. “What did you want to tell me?”

Her head tips back, eyes focused intently on mine. “I want to tell you all the important things I haven’t said yet. I should’ve never let you leave without me saying them.”

I can read the underlying message. She’s feeling pressed to tell me things on the off chance I don’t make it out of this. I don’t take that as a lack of faith in me but rather her loss of control over this situation.

“You know I love you,” she begins, and waits for me to nod. “Well, it’s deeper than that. I need you in my life, Dozer. Now that I can be free with my feelings, my life won’t be complete without you. So when you’re done taking Ivan down, I want you to know that I’m all in. I want to marry you, and I want us to give Thea little brothers and sisters, and I want to do life with you in every possible way. I want to wake up to your face every morning, and go to sleep with the memory of your kiss on my lips every night. I want you to be Thea’s father and not her uncle. I want you to adopt her. I want to grow old and wrinkly together, and I want us to leave a legacy for our children and their children.”

Every word that comes out of her mouth fills me as if I were a balloon just waiting for air to become the thing it’s supposed to be. She’s saying all the right words… marriage, kids, togetherness.

She’s talking about the type of commitment I’ve dreamed about for what seems like forever.

There’s nothing for me to do but kiss her, and I do with all the love, passion, yearning, and hope within me. Her arms go around my neck, and we cling to each other in desperation because everything we ever wanted is right here for us to take.

If we can just get rid of Borovsky.

Lifting my mouth, I lean my forehead against hers and close my eyes. “Everything you said, I feel the same. I love you, JJ.”

Pulling back slightly, I give her a chastising look. “But when it comes to marriage, how about you wait for me to propose?”

“Will I have to wait long?” she asks, an impish grin on her face.

“Give me about five minutes after the handcuffs go on Borovsky, okay?”

“Deal,” she murmurs and kisses me again.

When we pull apart, she says, “I’m not leaving, though. Don’t try to make me.”

I sigh, but it’s a relenting one. “You have to stay here, and you have to stay inside. My dad has plenty of men around, but the FBI is going to put a few on the grounds as well. Bebe has to stay here too.”

“She’s not going to like that,” Jess muses.

“Tough shit,” I grouse, remembering I have to give her a piece of my mind too.

“Don’t you even think about taking your anger out on her,” Jess says, as if she was just delving into my brain. “It’s done, and I don’t want you having angry words with her before you go off to do something dangerous, okay?”

“Fine,” I agree without any real enthusiasm and then can’t help but add, “But when it’s all done—”

“You’ll hug her and tell her what a great friend she is,” Jess says firmly.

And I can tell there’s no arguing with that.

I laugh and pull her back into me for one long, last, and dare I say superhot kiss. She’s breathless when I let her go.

I need to do the job I came here to do.

On my way out the door, Griff preceding me into the garage, my dad puts a hand on my shoulder. “Got a minute?”

“Sure,” I say. I’m pressed for time, but I absolutely will take a moment for him because he’s going to protect Jess while I’m gone. Also… no telling if this could be our last conversation.

“I’ll be a second,” I say to Griff and then follow my dad back into the kitchen.

He leans against the counter, arms folded over his chest. “Want to tell me what you’re getting ready to do?”

I didn’t give my dad details because I didn’t want him to worry. All he knows is that I’m here with Jameson to help the FBI in the manhunt for Borovsky. I’m half afraid if I tell him what I’m going to do, he’ll get his guys to hog-tie me and won’t let me out of the house.

So I lie to him, and I’ll apologize later. “Just providing tech support. But I have to be at the FBI office with the team.”

I can tell by his face he doesn’t buy it, but he can’t force me to tell him the truth either. Of course, he’ll know exactly what’s going on when he sees the press conference, or it could be that Jess and Bebe fill him in after I’ve left. I didn’t tell them to keep it from him, but maybe I should have.

“Listen,” he says, moving to stand before me. We’re matched in size and strength, though I’ve only ever seen him as a big tough guy. But as I watch tears fill his eyes, I have the sudden urge to run, because I’m not ready to see this part of my dad.

He blinks them away, probably because of the panicked look on my face, and instead pulls me into a hard hug. I freeze in shock but it’s not long before my arms go around him.

There’s a hard pound on my back from one of his meaty fists. “Whatever you’re doing, you better stay safe.”

“I will,” I promise as he releases me.

“I know I haven’t been the best dad—”

“Don’t,” I interrupt with a hard shake of my head. “Don’t say that. It’s not true.”

“I haven’t been overly supportive of your career,” he amends, and I can’t argue with that. “But just because I wasn’t vocal about it doesn’t mean I haven’t been filled with pride over all of your accomplishments from the day you were born. Whether you were playing football or building spaceships, or whatever the fuck you did at NASA, or capturing murderers, I couldn’t be prouder of you.”

My eyes sting, but I force the tears back. It’s such a naked admission from my dad, but it couldn’t come at a better time.

I hug him again. “Thanks, Dad. That means a lot.”

“I love you, son.”

“Love you too,” I reply.

Later, as we’re in the SUV heading back to the FBI office, Griff looks over his shoulder at me in the back seat. “You good?”

“As good as can be.” All the words between me and Jess and me and my dad have filled me with strength.

Still, I ride off into the unknown, unsure if they were my last words with them.




CHAPTER 18


Dozer

My phone rings, and I connect it through the Bluetooth on the rental car. It’s Thea calling from her phone watch I gave her, and there’s no stopping the smile on my face.

“What’s up, pip-squeak?”

“Hi, Uncle Dozer,” she says, her voice music to my ears. “Guess what?”

“What?” I ask, keeping an eye on the rearview mirror. This is my third day leaving the FBI offices for the evening, and I’m on edge, expecting Borovsky’s men to jump me at any time. It’s discouraging, though, that we’re not picking up any chatter whatsoever through the informants that the Russians are inclined to take the bait.

Things have been strangely silent.

“Uncle Dozer?” Thea says hesitantly.

I shake my head, forcing my worries away. “Yeah… I’m here.”

“I told you that Kellen took Gigi and me to the beach today and I rode a buggy board.”

“A boogie board,” I correct her with a laugh. “You tell Kellen to send me a video of that.”

“I will,” she replies and then chatters on about her beach adventure.

The great thing about a seven-year-old is that when they’re done talking to you, they’re done. There are no long goodbyes.

“Okay,” she says, stopping practically mid-sentence. “I gotta go. Gigi wants to talk to you, but she said she’ll call you from her phone.”

“Okay, kiddo. I’m glad you called.”

“Love you,” she says, and before I can tell her I love her back, she disconnects.

Almost immediately, Claire calls. “Hi, Claire.”

“How are you doing?” she asks, not even attempting to hide her worry. As every day has dragged by with no movement, she’s been getting antsier. Jess is nearly coming unglued, but at least she’s safe at my dad’s house.

“I’m fine,” I assure her.

“Any leads?” she inquires.

“Nothing good.” I glance in the rearview mirror again. Looks like normal traffic to me, but it’s hard to tell since it’s gotten dark. Of course, I know that somewhere in proximity, Jameson agents are following. They’re never letting me out of range of the chip in my watch and clothing. “It might be that this isn’t going to work.”

“Then what’s the answer? We can’t hide forever.”

“I know. We’re going to have to talk about what comes next.”

“I hate this,” she grumbles. “You and Jess should be starting your life together, not hiding from some madman.”

“I know,” I say soothingly. “We’ll get him, though. I promise.”

We chat for a few more minutes, mostly her updating how they’re doing out in California. They’re enjoying time at Joslyn’s beautiful home, but they miss all of us.

When I hang up, I consider calling Jess. I’m only about five minutes from the hotel, and I should wait until I arrive, order room service, and settle in. Truth be told, hearing Thea’s and Claire’s voices has made me miss Jess even more. She’s less than a thirty-minute drive from me, but there’s no way I can go there. While it seems the Russians aren’t interested in me, I can’t take the chance we’re wrong about that.

Fuck it… I can call her now and talk later. Any chance I get to contact her by phone, FaceTime, or text, I’m taking it.

I dial her number, and she answers on a breathy, “Hello?”

“Hi, hot stuff,” I say. “What are you up to?”

“Just taking a run on the treadmill,” she says. “Your dad’s gym is the bomb.”

I actually didn’t see it when we were there just over a week ago. Getting the grand tour of the mansion wasn’t high on my priority list.

“Where are you?” she asks, a wistfulness in her voice that tells me she wishes I’d say I’m right outside the door.

“Almost to my hotel.”

“I could’ve done without knowing that,” she grumbles. We both know it’s the most dangerous time for me. If the Russians or Borovsky are going to make a move, it will be when I’m alone and in transit. It’s doubtful they’d storm the hotel, and they sure as hell aren’t going to breach the FBI headquarters where we’ve been working during the day.

“You went a little overboard in this afternoon’s press conference.” I imagine her chewing a nail fretfully.

“Got to amp it up,” I explain. “If I can’t goad him out of hiding, we won’t get him.”

“Well, I know the man far better than you,” she says, and it’s a reminder that I don’t like that she knew him at all. “He’s got a very fragile ego. If you wanted to piss him off, that press conference did it. Rather than capture you, he could just as easily put a bullet in your head.”

“No way. He knows I know where you are, and he’s not going to waste that bullet.”

Christ, it feels awful talking about these things with her. With no movement after two days of trying to bait Borovsky, I got up in front of the cameras today and called him out.

I went completely off script. “If you’re listening, Borovsky, I want you to know that you will never get near Jessica Collins again. She’s well protected while you hide like a rat, afraid of your own shadow. Honestly, I’m not sure what all the fuss is about because you strike fear in no one. Jessica is going on with her life while you’ve merely traded one prison for another.”

Everyone around the podium looked stunned. I was supposed to give updates to the public and make another plea for tips. My first press conference, I was introduced as a “close loved one who would be the spokesperson for the family.” For the last two days, my scripts clearly haven’t been working.

And before the cameras stopped rolling, I looked to the special agent in charge standing to my left and said, “My advice is we discontinue these operations. He’s not a threat, and it’s a waste of our resources when we have bigger fish to fry.”

Someone behind me cursed, because I changed the narrative without consulting anyone.

I walked off camera. That was three hours ago.

“We need to consider packing it up, Jess.” I see the hotel parking lot ahead. I chose to stay at one away from the bustle of downtown.

“And so we head back to Pittsburgh?” she asks.

“I could stay here in Miami with you,” I say, pulling into the lot and choosing a spot not too close to the building. “But that would be so risky. I’d like you to come back to Pittsburgh where we can at least have Jameson’s help, but I know that’s uprooting you and Thea. Your mom, too, of course.”

“I don’t want to be away from you, so whatever you think is best,” she says. “They probably know who you are, so Pittsburgh might be safer.”

“Kynan would let me work out of the Vegas office,” I offer. We talked about it at lunch today because he was also getting the sense that Borovsky was going to lie way too low for us to nab him. “We could get new identities. Wait it out until he’s captured.”

“I like that idea. Let’s do it. Let’s leave tomorrow and go.”

I smile, turning off my car. “I can start things rolling. Why don’t you call your mom and talk to her about it? She gets a say since we’re all in this together.”

“God, I love you.” I can hear the quaver in her voice. “You’re just making it so easy.”

Movement across the shadowy parking lot catches my attention. The regularly spaced lampposts don’t provide continual light but rather patches. I squint, and two rows over, I see a car where all four doors open at once.

Four men step out, and they’re staring at my car. I don’t see Borovsky with them, but I have no doubt who they are.

My heart jackhammers.

This is it.

I don’t want to worry Jess. I’ll have to leave it up to Kynan to let her know what happened.

“I’m at the hotel,” I say, watching the men walk my way. “I’ll call you later, okay?”

“Okay,” she replies, her voice easy and relaxed. I think the prospect of this all being over soon—at least to her—has put her mind at ease. I hate that she’s got no clue what’s about to go down, and I can only hope my Jameson mates are in position to follow.

“I love you, JJ.”

“Love you too,” she chirps. “Call me once you’re settled.”

“Will do.” It’s hard to choke out the lie, but I do and disconnect the call.

I quickly shoot a text to Kynan: They’re here.

Shoving my phone in my pocket, I open the car door. By the time I unfold my body, the men have reached me. I don’t even pretend to be shocked they’re here. I recognize one of the men who approached me and Jess that day at her house—the one I didn’t shoot.

“You need to come with us,” he says, holding a hand at the edge of his jacket, a silent indication he has a gun. “You can do it the easy way, or the hard way.”

“Gonna have to be the hard way,” I say, knowing that every minute I can buy is going to give the team time to assimilate. I don’t wait for them to make the move, doing my father’s patented bulldozer move. Lowering my shoulder, I plow into the nearest man. He grunts as I catch him off guard just below his sternum. He flies to the pavement.

I turn to face the next attacker, but four on one are not good fighting odds. I might be built like a tank, have a good year of training in martial arts, and one of the bad guys is on the ground, but I can’t fend off the other three who jump me all at once. I catch a fist to my jaw, my head ringing. Two of the men grab my arms and then there’s another fist to my gut. I tighten my abs, but it still knocks the breath clean out of me.

I struggle to throw them off, but it’s useless. The Russian I’d sent to the pavement stands up, and he’s seriously pissed. I pay for what I did to him with an elbow to the side of my head, and my vision goes fuzzy.

I do not yell for help because I want to be taken. I also don’t want any innocent bystanders to intervene. Although I put up a struggle, I don’t fight too hard. I want in that car and I want to be taken to Borovsky.

Dragging me toward their large sedan, the men speak in Russian. The trunk opens and before they shove me in, they pat me down. My phone gets thrown to the pavement and crushed under a stomping foot. My wrist watch is torn off.

I hold my breath, hoping those are the only things they want to take. If my shirt goes, then my only hope is that the Jameson crew is able to follow these guys wherever they’re taking me.

If they lose me, I’m as good as dead.

There’s another elbow to my temple, and I pitch forward over the open trunk. My arms are wrenched backward and a zip tie goes over my wrists, pulled tight and biting hard. Multiple hands are on me, shoving me in even as I try to fight against them. I don’t want them to think this is a setup, but also the thought of being in that trunk scares the shit out of me. I’m slightly claustrophobic, and I’m a big guy.

There’s another punch, this time a hammer fist to my cheek, and the fight goes out of me. I fold like a lawn chair and am shoved in hard before the trunk slams closed, rendering the world around me pitch-black.




CHAPTER 19


Jessica

After talking to Dozer, I take a quick shower to get rid of the sweat from my run. I then change into shorts, a T-shirt, and summer sandals and head down to the kitchen, from which a delicious aroma wafts toward me. It’s amusing to find the hulking former professional football player not only in the kitchen cooking but wearing an apron. Granted, it’s a manly apron that says This Shit Is Going to Be Delicious, but it’s an apron all the same.

Pulling a casserole dish from the oven, James sets it on a trivet and takes off the oven mitts. “Let that cool about ten minutes, and it will be ready to serve up.”

I lean across the counter and give it a deeper sniff. “Smells delicious. What is it?”

James shrugs. “Just a little something I whipped together with chicken breasts, Boursin cheese, sun-dried tomatoes, and artichokes. No clue how it will taste.”

Laughing, I sit down on the stool, crossing my forearms on the counter. “Everything you’ve cooked the last few days has been gourmet. I may not ever leave here.”

James chuckles. “Well, this place is so big, I have enough room for you, Dozer, Claire, and little Thea if you all wanted to move in with me.”

I smile at the man I’ve gotten to know well over the last couple of days. There’s a wistful tone in his offer, and I know he’s not saying it to be cute and funny. He would love for us to move in because I’ve learned that he is lonely. He’s surrounded by muscled friends every day, and yet, he’s very much alone.

James’s marriage with Dozer’s mom didn’t work out, and he never had another committed relationship after that. Without giving explicit details, he told me the other night after dinner that his wild partying days and chasing women were long over, and I believe him. More than anything, I think he regrets not fostering a closer relationship with Dozer over the years, which has led to much of his loneliness.

“I really want to thank you, James, for letting me stay here.”

“Please, girl,” he says with a wave of his hand. He rests his forearms on the kitchen counter opposite me, leaning forward. “It’s been a pleasure having you in the house. Bebe, too, although we haven’t seen much of her.”

“She doesn’t come out of work mode often. When I was at the Jameson headquarters, she rarely came out of the lab.”

“Well, here’s hoping the smell of my food gets her downstairs.”

“I’ll take her a plate if not,” I say, laughing. I’ve done it for more than one meal since we’ve been here.

“Have you talked to Dozer lately?” James asks.

He’s been careful not to reach out to his son directly because he knows he’s under immense pressure and doesn’t want to add to it. I found out not long after we arrived that James had no clue what the game plan was—to dangle Dozer as bait. He was mad and worried, but he also respects Dozer’s decision.

So rather, James has me relay messages to his son—“Be careful,” “I’m proud of you.” It’s super sweet and when I do share his messages, I can tell Dozer appreciates them. He’ll often ask me to offer something back, like, “When this is all over, we’re going to have to pound some beers together” or “I’ll need a ride on that fancy boat of yours.”

It’s a conversation back and forth, delivered through me, that indicates their relationship is on the mend.

“He called about forty-five minutes ago. Said he’ll call later once he gets some food and settles into his hotel room.”

James straightens. “Would you like some wine with dinner?”

I incline my head. “Why, yes, sir. A glass of wine would be lovely.”

James turns to the refrigerator. “I’ve got a really nice chardonnay that will go perfect with this meal.”

The doorbell rings, though it’s not your classic doorbell. A mansion this size requires something strong and fitting. When it goes off, it sounds like Asian gongs reverberating through the house.

Neither I nor James move for the front door—one of his men has been stationed there since Bebe and I arrived. Because of the threat level, they’ve been openly wearing guns in either hip or chest holsters, and I’m grateful for it.

James works on uncorking the bottle, and I move to the butler’s nook where cocktail and wineglasses are kept. I pull three down on the off chance we can entice Bebe to join us.

When I turn around, I’m shocked to see Kynan walking into the kitchen. The look on his face … The most intense fear I’ve ever had floods through me, and one of the glasses slips out of my hand, shattering on the tile floor.

James whirls toward me. “Are you okay?”

My gaze is frozen on Kynan, and James looks that way.

“Am I going to be okay?” I ask in the barest of whispers, the question directed to Kynan. I can tell he’s here with bad news.

He doesn’t hesitate. Rips the Band-Aid off. “They took Dozer.”

“Oh God,” I moan and feel myself start to sag.

James is there in a heartbeat, arm around my waist and plucking the other wineglasses from my hands to set them on the counter. He leads me backward, away from the shards on the floor, into the living room. Kynan follows. James settles me into a chair, and I feel the tears welling up in my eyes.

But before I let them fall, I swallow hard and brace not for the worst news, but for whatever bit of hope I can glean from what Kynan’s about to share.

Bebe comes flying down the stairs, sliding into the room, panic on her face. She looks wildly at Kynan and says, “I just got your text. What’s going on?”

He nods toward the couch where I’m sitting. “Better take a seat.”

Bebe snarls in anger. “Don’t try to fucking handle me. Just tell me what’s going on.”

Kynan doesn’t blink in offense over her harsh words. He looks back to me, then James who stands beside me, his big hand on my shoulder for comfort. “They were waiting for him in the hotel parking lot. Jackson and Cage were there and watched it go down. There was a scuffle, but Dozer was unharmed when they put him in the trunk.”

“Oh God,” I moan, my hand fluttering near my throat. “We were just on the phone when he pulled into the parking lot.”

“You say unharmed, but there was a scuffle,” James says, needing more details.

“Fists were thrown. Dozer got some licks in, but it was four against one.”

“Tell me you were able to follow the signal,” Bebe demands, her mind already propelled toward sending in the cavalry for a rescue.

Kynan’s eyes swing her way, but his expression is grim. “Yes. For a bit, but we’ve lost it.”

“What?” Bebe exclaims.

“They took his watch and phone from him before they left the parking lot. The tracking chip in his clothing worked fine. We followed it all the way to Coral Gables where the vehicle pulled into a gated community about fifteen minutes from here. Jackson and Cage couldn’t follow beyond the gate, but the signal was strong. Unfortunately, it went dark while the vehicle was still moving, so we don’t know where it stopped.”

My head flits back and forth between Bebe and Kynan. “What does that mean? Dark?”

“It means the signal is either not transmitting or the receiver is not receiving. Where is the receiver?” Bebe demands.

“They’re still waiting outside the neighborhood. I came here to pick you up so you can look at the equipment.”

“Let me grab my computer.” She dashes from the room.

“Why aren’t the police or FBI going in right now to get him?” I ask, desperate for some type of proactive movement.

“You know that’s not the plan, Jess,” Kynan reminds me gently. “We need time to make sure Borovsky is there.”

“We can’t know that.” My voice is almost hysterical. “And he could be there already, torturing Dozer.”

“Who is tough and determined and can handle this.” Kynan’s gaze is unwavering, his tone firm. “I’m not ready to pull the plug because Dozer wouldn’t want me to.”

I stand from the couch. “I’m going with you.”

“You’re really not,” Kynan replies briskly.

“We’re both going with you,” James says. “And don’t try to dissuade.”

For the next minute, Kynan and James bicker. James threatens to follow in his own car, and Kynan threatens to have his men forcibly stopped. James tells him he’d like to see him try and cracks his knuckles like a caveman.

Bebe flies back into the room with her equipment bag and scolds, “Stop arguing. Let’s go.”

Kynan’s eyes flash with anger, but he relents, pointing first to James, then me. “You’re both going to stay in the car when we get there.”

“Fine,” I snap and move toward the front door. Everyone follows me out to Kynan’s vehicle.

James and I take the back and Bebe is in front, already clacking away on her laptop when we pull out.

As we’re exiting the driveway, Dozer’s dad reaches over and takes my hand, giving it a quick squeeze before releasing it again. It comforts me, and I reach back for his hand, gripping it.

“I’ve pinged the receiver, and it seems to be functioning,” Bebe says.

“Did the chip malfunction?” I ask.

She glares over her shoulder at me. “Of course it didn’t malfunction.”

I give her an apologetic look.

“They either have a jammer set up, or they found it with a wand and destroyed it. I’m thinking a jammer since it went dark not long after pulling into that neighborhood while the car was still moving. But I’d guess that jammer was in a house fairly close by.”

“How close?” Kynan asks.

“Three square blocks?” she guesses. “Maybe more.”

“That’s a lot of houses,” Kynan muses.

“I’m guessing going door to door posing as vacuum cleaner salesmen isn’t going to work,” James says.

“And it won’t work for the police to knock on doors. They have absolutely no probable cause to enter any particular home unless the vehicle Borovsky’s men were in is parked outside, and we know damn well they’re not that stupid. If I had to guess, I’d say the jammer is in the house, not because they were expecting Dozer to be bugged, but as a general protection against eavesdropping by the police.”

“In other words,” I conclude, “that house belongs to someone in the criminal organization.”

“Maybe. It’s a very high-end neighborhood, so it probably belongs to someone high up in the chain,” Bebe muses. “Or it could simply be a house they broke into because the owners are away somewhere, and they brought a jammer with them. The FBI can work those angles.”

“Jess.” Kynan glances in the rearview mirror at me. “Did you meet many of Borovsky’s friends when you were dating him?”

“Not a lot, but we went out to dinner with some. Met some at nightclubs. A few dinner parties. None who lived in this area, though.”

“That’s okay,” Kynan says thoughtfully. “Bebe… can you get pictures of the owners of these houses?”

Bebe turns to look at him. “You know I hacked our country’s nuclear codes.”

“Sorry,” Kynan replies with a sheepish smile. “Get on those pictures. And maybe tap the security cameras around the area. We’ll have Jess look at photos to see if she can identify anyone she’s met before.”

That’s brilliant. That seems like it would take a lot of time, but Bebe is a wizard when it comes to getting things she shouldn’t.

Kynan picks up his phone, eyes moving from the road to the screen, and taps in a number. It comes through the Bluetooth speakers, and I recognize Malik’s voice when he answers. “What do you need?”

“Go to the SAC and have him give you the list of informants they’ve been dealing with. You go to them directly. Offer $100,000 for viable information to find Dozer.”

“On it,” he says and disconnects.

“SAC?” James asks.

“Special agent in charge,” Kynan explains. “The informants are tapped out, but it could be they just need their lips loosened. They’re often not as forthcoming with law enforcement as they would be with someone like Malik, who is a civilian flashing money. He’ll also ask them if they know who lives in this neighborhood.”

I let out a heaving sigh. So much has happened in the last five minutes, my head is spinning.

“We’ve got resources,” Kynan says, and I realize he’s talking to me again. Our eyes connect briefly in the rearview mirror. “We’re getting Dozer back safe and sound, I promise.”




CHAPTER 20


Dozer

I’m roughly pulled from the car, just enough to get me over the lip of the trunk, and then they let me fall to the concrete. I land on my right side, pain shooting through my shoulder. The oil stains tell me I’m in a garage.

I’m hauled up by two men and walked into a house that, at first glance, rivals my dad’s. Huge with massive, vaulted ceilings, done in classic Mediterranean style with stuccoed walls, ceramic-tile floors, and arched entryways. Whoever lives here has exquisite taste in furniture and art, although I don’t make those observations out of appreciation. I memorize details in case I need them later.

Like right there… arched glass windows overlooking a rectangular pool, illuminated in the dark with landscape lighting, and a guest cottage at the other end. That’s an identifying feature of the house and possibly my location, although not sure how I’d ever get that info to the Jameson guys. I have to hope that the chip in my clothing is emitting a traceable signal since these goons took my watch and phone.

For now, it’s actually a good sign they did take my watch and phone. It means they suspected I might be bugged, but they didn’t take the time to determine for sure—merely tossed those items in the lot and efficiently abducted me.

We walk through a gourmet kitchen to a formal living area that’s about five times the size of my own, and I deduce by the luxury we must be in the home of someone high up in the Russian Mafia food chain. From what I remember about Ivan Borovsky’s trial, he was mid-level, related to a few of the higher-ups, and often used for “wet work”—i.e., murder. Perhaps whoever owns this home owes him some pretty big favors for the things he’s done. Borovsky was never interested in naming the person who ordered the hit on that family he murdered, so he’s owed a huge favor, I’m sure.

I make a show of struggling as they walk me through the main floor. Not that I want to bolt or get away. I couldn’t with four of them, one of me, and my hands still zip-tied. What I hope is that wherever they’re taking me, there’s one Ivan Borovsky and that the Jameson cavalry isn’t far behind.

There is no way for Jameson to know what’s happening right now. We have tech that would’ve allowed them to listen in, but nothing that was so easily camouflaged or hidden as the tracking chip. And if they had found such on me, that might have scared Borovsky away. The plan was for me to get captured and wait an appropriate length of time for Borovsky to make his way to me, or if he’s here, to give him some time to work on me. The consensus was he won’t be in for a quick kill but will want to torture Jess’s whereabouts from me. While that is something I’m absolutely not looking forward to, I’ll die before I give her up. If there’s a bit of pain in exchange for a safe, quiet life, I’m ready for it.

I’m manhandled into a large room that sits at the back of the house and overlooks the pool from a different angle. It’s in no way keeping with the Mediterranean style. Dark-paneled walls, cherry and leather furniture, and sconce lighting make it look more suited to clandestine Mafia gatherings. There’s a pool table, a poker table, a U-shaped bar with ornate carvings, and large screen TVs on the walls. It’s a man cave on steroids.

My gut tightens when I see on the far side of the pool table, just before the patio doors that lead outside, a single wooden chair under which a large swath of plastic has been spread out.

To protect the expensive carpeting.

I’m a man, and I’m committed to this, but I’m not going to lie… my blood turns to ice seeing that, and this is all suddenly very real. I’m going to be made to suffer.

Mind churning, I try to recall the last thing I said to Jessica. I told her I loved her, right?

A hand in the middle of my back shoves me forward, and I hadn’t realized I’d put the brakes on when I spied that chair.

I’m pushed again toward it where two men then force me to sit. I try to kick out, but they easily zip-tie my ankles to the spindled legs. My shoulders ache from my hands being secured behind my back, and while I can still feel the plastic digging into my wrists, I can no longer feel my hands.

Two of the men leave via the door we entered through, but two remain, including the one I had the showdown with in Jess’s front yard.

I attempt to glean some information.

“What the fuck?” I curse at him, struggling against my bonds. “Why in the hell am I here?”

Might as well play dumb. I’m hopeful they don’t know this is a setup.

“You know why you’re here,” the Russian says smugly as he bends down to leer at me. If he would just lean a little closer, I’d headbutt his face.

“How’s your friend I shot in the leg?” I taunt.

It’s a carefully loaded jab to gauge his reaction. He doesn’t get mad about it but rather smirks in silence as he straightens. “He’s a lot better than you’re going to be.”

Figured as much.

A few seconds after the men leave the room, another enters. He carries a long, thin device. I recognize it immediately—it’s a frequency detector.

Fuck.

He walks up to me and without a word starts at my ankles and runs the wand up one leg and down the other. He moves to my neck, down my arms.

My abs contract when it glides down my chest to my crotch, then over my back and down to my beltline where it pings wildly.

The Russians exchange smug looks, and one of them says something in their native language. They pull up my shirt in the back, almost to my shoulders, before waving the wand around the waistband of my pants. It’s silent.

It moves upward to the bunched material of my shirt held in one of the men’s hands, and the wand pings again. Having now located the source on my clothing, I hear the snick of a knife opening behind me, and I brace.

It goes to my shirt, slicing cleanly up the back. Then to my shoulders where it cuts away at the arm holes. On my left side, the blade scores my skin, and I flinch. Warm blood trickles down my triceps.

The material is pulled away, and one of the men lays it on the pool table, bending over to study the hem. The others gather around him, and then they’re using the knife to slice at it some more.

Almost gleefully, one of the men turns to me, holding up the chip.

How long have I been here? It seems like a long time, but as I calculate them pulling me out of the car, walking me through the house, down the steps, then tying me to the chair… it can’t have been more than a few minutes.

Jameson followed me out of the hotel parking lot, I’m sure. But were they closer than three, four, five minutes?

The Russian walks over to me, sets the chip on my jean-clad thigh, and for a moment, I expect him to hammer a fist down to crush it. That actually might not work, and I tell myself not to flex my muscle to minimize a crushing impact.

Instead, he pulls a lighter out of his pocket, and with a gleam in his eye, flicks it to life. Bending at the waist, he extends his arm and brings the flame right to the chip sitting on my leg. I watch, helpless to stop it as he catches the chip on fire.

It doesn’t blaze hot as it’s smaller than a fingernail, but he holds the flame to it, long enough that it burns the chip and some of the denim, searing my skin. I grit my teeth through the pain and hiss a breath out. The material doesn’t catch fire, though, and the Russian brushes the blackened chip off my leg, now blistered and raw.

I expected torture and pain to get information, but that was just fun for them. No telling what else they might do.

The patio door opens behind me. I feel a warm breeze tickle over my exposed back that’s slicked with the sweat of fear, anger, and pain. I know it’s Borovsky even before he walks into my peripheral sight.

I twist my neck to look at him, meeting his eyes. He’s aged some in prison, hair streaked with gray, his face on the gaunt side.

He looks mean as hell, though… evil, actually. His expression is one of both hatred and glee that I’m tied to a chair before him.

One of the men says something to Borovsky in Russian, causing his gaze to fall to my burned leg and the crisped chip on the floor. His lips curl into a smile, and his gaze comes back to me.

I’ve met the man once before, only taking seconds to make a quick passing introduction. His English intonation was perfect, but now he speaks in the heavy accent of his mother tongue. “You didn’t think you could taunt me and not face consequences, did you?”

I was hoping I’d face exactly these consequences, you idiot douchebag.

“I certainly wasn’t looking to get kidnapped. I was hoping you’d make a stupid mistake and the police would catch you.”

Borovsky moves toward me, stands to my left, and shakes his head with a small smile. “You knew this would happen. Otherwise, your clothing wouldn’t have been bugged.”

Well, hot damn. They’re not as smart as I thought. They think the chip was a listening device and destroyed it before Borovsky could see it. Not that he’d know for sure it was a positioning device instead of audio, but I like that they think the worst I had planned for them was to bug our conversation.

But his next words take the wind right out of my sails. “No matter. We have an extremely capable jammer that would have blocked any signal from a sufficient distance. You’ll get nothing on us.”

Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. If it was able to jam radio frequencies, my Jameson mates probably lost my signal long before we came to a stop.

I don’t let a muscle on my face flicker, though. I just stare at him silently.

Borovsky’s arm cocks back and before I understand his intention, he drives a fist into my left cheekbone. Pain explodes in my head, and I’m dizzy from my brain rattling around inside my skull. I feel blood trickle down my face.

My eyes raise to meet his again. Borovsky massages the knuckles on his hand, flexing it. I take small satisfaction in knowing that it hurt him too.

Until he holds out his hand to one of the men. “I don’t feel like breaking my hand today. Let me have your knife.”

I swallow hard, steel my features, but there’s no stopping the sweat that rolls down my temple and across the gash in my cheek to mix with the blood there.

Borovsky moves in front of me and holds the large knife with a curved tip before his own face to examine it. He runs a finger over the dull side and then flips it over to examine the blade edge.

His eyes look over the knife and lock with mine. “Now… tell me where Jess is, and we can avoid… shall we say… a lot of mess.”

“You should probably start with cutting out my tongue first.” I smile at him, knowing it will piss him off. “Because I’m not telling you a fucking thing.”

Borovsky strikes so fast, I barely see it coming. Doesn’t matter, because even if I did, I couldn’t deflect it. The blade slices my chest from my right upper pec across to the lower part of the left one.

I hiss with pain and look down to see blood pouring freely, soaking into my pants. But it’s just a flesh wound. I don’t think I can die of blood loss from that.

“Where is Jess?” he repeats.

“No clue.”

The knife slices again, this time over my abs. Same type of cut… deep enough to make me bleed, but nowhere near deep enough to spill internal organs. The guy knows what he’s doing.

I grunt through the pain, look down at the wounds, and get a bit dizzy from the sight of the blood. I don’t feel my strength ebbing yet.

Borovsky snaps his fingers, and my head jerks up to look at him. He’s holding out his hand, and one of the men places an opaque bottle in it. It’s got a label, but I don’t know what it is.

When he removes the cap, my muscles clench in anticipation. He pours the clear liquid over my chest, and I inhale the stinging scent of rubbing alcohol. It hits the slices and feels like a hundred suns searing my body from the inside out.

I yell and groan against the pain, but I do so through gritted teeth, my chest rising and falling as I try to breathe through it.

“Where is Jess?” he asks.

My teeth gnash together, I stare at him in open rebellion.

Borovsky flicks his knife out, only a small cut to my upper arm. He immediately pours alcohol on it, and it burns like the fires of hell.

“You’re a big guy,” he muses as he walks around me until he’s at my back. I don’t try to look at him but keep my head high and my spine straight. “You’ve got a lot of area on your body for me to open up. I could do this for a long time.”

“Have at it,” I taunt even though I know it’s stupid to do such a thing.

Pain hits me along my trap, another small cut, but when he pours alcohol onto it, my vision swims as my mind tries to break from the torment.

Don’t pass out. Don’t pass out.

I blink hard, sweat pouring into my eyes, and focus on the pool table in front of me. I think of Jess and Thea and that hopefully I’ll be reunited with them soon.

At any minute now, my team will be busting down the doors to save me and take Borovsky into custody.

“Where is she?” he asks again.

“I imagine getting a manicure right now.” I clench for the cut.

It comes hot and fast, followed by the thousand bee stings of alcohol. I inhale sharply, air hissing through my teeth.

Borovsky moves back into my line of sight and bends at the waist to peer at me. “Where is she?”

I refuse to answer, and he cuts me again.




CHAPTER 21


Jessica

Not wanting to alert the people holding Dozer that the police are on to them, every bit of presence has been moved from the front of the gated community and spread out among various surrounding streets. Mostly unmarked vehicles, but patrol cars drive in wide circles of the area. No one wanted to chance that a neighborhood visitor would see all the law enforcement outside and alert someone on the inside.

Bebe is what I will forever deem to be a miracle worker. By the time we got Kynan’s SUV moved a block over from the gates, she was already serving me photographs of neighborhood homeowners inside. I looked long and hard, but I recognized no one.

Bebe couldn’t find one single homeowner with a Russian name, which probably would’ve been way too easy. Several of the houses are owned by corporations, though, so that had some potential. Except every photo she put in front of me, I had absolutely no recognition of it. Either I’d never met the person, or I just don’t remember, which plagues my conscience. If Dozer dies because I wasn’t observant enough, I’ll never forgive myself.

Kynan is outside the SUV, phone pressed to his ear as he paces. James is outside as well, leaning on the closed passenger door, beefy arms crossed. He’s worried, and there’s no way he can help. I have a feeling if they get a lock on Dozer, he’s going to storm the gates.

Hell, I’ll be right behind him.

Bebe pulls up another photo. “How about this one?”

I’m leaning in between the driver and passenger seats, my elbow on the console so I can watch as she works her magic to bring up the pictures.

It’s of an older man, snow-white hair and horn-rimmed glasses. He looks like a grandfather and not a mafia boss who might be harboring a fugitive, although I’ve never seen a mafia boss before outside of the movies.

Regardless, I don’t recognize him.

“Ugh,” I exclaim, rubbing at my temples. “This feels useless.”

“It’s not,” she assures me briskly. “Because the next photo you could recognize.”

Sighing, I nod. “Okay. Keep ’em coming.”

The driver’s door opens and Kynan slides in, shutting it behind him. I move backward off the console so we don’t knock heads. He looks like he has news, and then the back door opens and James lurches inside.

“What’s going on?” Bebe asks.

“Malik got a lead from an informant. Said the word is that Borovsky has been holed up at an ex-girlfriend’s house since making his way back to Miami, but otherwise, people in the family have been tight with the info.”

I look down the darkened street with pockets of light from lampposts. “He has an ex-girlfriend who would harbor a fugitive? And can afford a mansion?”

“Doesn’t jibe,” Kynan agrees with my skepticism, and then looks past me to Bebe. “Informant said she was ‘some Italian chick’—his words, not mine—Borovsky was seeing for a few months. Malik pressed him for more, but the only other thing he said is they didn’t end on a good note.”

“Not surprising,” I mutter. “Which means it’s unlikely she’d give him safe haven.”

Seemingly not paying attention, Bebe clacks away on her keyboard. “What if it’s not the girlfriend’s house, but her parents’? Searching Italian names.”

I hold my breath as I watch. Addresses scroll up her screen, which flickers back and forth between her encrypted search engine and the social media posts cross-referencing names from the neighborhood.

“Here,” she says, making one final tap and pulling up a photo of a couple in their late fifties to early sixties and a beautiful young woman between them, all smiling big for the camera. “Edoardo and Giana Greco. They have a twenty-seven-year-old daughter, Lucia. Edoardo is CEO of Dycol Holdings and their address is right in the zone where we believe the jammer to be.”

“That’s got to be where he is,” James says with excitement. “He’s probably got the parents and the ex-girlfriend in there held hostage. Unless they’re actually harboring him, but that doesn’t make sense.”

“More than likely hostages, or they’re dead,” Bebe replies in a glum tone. “But we’re not one hundred percent sure about anything. It’s not enough to send police in.”

“Then we go in ourselves,” Kynan says. “Bebe can easily open the electronic gate. We have heat-sensing radar and can tell if people are in the house and how many. I’ll walk up and knock, pretend to be a neighbor or something. See who comes to the door.”

“Yes,” Bebe exclaims. “Let’s do it. Now. Let’s go.”

Kynan turns the ignition and orders Bebe, “Rally the team at the gate. Tell them this is dark ops.”

“Dark ops?” I ask.

“No one knows we’re doing this because it wouldn’t be sanctioned by the police. We’re going in quietly and without their knowledge.”

“Oh,” I murmur and start to put on my seat belt.

“Get out,” Kynan says, twisting his neck to look at me and James in the back.

“Excuse me?” I say, eyebrows shooting straight up and my voice as sharp as glass. “There’s no way in hell I’m not going with you. I’ll stay in the car, fine, but I am not getting out.”

James reaches forward and puts a hand on Kynan’s shoulder. “She didn’t mean to say ‘excuse me.’ She meant to say ‘make me.’ Because if you want me out of this car, you’re going to have to use a bit more muscle.”

Kynan sighs, shakes James’s hand off, and puts the SUV in drive. “Fine. But you both have to stay in the car. If you want me to put all my focus on helping Dozer, I cannot be distracted by you. Understand?”

“Of course,” I say as James nods.

“I’m not fucking around,” Kynan snarls at us. “If you get out of the car, it could cost Dozer his life.”

Fear rakes through me, and I don’t doubt it’s a real risk. I have no intention of distracting him. But if Dozer is in that house, I’m going to be the first thing he sees when he comes out.

When we reach the neighborhood gate, a massive arched structure with a pad to press a key card against for entrance, another SUV pulls in behind us, presumably Jackson and Cage who Bebe called just a minute ago.

Kynan coasts up slowly and stops at the gate. Bebe pulls out a small black device no bigger than a remote control. She presses a button on it and a blue light comes on. She hands it to Kynan and says, “Press it on the pad when I say so.”

He rolls down the window while Bebe works on her laptop, a flurry of numbers and symbols apparently representing some hacking code.

“Now,” she says, and Kynan does as requested. The gate slowly swings open and with the other guys right on our bumper, both vehicles slip through.

Bebe directs Kynan where to go, and when we see the large Mediterranean mansion on the left, Kynan cruises right by it. He goes down to the end of the block and pulls to the curb. I glance behind us and see that Jackson and Cage’s SUV is gone, but I assume they’ve parked elsewhere.

Kynan pulls out his gun and checks the magazine and chamber before tucking it into his rear waistband. He then drums his fingers on the steering wheel.

“What are you waiting for?” I ask, trying to keep the panic out of my voice.

“Jackson and Cage are going to approach the house on foot, find out how many are inside.”

“With that heat radar thing you mentioned?” James asks.

“Yup,” he says just as his phone rings. He answers it on speaker.

“Seven people inside.” It’s Jackson. I’ve met him a few times while staying at the Jameson building in Pittsburgh. “Five in one room at the back, two nearer the front of the house.”

“And no cars in the driveway,” Bebe muses. “So, not a party.”

“Not a party,” Jackson says grimly. “We can see Dozer, and Borovsky’s in there.”

“What?” I exclaim, ripping off my seat belt and pushing my shoulders between the two front seats.

“We were able to enter the back of the property as there’s a pool house there to hide us. They have him in a room off the back patio. He’s in a chair, and Borovsky’s working on him.”

“What does that mean?” I ask, hysterical.

Jackson doesn’t answer me, and Kynan doesn’t ask for details. I think it’s to spare me, but Kynan wastes no time.

He opens the door, exits, and then looks back to Bebe. “Call the SAC and get them in here.”

“On it,” she says, and then Kynan slams the door and is gone.

I twist in my seat, watch in the rearview mirror as he blends in with the shadows, skirting pockets of light as he makes his way to the house where Dozer is. He melts into the darkness and is gone.

“I’ve got the radar feed,” Bebe says, and I whirl to look over her shoulder. James leans forward too.

“How are you getting that?” he asks.

“Jackson must have propped it up on something. It’s fed through satellite hookup to me.”

My jaw drops as I see orange men inside a house. There’s not enough detail to know definitively they’re men—I just assume they are. As Jackson said, two are in a room near the front. Five are in a room at the back, and of those five, one is clearly sitting in a chair. I can’t see the chair, only the orange glow of his body in what looks to be a sitting position.

I’m not sure if it’s my eyes or my fear, but it seems the seated man’s orange is duller than the others.

“That’s Dozer in the chair,” I breathe out. James leans further forward and curses. “Why is his color not as bright?”

Bebe’s answer comes a little too quick and smooth. “That’s just satellite interference.”

I know she’s lying.

My breath catches as I see other orange figures enter the screen. Two sneaking up to the rear of the house, and then there’s Kynan again, moving to the front porch. At least I assume it’s Kynan, and the two at the back are Jackson and Cage.

What happens next is so fast, I’m not sure I even understand the coordinated attack. From the porch, Kynan must ring a doorbell as the two glowing figures walk that way. The doorbell must make the other group leery, as two of the men walk out of that room.

Then Jackson and Cage enter from the back patio—maybe the door was open—and their stances are such it’s clear they’re pointing guns at the men. All of them put their hands up except Dozer in the chair and the man closest to him.

I flick my attention back to Kynan’s ghostly orange figure. He’s in the house, and those two men have their hands up.

Not a single shot is fired.

And then one is.

I hear it through the closed car windows, and my head whips back toward the house to see if I can see anything.

Nothing. Pitch-black. The door to the house is closed. I don’t see Kynan.

My gaze goes back to the screen, and I don’t know what I’m seeing. At first, Dozer’s no longer sitting in the chair but seems to be on the ground with the other man on top of him. They’re a big blob of orange glow, and neither is moving.

“Oh my God,” I shriek. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” Bebe says, sounding as stressed as me.

All I know is that I can’t stand one more second of not knowing if Dozer is alive or dead.

I jerk the door handle and throw myself out before Bebe can think to order me to stay, or before James can grab me.

I run as hard and fast as I can in my sandals, hearing feet pounding behind me. It’s James, and he doesn’t try to stop me but flies past. I kick out of my sandals so I can keep up with him, my bare feet pricked by pebbles and then sharp grass.

Without any thought to his own life, or whether things are still volatile, James rushes right up the porch and barrels into the front door. I’m on his ass, and I clear the threshold to see that Kynan has two of the men on their knees at gunpoint, their hands behind their heads.

“Jesus Christ,” he mutters as he takes us in. But then he gives me a comforting smile. “He’s fine. They’re down that hall.”

James leads the way, and when we enter the room where they’ve got Dozer, I’m not prepared for the horror I see.

I glance at a body on the ground—it’s Borovsky, a bullet hole in his head—and I don’t bother looking at him again. That’s not the truly horrifying thing.

It’s Dozer, covered in blood, standing near the chair, knocked over beside Borovsky’s body. There’s so much blood, I can’t tell where it’s coming from. Jackson is behind Dozer, cutting ties off his wrists, and he grimaces as he rolls his shoulders and rubs at the abraded skin. Cage has his gun trained on the other Russians as they, too, kneel with their hands behind their heads.

Dozer looks over and sees me and his dad standing there. His eyes grow warm with relief, and I brush past James, who seems frozen in place.

“Oh God,” I moan as I reach him, coming to a dead stop, terrified to touch him. I look around wildly, see Jackson is the closest, and snap at him. “Give me your shirt.”

“What?” he asks dumbly.

“Your shirt. Can’t you see Dozer’s bleeding to death?”

“I’m not,” Dozer starts to say.

I ignore him and snap at Jackson. “Your fucking shirt.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he says and whips it off, handing it to me.

I turn back to Dozer, afraid to meet his eyes. I can now see a large cut across his chest that had freely bled but seems mostly clotted. One on his abdomen still oozes.

“There’re a few smaller ones on my back,” Dozer says, and my eyes whip up. “The one on my stomach… press the shirt there.”

Gently, I do as he asks, and he grits his teeth through the pain. Vaguely, I hear sirens, and I hope to God one is an ambulance.

James, apparently jostled out of his paralysis, moves to his son’s side. “Let’s sit you down.”

Dozer shakes his head. “No sitting down. I want out of here.”

Covering my hand with his, Dozer takes over holding the shirt to the laceration on his stomach. His dad moves to his side, loops Dozer’s arm over his shoulder, and lets his son lean on him as we walk out of the room, leaving the carnage behind.

“What happened to Borovsky?” James asks as we maneuver into the hall, heading for the front door. Red and blue lights flash through the windows.

“When Cage and Jackson came in, it caught everyone by surprise. The other guys surrendered, but Borovsky said he wasn’t going back to jail and lunged. Cage shot him in the head, which caused him to fall on top of me. Some of this blood is his.”

I grimace, but it doesn’t matter.

It’s over.

Borovsky is dead, and Dozer is safe.

Police and FBI agents move through the house. Bebe meets us at the door and in true fashion, she gasps, “God, Dozer… you look awful.”

“Feel awful.” He grins, which means he still has a little bit of spunk left in him.

“Rather have you feeling awful than feeling dead,” she replies, but she’s not smiling. She’s as shaken as I am.

We’re met at the bottom of the porch by EMTs with a gurney. The fact that Dozer doesn’t decline the gurney tells me he’s worse off than he’s letting on. His dad helps him lie down and I say, “I’ll ride with you to the hospital.”

One of the paramedics shakes his head. “It’s against hospital policy. You’ll have to meet him there.”

“I’ll be fine,” Dozer soothes, and I nod as his dad pulls me back so they can work on him.

Griff comes out of the house, and I’m not even sure when he went in. He moves to Dozer’s side and puts a hand on his shoulder. “You good?”

“I’m good,” he says, but we know he’s not. He needs to be patched up big-time.

Griff walks toward us, his eyes moving over Bebe to make sure she’s okay. His voice is grim as he says, “We found the Grecos. Mom, dad, and daughter are dead in one of the guest bathrooms.”

It’s now that I think of Borovsky, and I remember when Dozer told me he hoped the outcome would be Ivan’s death. I didn’t understand how he could think that way. Life is precious.

But Borovsky didn’t see it that way. People were expendable, and now I’m so glad he’s dead and can’t hurt anyone else again.

The paramedics start to move the gurney toward the ambulance, but Dozer yells, “Wait.”

They stop and his head pops up to address me directly. “Get busy working on the wedding plans.”

And now I smile. “Is that your way of proposing?”

“It’s all I got in me right now,” he admits.

I push through the EMTs and bend over Dozer, bringing my lips to his. “I love you, and I’ll get hopping on the wedding plans.”

I lift up and stare down at him. The man who would have died for me.

“Sooner rather than later, okay?” he says. “I want to get married sooner rather than later.”

“Okay,” I whisper.

“We have to go, ma’am,” one of the paramedics says, cutting into my marriage proposal.

“We’ll follow you to the hospital,” I promise as they wheel him toward the waiting ambulance. Dozer offers me a thumbs-up.

James puts an arm around my shoulders and brings me in tight. We stand that way until they have Dozer loaded and they’re shutting the doors.

Squeezing my shoulder, James looks down at me. “Wedding, huh?”

“Appears so,” I reply with a smile, my eyes still on the ambulance where I can see them working on Dozer through the window as it pulls away.

He’s leaving me for now, and I’ll be right behind him. But in this surreal moment, following such horror, fear, and tragedy, I’ve never felt better knowing that our future starts now.




CHAPTER 22


Dozer

I’m sitting on the edge of the bed, waiting on my woman to get ready. I take the opportunity to scroll through the messages on my phone.

Jess walks out of the bathroom, head tilted as she puts in an earring. “Have you seen my heart necklace? I wanted to wear it today.”

I bought her a Tiffany gold interlocking hearts necklace, and I know damn well she hasn’t lost it. JJ’s just not very good about keeping things in proper places.

Nabbing the pair of silk panties beside me on the bed, I twirl them around my finger. I ignore the matching bra she set out. “No clue where your necklace is, but I found these.”

“You didn’t find them,” she says with an eye roll. “I laid those out to wear. Two very different things.”

“Why don’t you come over here and let me put them on you?” I leer openly at her. She’s so fucking beautiful, how can I look at her any other way in her short satin robe, barely closed in front, her very naked body underneath? Probably the worst thing that could ever happen is for me to go blind so I couldn’t see this vision every day for the rest of my life.

Jess saunters my way, a sexy smile on her face. My blood quickens, even though we spent a luxurious hour in bed this morning thoroughly wearing each other out.

It just as quickly slows when she grabs the panties and takes two steps back. “No way in hell I’m letting you put these on me, because that’s just code for getting me back in bed, and we’re going to be late.”

“My dad won’t care,” I insist, moving fast from the bed to grab her. I pull her into me and she laughs, arms going around my neck. Slipping my hands under the back of her robe, I squeeze her bare ass and kiss her hard.

“Stop,” she moans into my mouth, “or we’ll never get out of here.”

“Don’t care.” I move my mouth to her neck.

“You totally care.” She laughs, hand pressed to the back of my head as I nibble down to her collarbone.

Lifting my head, I lock eyes with her. “Fine. I care.”

Reluctantly, I release her and tug at the tightness of my pants that she just created. I’m uncomfortable, but she’s right. We really can’t be late.

“Your necklace is on the dresser,” I say, nodding toward it.

She beams. “What would I do without you?”

“Lose a lot of jewelry,” I quip, and she laughs, moving back into the bathroom to get dressed.

But the real question is, what would I do without her? It’s something I hope to never find out. The relief that hasn’t abated since Cage killed Borovsky means I’ll cherish every day with her.

The last few weeks have been a whirlwind of me healing, adjusting to a new life, and being grateful every day for all the amazing people in it. My incredible team who put their lives on the line to save me and protect Jess.

Cage, in particular, who, without hesitation, shot Borovsky dead. The shooting was investigated and found to be self-defense since Borovsky—a convicted murderer of children—lunged at Cage with a knife. But still, it’s a risk when you take the law into your own hands, and Cage acted without thought to the consequences he might face. I can never repay that, because it has eliminated the threat posed by Borovsky permanently. The FBI—through their informants—are confident that Jess is safe now. Borovsky’s vendetta against her was personal and while the family had no problem in helping in his escape, they were not going to be pursuing things further.

Still, we’re vigilant and I’m teaching Jess how to shoot a gun.

Bottom line, though, with Borovsky dead, it’s allowed Jess and Thea to lead a free life, and it has made all my dreams come true.

I’ve settled into a new life here in Miami, sharing JJ’s house with her and Thea. At first, it was nothing more than rest and relaxation so I could recover from the injuries Borovsky and his men inflicted. The stitches on my front and back came out four days ago, leaving vivid scarring against my dark skin. Jess caresses and kisses them tenderly and tells me how sexy they are. I don’t know if she’s pulling my leg, but they are a permanent part of who I am and a daily reminder of my priorities.

Jess and Thea.

It’s why I’m relocating to Miami to start my life with my new family. JJ and I sat down with Thea and had a frank conversation about the feelings we have for each other, that I was going to be living with them, and while I’m still Uncle Dozer, I’m hopeful that sooner rather than later, she’ll call me Daddy. For now, it’s enough that I think she’s more excited than Jess to have me in the house.

As for Jameson, I’m still gainfully employed with them. I mean, how could I ever leave a company—no, a family—who put their lives on the line for me and Jess? There were serious discussions about where we should live—here or Pittsburgh—but Jess really loves her job, and Claire is here, and really… I want a relationship with my father.

So, the solution—thanks to Kynan and his entrepreneurial spirit—is to open a Miami office, which I will run. Right now, said office is really just my laptop on the dining room table, but Kynan is hoping to buy some property and outfit it within the next few months. I’ll still commute now and again to Pittsburgh, but that’s not Kynan requiring it. So many in that office are my family, too, and I need time with them.

Especially Bebe. While she’s happy for my happiness, she’s sad to lose her lab partner and closest friend. I suggested perhaps she borrow Camille’s plane more often and come visit me here. Camille, by the way, was in no way put out by Bebe’s white lie about her destination, and once she learned the truth behind it was very forgiving. I’m sure she’d let Bebe use the plane on another occasion if she so requested.

Jess walks out of the bathroom again. I stand near the dresser and watch her drop the robe and put on her bra. She has no shame prancing around me naked, for which I’m eternally grateful. It’s a feast for my eyes to watch her do something as simple as pull a dress from the closet and slip it over her head. She smooths it over her hips and twirls. “Do you like it?”

It’s a light peach confection, fitted through the bodice and floaty around her legs, coming down just below her knees. “You’re stunning.”

“Of course I am,” she teases and twirls again. “But what about the dress?”

“It’s okay,” I tease back, moving to take her in my arms. “Let’s see how it moves.”

We dance slowly, not pressed into each other but in a waltz where I twirl her around. We laugh, and before she pulls away so she can put on her heels, I kiss her hand.

Her left hand, to be specific. Just at the knuckle, below which a large diamond ring sits.

When I was released from the hospital, about midday following Borovsky’s death, I headed straight to a jewelry store. Jess thought I was nuts, but I dragged her in and let her pick out a ring. It wasn’t very traditional, but considering I hollered from an ambulance gurney that she start on our wedding plans, it seemed appropriate.

Ultimately, she didn’t pick. I did because she was trying to be frugal, and I wanted her to sparkle. I love the four-carat stunner she now wears.

Jess pulls away from me, smiling. We hold hands until our arms are stretched to the max, fingers sliding away from each other, and she moves to the closet again to grab her shoes.

♦

My dad moves to my side and rests a hand on my shoulder. “Nervous?”

“A little,” I reply without hesitation. This is a big deal.

“Think I have a chance with Claire?” he asks, and my head whips his way.

“You really want to talk about Claire right now?” I ask incredulously.

“No.” His grin is big, eyes shining with amusement. “But I thought that would take your mind off being nervous.”

I smirk and turn my eyes back to the patio doors of my dad’s house. At any moment, they’ll open, and my life will really begin.

Rows of white chairs are set up with something white and frothy attached to their backs. A massive arch behind me is filled with fresh flowers, and in the middle stands a minister my father procured from God knows where.

All of Jess’s family and friends sit on one side.

My side is filled with Jameson people—front row, Bebe and Griff, smiling at me, and Joslyn and Kynan next to them.

Not all were able to come, but most did. Cruce, Barrett, Saint, Sin, Malik, Anna, Cage, Jaime, Corrine, Clay, Jackson, Camille, Ladd, and Greer. The list goes on with folks from the Vegas office who I don’t know as well, but some I do. Rachel in particular who holds her son Tony on her lap, but her husband Bodie is off on a mission and couldn’t make it.

The one person I wish was here is Kellen. He’s new to Jameson, and I barely know the dude, and yet he’s the one who’s really missed. He took on the very important job of protecting Claire and Thea so I wouldn’t have to worry about them. But he’s wrapping up his stuff in California for the permanent move to Pittsburgh. He’s sold his house, and he, Bubba, and his girlfriend will be driving across the country this weekend. I’ll fly to Pittsburgh soon if for nothing more than to take him out for a beer.

Music starts, and my eyes drift to the patio doors. They open and Thea comes out, wearing a peach-colored sundress nearly the same color as her mom’s. She has daisies tucked into her hair, and her gaze locks onto mine. She seems scared when she realizes all the people are turned in their seats looking at her, but I hold out my hand to urge her forward.

She’s carrying a basket and is supposed to drop daisies down the aisle, but instead she takes off running toward me. Everyone laughs and I scoop her into my arms. “You forgot to drop the flowers,” I tease as I kiss her cheek.

“Oh yeah,” she says and wiggles to be let down. Everyone is charmed when she runs to just between the first row of chairs, tips her basket, dumps all the flowers, and then runs back to me.

More laughter as I pick her up again. I figure it’s probably more appropriate for her to be with me and Jess rather than standing off to the side.

And then Jess is there, standing in the open doorway, ready to step out onto the patio. Her dad is on one side, her mom on the other.

“I seriously want your opinion on Claire,” my dad mutters low out the side of his mouth.

“Not now,” I say back, not taking him seriously. He’s only trying to lighten the mood, ease my nerves, and take a playful jab. Truth is, I think he and Claire are going to be very good friends.

Jess’s eyes laser onto mine, and we stare at each other the entire time she walks down the aisle. No traditional white dress, and I notice she ditched her heels because she told me they were hurting her feet on the drive over. We didn’t spend the night before the wedding apart, and we didn’t even engage in the planning of this event.

That was all my dad and Claire, who took care of everything except for the outfit Jess picked out. As for me, it’s Miami, and I’m staying cool in a pair of khaki linen pants and a white linen, short-sleeved shirt that’s casually untucked.

Jess and I didn’t bother writing vows. We’re both so easygoing about this whole thing, we decided to speak from the heart when the time came.

Both of us know we’ll say the exact right thing, because we’ve already said it all before. We’ve spent the past two weeks making sure to be truthful with all our feelings and catching up on things we should’ve been saying to each other for years.

♦

“Now this is a wedding celebration,” Griff says. We’re standing in line for the Seven Dwarfs Mine Train roller coaster.

We had a small reception yesterday following the ceremony, but we invited everyone to join us today in Orlando as I am fulfilling my Disney promise to Thea.

Not everyone could come—but still high off our success against Borovsky, Kynan, Jackson, Cage, and Malik are standing in line behind Griff. The women decided not to come on the roller coaster and instead have gathered under a shade tree to wait for us. But Thea is fearless and stands next to me, holding my hand.

And why would she be scared? She has some of the toughest men standing around her, ready to slay all her dragons.

Of course, this is apparent to anyone in the Magic Kingdom who happens to walk by, because Bebe took it upon herself to buy all the men coordinating T-shirts—T-shirts that fit like a second skin, all in black with white lettering on the back that says, “Princess Protection Detail.”

Best of all, not one of the guys protested wearing these. All six of us are quite the spectacle, enjoying it to the max. Especially with Thea donning her Princess Tiana dress. All day we’ve had people coming up, asking to take pictures with us. Thea has been loving every minute of it, all her “uncles” protecting her while she waits in line.

There’s a tug on my hand, and I look down at Thea.

“What’s up?” I ask as the line moves forward and we shuffle along.

“Can I ask you a secret question?”

“Sure,” I reply and squat so we’re face-to-face. I glance over and across the way, see all the Jameson women sipping cool drinks and laughing.

Jess’s eyes are on me and her daughter while she keeps an ear on the conversation around her.

Thea leans in and whispers, “When can I start calling you Daddy?”

Fuck it all to hell, but why did she have to ask me that question right in the middle of the happiest place on earth with my macho bro dudes standing behind us? There’s no stopping my eyes from swimming with tears, so I quickly pull her into a hug so she can’t see. I dash them away with a few hard blinks so the guys don’t see.

“You can start calling me that right now,” I whisper back.

“Okay, Daddy,” she replies and then squirms out of the hug, taking hold of my hand again.

I straighten, look over to my wife, and she sees—but that’s okay. A smile tips her mouth, and I think she knows what’s going down.

Thea just truly made me the happiest man on the planet.

 

Join the team at Jameson Force Security one last time! Kellen McCord is the first K-9 handler to join the team at Jameson Force Security and with the help of his partner, Omega, he’s about to make a rescue that will change his life forever. CLICK HERE to get details on Code Name: Omega.

The Pittsburgh Titans are rebuilding following a tragic plane crash. Baden Oulett makes the move from Phoenix to Pittsburgh as he joins the coaching staff for the Titans, but did he make the right choice? CLICK HERE to read Baden.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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