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JEN

        

      

    

    
      I can’t pinpoint the exact moment in my life I decided I wanted to become a white-coat-wearing, nerdy scientist. Though I suppose that episode of Sesame Street where they interviewed a chemist in a draping, superhero-esque coat might have had something to do with it—formative years and all that.

      I have no clue at what point I decided I would specialize in biochemistry, either, but my sixth-grade best friend dying from osteosarcoma—a cancer in her bones—may have had something to do with that.

      There they are again; those formative years plaguing my brain and turning me into something I may never have considered if not for those influential moments in my youth.

      Gina Cleary was merely twelve years old when we ran a cross-country ‘fun run’ and our worlds were flipped on their heads.

      Hers more than mine, of course.

      Gina and I finished that day together, we crossed the finishing line as one, arm in arm, smiles on our sweaty faces, and with plans to meet up on the weekend to have a sleepover and prank call the cute boys from our class.

      Those were the days of harmless fun and flirting with boys who would—eventually—grow out of their awkward, acne and too-big-feet phase.

      Unfortunately, Gina never lived long enough to see that.

      On the way home from our fun run that day, what started as a simple discomfort in her right leg, an irritation we blamed purely on the five miles we’d run, turned into a limp. But that limp turned into her needing to sit halfway home. And when we stood again after her rest, we both realized there was something more going on.

      Mild pain turned to a torrent of tears, and the prank phone calls we intended to make that Saturday night were replaced with a hospital stay.

      The rest, as they say, was Gina’s history.

      We were twelve when we found out cancer wasn’t only for old people, and thirteen when we realized death wasn’t only for grandparents.

      Gina reached the coveted teen years, at least, before she succumbed to her illness. She hit her milestone a mere three weeks before she was gone. The day before she closed her eyes for the last time, I reached thirteen, and instead of a pool party or something a little more… lively… together, we laid in her hospital bed and prank called a couple of the awkward, acne-covered teens. We laughed, at least. Despite her constant pain and the leg they’d already taken months prior, we laughed.

      Fucking formative years, man.

      Fortunately for me, that was the first and last up-close-and-personal experience I ever had with cancer. But the damage was done, and four years after we buried my best friend, I graduated high school at the top of my class and delivered the valedictory at our graduation. Immediately after that, I threw myself headfirst into college with a partial scholarship and enough enthusiasm to get me through six years, a doctorate, an internship with the prestigious Burrows and Allan, three lame-ass boyfriends, and uncountable tubs of Nutella.

      Now I wear my fancy white coat daily, and I’m forming what I’m certain will one day become a hunchback—Notre Dame style—from staring down at a desk all day. While Gina sleeps eternally, I’ve hardly slept at all… but I’ve had the honor of studying cancer under a microscope.

      I never could have predicted the hatred I would feel for a sample on a slide. The loathing I would hold for cellular structures and cloaked tissue cells. A disease that kills so many, when it should have been cured a hundred years ago.

      But here I am anyway, furious at the disease that takes no prisoners.

      My rage at the world, and my despair at the lack of a cure, could have left me feeling hopeless, angry, bitter, and missing my best friend. But formative years are a beautiful thing, because for the past three years, I’ve been working on my own cure. Countless hours, too little sleep, a few tears now and then, a nasty case of ADHD, and a playlist from the nineties screaming over the speakers when I want to revisit my youth while I work and consume caffeine by the bucketload.

      I’m not naïve enough to think I’ll cure cancer and make such a massive problem go away, but I’m energetic and arrogant enough to know for damn sure I’ll make a difference. I’ll do something good with the education I slaved over. And in the meantime, I’ll make treatment just a little more bearable for those suffering the pain and destruction that chemotherapy ravages on a body.

      In my three years experimenting with cancer cells and studying them on a microscopic level, I’ve developed a drug that reduces the nausea a patient usually experiences during treatment, and gives them energy that doesn’t deplete what they truly need to rest. I’ve happened across a synthetic upper that, according to studies over the past twelve months, have given patients better quality of life while they undergo treatments, and, when the chemo tries to kill these people before their cancer does, my drug counteracts a lot of that pain and sickness and almost—almost—nullifies the negative aspects of pumping poison into one’s veins.

      It’s not a cure for cancer. But it’s a bridge patients can use while I work on the rest. Though studies are ongoing, which means the data is hardly significant, doctors on the ground are giving their praise, reporting that their patients are happier, prognosis is just a little more cheery, and in some very special cases, of those who joined my study knowing they were dying and were in their final remaining weeks and months of life, all but one are still alive, and many look fresher now than when they joined the trial.

      Being without pain and exhaustion helps a body heal. So although I’ve yet to reach my goal, I’m giving my patients the tools to cure themselves, if only temporarily.

      And hell, I’ll take it for now and keep working for the rest.

      My drug, nicknamed Queen, comes with a sweet tang that patients describe is like cotton candy with a peppermint aftertaste. I can’t confirm, since I’ve never taken it, but the fact there’s a taste at all, when Queen is pushed through an IV, straight into a person’s bloodstream, always makes me grin.

      Gina loved cotton candy, so perhaps that’s just her saying hey.

      Because of that, I smile now as I work. The sun has long ago descended past the horizon, and through the windows at my back, the stars and moon twinkle almost as brightly as the sun did before them. Cicadas scream in the trees outside the lab, and the soft breeze of a spring evening flitters through the metal beams outside my un-openable windows.

      It’s the perfect weather for love, and though that love isn’t for me, that doesn’t make this upcoming weekend anything less than amazing.

      After my internship with Burrows and Allan, I left to finish out my education and walk across the stage to collect my applause and hoots of encouragement from my baby sister, Tabby. But as soon as it was time to come back to work and the brothers at B&A approached me with a paltry offer and pitiful benefits, I jumped at the opportunity to officially work for such a prestigious company, and from there, I plunged deep into the research I continue today.

      Back in nineteen-thirty… something, the original Davey Burrows and his bestie Francis Allan were a couple of nerds wiling away their time pre-Depression in white coats much like mine. Together, they discovered a medication that is widely used today, but because of their philanthropic passions, they never patented it.

      Instead, the foolishly charming duo gave their discovery away for free, eventually saving hundreds of thousands of lives—perhaps millions, though we’ll never know for sure—before another company took what Burrows and Allan created, dropped it into a new lab, added their own tiny adjustment, and called it something new. That medication was patented, and now it’s pushed by every doctor and pharmaceutical company to millions of unwell adults every month.

      The discovery a couple of geeks made in an under-funded laboratory is now worth trillions. But Burrows and Allan will never see a single penny of it, and the patients the friends tried to help will now benefit from their altruism only if they can afford it.

      Many can’t.

      I’ve had job offers from certain other companies—cough, cough, thieves—but it’s the underlying principles of Burrows and Allan that keep me here. I’m paid barely enough to cover the rent at my single-room apartment across town, the hours are grueling, the air conditioning is rarely comfortable, and the applause is really, really quiet for the most part.

      But my lab is my home away from home, my coworkers are similarly minded, and Queen is my baby, so although the original Burrows and Allen are long dead, and their grandsons—one from each founder—now run the place, the institutional ideologies keep me rooted firmly in my lab and away from head-hunting competitors.

      Even if said headhunters are all things tall, handsome, and offering a lot of money.

      It’s a hard life being me, for sure.

      “Jen?” Bingham—I swear, that’s really the name his mother gave him—hums across the phone I’ve set on speaker and tossed to my table. I have somewhere to be soon, but first, a little more work to do, so I study the slide in front of me, and make notes on my left. “Jenny?”

      “Don’t call me Jenny, creepo. You know I don’t like it.”

      “So let me take you to dinner.” His voice is deep and throaty—much like how his tongue searches a woman’s mouth on a first date. “A steak at Vito’s sounds good, right? Red wine. Good company.”

      “Oh?” Uninterested, I continue to study the slide, and when I’m satisfied, I pull back and make my next notes on paper. “Who’s coming?”

      “Wh—” he stutters. “Me and you, silly.”

      “But you said good company,” I snigger. “I’ve had dinner with you before, Bingham. You’re not that good.”

      “I can be better.”

      I’m certain he was aiming for suave, but his sentence hits my brain with a tone of desperation that turns me off a thousand times faster than his overactive tongue.

      “I know you’re still at the lab, Jen, and I know your feet hurt.”

      My mind drops to the heels wrapped around my aching feet.

      “I know you’re hungry,” he adds.

      My stomach rumbles.

      “I doubt you’ve eaten since breakfast, and breakfast was liquid, wasn’t it?”

      I glance across the room and stare at the empty protein shake bottle in the trash. It was chocolate and delicious, but Bingham is right—it was a longgggg time ago, and the protein left my body by lunchtime.

      “If you don’t want steak, we both know Vito’s does a fantastic gnocchi gorgonzola.” I don’t know how I hear a smile, but nevertheless, the man smiles like he thinks he’s got me pegged. “Gnocchi is your weakness, right?”

      “No, the backs of my knees are my weakness, but you wouldn’t know that because you never made it past first base.”

      I push away from my work and glance up when my coworker stops at my glass door. Our eyes meet, so although he raises a hand to knock, he drops it again and pushes in. “Jen,” he starts immediately, unaware of the fact I’m on the phone. “I wanted to ask—”

      “Hang on a sec.” I snatch up my phone and take it off speaker. Bringing it to my ear, I toss my pen aside and walk toward the mini-fridge under my desk. “I have to go, Bingham. I’m not coming to dinner, and since we both know you were angling to make an offer anyway, I’m not leaving Burrows and Allan, so save yourself the time and dinner expense, and take my rejection like a man.”

      “Who just walked in, Jen?”

      I smile and glance across at the fifty-four-year-old Richard Tinker; unfortunate name, if you happen across a woman with underdeveloped maturity—not me, for sure—but the man is sweet as pie and always checking in to make sure I’m eating. That’s probably why I associate him with pie. “He’s my lover, Bingham. He’s married to someone else, but what we have is sweet and wholesome. He knows about my knees.”

      Poor Dickie blushes and makes his way to where I was working. To snoop. To make sure I was working late for a super important reason.

      “Richard and I were considering running away to Aruba together, so this phone call is actually terrible timing for me…”

      “You’re not funny,” Bingham grumbles. “I’ll call you again tomorrow, Jen. Then Sunday.”

      “That’s probably illegal.” I take a fresh protein drink from my fridge and drop onto my worn and peeling stool. The aged leather scrapes the backs of my thighs as I sit, but my feet ache so much, I don’t even care. I push one heel off with a grunt of satisfaction, then the other. Peeling the bottle open, I watch Dickie as he reads my notes with shoulders bowed in. I want to see his reaction. His unfiltered thoughts without my own biases thrown in. “Don’t call me tomorrow, Bingham. I’m gonna be busy.”

      “Busy working?” he scoffs. “You act like your dedication to your career will stop these phone calls.”

      “Perhaps you’re right.” I flash a conspiratorial smile and sip the cold, chocolate-flavored liquid until it touches the bottom of my stomach. “But I’m not working tomorrow. Nor the next day. And if my flailing work ethic won’t slow you down, perhaps my taser will. Can I press it to your ballsack, Bingham? I won’t lie, I’ve always wondered what would happen.”

      “I’m hanging up,” he growls. “Call me tomorrow when you’re in a better mood.”

      I laugh. “Not likely to happen.”

      I don’t have to hang up, because he does it for me, so I toss my phone to the table on my right and go back to sipping and staring. “How’s Julia?” I ask Dickie. “Is she well?”

      “She’s surprisingly unthreatened by the alleged office romance you and I have,” he chuckles. “Considering we have a daughter your age, I’d say she’s secure in the knowledge I have zero interest in someone in her twenties.”

      “I’m energetic.” I beam a playful smile when the man glances over his shoulder and glowers. “Flexible,” I add with a laugh. “I can touch my toes.”

      “Why are you studying Queen under a microscope, young lady?” He goes back to examining my work. “We have better tech for this. Faster, and with less eye strain.”

      I want to laugh. Hell, I’m so tired, I want to throw my head back and howl away my exhaustion. But his question slams me straight in the gut and kills whatever joviality I felt while teasing Bingham and his ballsack.

      I exhale and slide off the edge of my stool with my dinner in hand. “Ya know, I was wondering if I was seeing things. Maybe it was my fatigue making my brain woozy or whatever, but now you’re calling it Queen, too. So…”

      I stop by my former mentor, my intern leader and eventually the guy who got me this gig and a lifetime of never truly affording nice shoes. When he frowns and looks at me, I sigh. “You see Queen, and I see Queen. But this sample… is not Queen.”

      Confused, he turns away from the desk and my notes, and faces me with wrinkled skin and loosened jowls.

      Dickie’s nose is larger than usual, his pores, wider than mine have ever been, and his brows and nose, hairy enough to draw my eye. He’s shaggy and rumpled, considering his age: the perfect office dad, who wears cardigans to cover his overhanging midsection, and the same pair of shoes, I swear on a stack of bibles, he’s worn since the day we met.

      Dickie is not a man bothered with fashion trends or changing one’s look. But he sure as hell is bothered with me and my work.

      “If it’s not Queen,” he speaks slowly, emphatically, “what the hell is it?”

      “That’s… an excellent question.” I bring my protein drink up and sip. “It’s a sample that landed on my desk a week or so ago.”

      “It just… landed? Like, from the portal of no-fucking-where?”

      I snort and swallow another mouthful. Now that I’m aware of the time, my ravenous hunger makes my hands shake. “There’s a reason I have a potty mouth now, and it sure as shit wasn’t something my sweet papi taught me.”

      “Your sweet papi is this city’s most feared district attorney,” Dickie grouses. “Not only did he teach you to cuss, but he also gifted you that taser you enjoy so much.”

      “Oh man,” I groan and put aside, for just a moment, the pit of anxiety swirling in my stomach. “I hunger to tase someone, Dickie. I salivate at the thought. It’s like a physical ache that just won’t go away.  When Daddy gave me the thing, I had no clue it would be this difficult to talk some stupid guy into volunteering for me.”

      “We are only brainless penises, right?” Chortling, he glances back at the notebook on my desk. “Tell me what’s going on, kiddo.”

      And the moment is gone.

      “I don’t know what’s going on.” A million worst-case scenarios play through my mind. A million what-ifs. And worse, thoughts of my life’s work being destroyed plague me the way cancer plagued Gina’s small body. “I’m still looking into it, but it feels like I’m standing in front of a massive maze with a dozen entrances, and I have no clue which one to choose.”

      “Then the picture’s too big.” Dickie reaches up to pat his breast pocket—a habit he’s always had but never explained to me. I assume he was a smoker in his youth, seeking comfort from tobacco because he was too young to know better. Now he works in the field he does, and knows far more than he ever used to, so he likely quit and left it behind long ago… but that habit of searching for the pack, the muscle memory of reaching to his breast pocket, simply won’t go away. “You’re standing too far away, kid. You just need to pick a lane and step on in.”

      “And if I pick the wrong one?” Emptying my drink with one last heaping swallow, I toss the bottle into the trash and turn back to study my handwritten notes. “If I choose wrong?”

      “Then you’ll know that was the wrong lane. Now you only have eleven lanes to choose from instead of twelve, which means…”

      “Being wrong is still progress,” I sigh.

      It’s something he’s said to me a dozen times over the years. In Richard Tinker’s world, the only wrong answer is doing nothing at all.

      “I guess I’ll think on it over the weekend. Come back on Monday with a fresh head, then we’ll see where this takes us.”

      Dickie only smiles and follows me with his eyes as I make my way around the lab in bare feet. Hardly safe, I know, but it’s nearly eight on a Friday evening, and I have a plane to catch at eleven. I’m checking out of adulting for the next few hours, and choosing to be somewhat irrational.

      Should I cut my hair before tomorrow?

      “A fresh head?” Dickie watches as I stop by my discarded heels. I intend to put them back on, but for a minute, I stare. Dreading. “Or the hangover from hell, and the regret of bad choices?”

      “I never make bad choices.” Smirking, I slide one foot into my too-high heels. “I learn lessons.”

      “Lessons with male names?” he challenges. “How many of those do you want to learn before you settle down—and invite me to your wedding?”

      “As many as it takes for women to no longer be shamed for having sex before marriage, and for marriage to no longer be about ownership of a woman.” I slide my second foot into the discarded heel and look to my mentor, a father figure in all the best ways. “Yes, I understand the irony. But I never said I was rational or kind.”

      “You’re going to a wedding this weekend,” he chuckles. “You’re maid-of-honor in that wedding, and yet, you consider the institution of marriage nothing more than ownership?”

      “Precisely. Lucky for us, my soon-to-be brother-in-law wants only to make Tabby happy, so if she has to trade her name for a lifetime of happiness, a thriving veterinary practice, a dude I bet knows what he’s doing in bed, and eye candy at every family brunch, then I can put on a poofy dress and smile for a weekend.”

      “Quite the martyr.” He rolls his eyes. “Tell me again about the eye candy? More importantly, how many of them will you lift your poofy dress for?”

      Scandalized, I throw my head back and laugh. “None! I can’t shit where I eat, Dickie, and sleeping with my baby sister’s new family ain’t all that kosher. Besides, three out of five are taken, and the remaining two are too much for even me to handle at the same time.”

      “At the same time?” My sort-of boss burns red with indignation. “Jennifer! You didn’t have to put that in my head. Two? At once?” he blusters. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “What? It’s been in my head for months.”

      The alarm on my cell chirps and draws my attention.

      “Aw shit. That means I have to go home and pack.”

      Hurrying now, I grab my phone and silence the alarm, then dropping it into my pocket, I race around my lab and collect the things I might need for the weekend. I leave the sample slide behind—I have more—but I snatch up my notebook and favorite pen and toss them into my bag.

      “I still have to pack my suitcase, Dickie. And Tabby Cat will kill me if I miss my flight.”

      “Have you gotten said poofy dress yet?”

      “Nope, I’ll pick it up from the dressmaker tomorrow morning.”

      Frustrated, Dickie only rubs a hand over his face and sighs. “You haven’t had a single fitting yet, have you?”

      “No, but I measured myself.” I flash a quick grin and skid across the lab to the immunoassay autoanalyzer, a fancy name for the machine that analyzes a sample and breaks down its compounds. I tear my reports from the printer and shove them in my bag. “Come on, Dickie. I’m an off-the-rack kinda gal. Whatever needs altering tomorrow can be done with duct tape and bobby pins.”

      “Tabitha is going to kill you,” he chides, even as he glances down to hide his grin. “What time is the wedding?”

      “Two o’clock.” I slam my laptop lid closed and slide it into my bag, crushing my reports, and grit my teeth at the mess I’m making. “Do you think I need a haircut?”

      As though giving my question serious thought, the portly man leans to the right and glances at my messy ponytail. The ends touch the tops of my shoulders, but my pony is up high, so when my hair is down, it definitely needs a trim.

      “I think…” he ponders, “a haircut is probably something you should have organized a week or two ago. You’ve known this wedding was coming up.”

      “I’ve been busy!”

      Finally, I snag my outside coat from the rack at the door and swing the glass open. Glancing back to the man I would have adopted long ago if I didn’t already have an amazing father waiting to someday walk me down the aisle, I melt a little inside when he grins and sends heavy jowls moving with the gesture.

      “Have a good weekend, Dickie. I’ll see you Monday.”

      “Safe flight, little girl. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      I bark out a fast laugh and snag my keys from the pocket in my bag. “You were a flower child, no? How many skirts did you lift in the seventies?”

      He chortles and rests his hands on his strained belt. “Only my wife’s, thank you very much. Now go away and have fun.”

      “I intend to.”

      Spinning away from the lab, I dash along the hospital-clean hallway so my heels echo all the way to the elevator. Mirrored doors reflect my disheveled self back at me. My hair definitely should have been cut and tidied for tomorrow, and my legs could do with a little fake tan; the perils of working inside a lab fourteen hours a day.

      Skidding to a stop at the elevator doors, I tap-tap-tap the call button and silence the next alarm on my phone.

      Past-me knew Future-me wouldn’t be home yet, packing my bags and showering so I don’t upset my plane neighbor. So Past-me knew to set alarms in five-minute intervals until my too-flat behind is on that plane, and a margarita is cooling my palm.

      Though, let’s not fool ourselves into thinking the margarita is some kind of flashy, first-class perk that a flashy, first-class socialite would have on an airplane while she travels in style and looks flawless while she goes. No, I’m too broke for that. Instead, I fly cattle-class and skip a meal or two if it means consuming alcohol for take-off and landing, and in the end, I hope to not puke from fear or roll into the fetal position amid aggressive thoughts of flying in a tin can just waiting to be split open.

      “Oh god.” Stepping inside the elevator, I study the four walls of mirrors and note the sweat popping on my brow. It has nothing to do with my hallway dash, and everything to do with the fact that flight 957 might become a statistic in a matter of hours.

      My alarm sounds once more. Blaring and unkind. Demanding and degrading.

      Get on the plane, you sissy, and go to Tabby’s wedding. Next time, if you’d prefer to skip the panic attack, drive your damn self and organize your time so you don’t have to hop a last-minute flight all on your own on an empty stomach.

      “Aw shit.”
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      Fast feet and adrenaline zinging in my blood, I spin to my left and plunge a knife into my assailant’s chest until his insides crackle and protest from the pressure. Pulling the blade out, I duck my next attacker and slide my leg out so my shin collides with steely ankles and collapse the two-hundred-pound machine.

      He drops to the ground, thudding and solid, until the sound echoes in the room someone might call a chamber. There’s no natural light in here, no sunlight coming through windows, and no gentle breeze to play off the sweat beading on my brow.

      My heart races as a third and fourth attacker pace forward. They’re getting smarter, sneakier, and have somehow figured out how to work together, so I toss my knife to my left hand and pull a nine-millimeter Beretta from my holster.

      Standing in the middle of the room, I slow my breathing, calm my racing thoughts, and stare deep into dead eyes. “What do you want, huh?” I point my pistol at the one closest to me, but I keep the second in my peripherals. I keep my shit together and know that, if I screw up, I’m out. “Who do you work for?”

      “We want all your money,” a sizzling female voice taunts from the far side of the long room. “And your dick,” she adds playfully. “I enjoy nailing them to my wall of fame. They serve as both trophy and warning.”

      My lips quirk up, smiling when I should be careful. “I have no money for you. Besides, you’re the one with paid muscle. Seems you’re doing just fine on your own.”

      “And you just killed two of my men.” The woman with long, mahogany hair and a lithe, angular, and somewhat too-skinny body, saunters forward with more firepower on her thighs than even I have. She smiles like she’s already won this battle, and points her toes like she thinks I don’t notice her previous life as a dancer. “That’s a cool twenty-five grand you owe me.”

      “They’re not dead.” I leave my gun cocked on the six feet of machine muscle on my right, the glinting knife on my left. “They just need a little help down in maintenance at this point.”

      “And will you do the work?” She sashays forward, sex on legs but more dangerous than any seductress who ever graced this earth. “Corey Rosa? Will you fix my machines and repay your debt?”

      Lowering my arms, I stare into the dead eyes of a robot and chuckle. “I’m actually kinda busy, so…” I glance at my watch and note the time. “I have to shower and brush my hair, then I have somewhere to be.”

      “Fancy date?”

      Sophia Solomon is someone else’s wife. Someone’s mother. Many people’s boss. She’s taken and not in the least bit interested in stepping out on her man, but that doesn’t mean she doesn’t play with her soldiers. It doesn’t mean she wouldn’t actually grab my cock if I took it out and showed her.

      Unfortunately for me, I doubt she’d be touching for pleasure. My appendage would certainly end up nailed to the wall, just as she promised. I’d be dickless, and she’d still go home to her husband.

      None of which I’d like to take part in.

      So I leave my zipper alone and re-holster my pistol. “Your new tech is aces…” I flash a smug grin. “Ace.”

      Huffing, the former ballerina turns to her fallen robots and pulls the chest panel off the one who now has a stab wound in the front casing. With gentle hands, she uncovers a control panel that makes me feel guilt for my destructive ways… momentarily.

      “I want it on record that he attacked me first.”

      “He’s a fight simulator,” she grumbles. “A toy. An exercise buddy. Not a fucking member of Delta Force.”

      I grin and turn away to collect the water bottle I left by the far wall. “You act like I’d use a knife in a fight with a Delta.” Bending with a grunt, I snag my bottle and crack the lid open. My heart still races from exertion, and my blood runs warmer because of it. “I’m not sure I’d be in that fight at all, Soph. I can’t keep up with the big dogs.”

      She snorts and works on her machine to fix severed wires. She built these motherfuckers to look super iRobot, Will Smith style. Crash dummy type faces, but in dark greens and browns. Camouflage when tossed into the forest surrounding this place, deadly when given the order to bring the pain. “Where are you heading tonight? You know your ass should get to bed and rest.”

      “Funny.” I roll my eyes. “I might wanna call you Mami sometimes, but it sure as shit ain’t because I want you to mother me.”

      “It’s wedding day in three hours.”

      “Yes, but the wedding isn’t until two. Which means I still have hours before my bedtime, and in the end, I still get to sleep in and make the church on time. However…” I saunter forward and drop into a crouch so my knee touches hers and the ballerina and I are on the same level. “I would consider going to bed right now, if you wanted to admit your feelings and meet me between the sheets.”

      She smacks me square in the chest and shoves me back to my ass. “I’d rather choke on a fucking cactus. Get out of here so we can all sleep.”

      Snickering, I sit back and tip the remaining third of my water onto my face to cool down. It’s hot as Hades in here, now that I stop to feel it. “I just said I was leaving,” I chuckle. “And no one said you had to be here tonight while I test your sex dolls.”

      “They’re only sex dolls if you’re the one who wants to get fucked.” Closing the casing on the front of her mangled faux soldier, Soph looks at me with dark eyes and pursed lips. “You broke him. I hope you’re satisfied.”

      “Kinda am.” My grin is smug, but it only grows when I look back down at the robot’s chest. “Switch the wires and you should be good to roll.”

      “What?” Narrowing her eyes, Soph rips the casing open once more and studies her work. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “You crossed the wires.” Reaching in, I take out the rubber-covered cables and break apart the knots Soph just tied. “You crossed red with blue, doofus. Your brain not switched on tonight?”

      “Aww, shucks,” another voice replies. A dude stops at the room’s entryway with a tiny baby sleeping on his chest, and crosses his ankles. Jay Bishop—Soph’s husband and baby daddy—might be the only man on this planet not afraid of the woman who commands us all. “Red and blue are super similar shades, aren’t they, Sugar Plum?”

      “You shut your damn mouth.” Angry, the woman snatches the wires and goes to work fixing her mistake. “Why are you even here, Bishop?”

      “Because we missed you.” He flashes a playful grin that only notches up when our eyes meet. “And the baby has a shitty diaper.”

      Snarling, Sophia turns just her head and burns her man with a glare. “I know you didn’t drag her out at this time of the night just so I could change her diaper.”

      “No.” Pushing off the wall, Jay makes his way across the room just as Soph finishes with her robot and closes the chestplate once more. “We came out at this time of the night because the baby was awake, fed, ready to party, and we wanted ice cream and snuggles from Mommy.” He stops behind where his wife crouches and slides a hand under her arm. The guy is a few inches above six feet, and though Soph is tall, she’s got nothing on his size as he pulls her up and tucks her under his arm.

      I may as well be invisible as they stare into each other’s eyes. I could drop a bullet into every one of these robotic heads, and Soph wouldn’t notice me here as her man slides his hand around to the back of her neck and pulls her in close.

      The second their lips touch, I push up straight and glance away. The baby is sleeping, and her parents are making out. “Guess I’m done, then. I’ll see myself out.”

      “Don’t be late tomorrow,” Soph murmurs half-heartedly. “And don’t screw up. Your job is important.”

      “My job is to ensure Beckett gets to the church without puking on himself, and to walk the maid-of-honor down the aisle after that. Easy peasy.” I move away from the small family, unneeded and unwanted in their private time, and toss my empty water bottle into the trashcan by the door.

      I’m on Checkmate land tonight; more specifically, I’m in Spencer Serrano’s firing range. Though I could turn left at the door and go in search of my baby sister and her husband, I choose to turn right instead and head into the darkness outside.

      It’s late at night, and everyone knows Spence and Abby are trying for a baby. There’s absolutely nothing that could convince me to turn left and risk finding that thug touching her, so I make my exit and slide into my truck, parked in front of three others. Add in a cute little hatchback for Abby, and a sleek zipabout for Soph. The dirt outside Serrano’s firing range is filled with cars and his myriad visitors, and yet, Spence is hidden away… touching my sister.

      “Ugh.” I shake my shoulders and pray that someday, I’ll be able to kill the brain cells that cling to the memory of Spencer telling us—at family fucking dinner!—that he’s on my sister like white on rice.

      They want a baby, and he’s energetic enough to keep trying, despite knowing Abby isn’t likely to conceive naturally. They’re in the adoption database now, waiting on the phone call that’ll start their family, but in the meantime, Spence figures why the hell not? Try and try again, and if all else fails, at least they had a good time.

      Gag.

      Starting the engine and studying the dash as it alights with orange in the dark, I close the driver door and fix my seatbelt. Just as the radio comes on and music fills the cab of my truck, I push the gear stick into reverse and back away from the bunker that has seen far more illegal shit than the cops in this town would like to know about.

      They prefer ignorance when it comes to the Checkmate guys—Spence, Jay, my brother Troy… me. We have a hard-won, mutual respect with the local boys in blue: they leave us to do our business so long as we don’t bring harm to innocents, and we lend a hand on the jobs the cops can’t do legally, keeping evil pricks and deadly drugs off the street of our tiny town in the middle of forest.

      The police here used to be toxically strait-laced to the point that jaywalking might get a dude a heap of bad attitude and a fine. But now, the cops have kids, those kids are teens, and suddenly, keeping the drugs and danger away is more important than how we keep the drugs and danger away.

      We want only what’s best for the collective innocence of our town. So though there may not always be love between Checkmate and the authorities, there’s at least an agreement.

      That’s enough to keep us out of lockup… most of the time.

      Sliding the truck into first, I start forward and move along a potholed driveway that makes me bounce in my seat. My stomach drops into my asshole when I hit a hole bigger than most small cars could deal with. This road isn’t trashed because of lack of upkeep; rather, its condition is a deterrent to anyone who might ‘accidentally’ come too close to an active fire zone. Yeah, it works on the folks who shouldn’t be out here, but Spencer sure as fuck knows what he’s doing to the rest of us.

      Too many of us know what it is to serve overseas, to run through real conflict, our weapons and brothers-in-arms the difference between life and death. He knows firsthand what it is to be in a convoy on dirt roads much like this one, and in the end, to have your unit blown to hell and back because you drove over an IED.

      Spencer Serrano is a cold, calculated fucking machine, more unfeeling than the training robots Soph now supplies. But with my sister… he feels. With Abby, he loves, and cares, and breathes, and lives.

      With Abby, he’s human again.

      Doesn’t mean he doesn’t piss me off with this road and all the sex talk, though.

      Making my way along the winding path, I pass a plot of land close to the boundary fence. Concrete foundations were long ago poured, and the framing, walls, and roof are up. The loved-up couple are building their first family home, a ranch on the same parcel of land as a shooting range. But although distance creates safety, the adoption folks won’t be handing a child over at least until the house is finished and the land is legally subdivided to no longer carry the title of workspace… with bullets. So Spencer and Abby are working fast to get the house finished.

      In the meantime, we have a wedding to prepare for.

      Beckett is the middle brother of five boys… plus Abby. He was the one voted least likely to ever marry, the least likely to ever settle on one woman, and the most likely to divorce should he marry—and if that happens, the original bets were that the final papers would cite that maybe he forgot his vows and slept with a bevy of women at once.

      It’s all fun and games to show off those pages in his yearbook and tease the guy, but the truth of the matter is he’s not messing things up with Tabitha Lawrence. Once a Rosa finds the one they want, that’s the end of it; there’s no going back.

      So despite how much we wished Abby would consider someone a little less fucking mercenary, the decision was made.

      A Rosa will fight their own family if it means keeping the one they love.

      So, Abby is married off, as is Mitch. Nixon has himself a fiancée and a kid already, and now Beckett is tying the knot in less than a day.

      As for me…

      I smile the smug smile of a man who knows the weekend is about to get lit. Because I’m heading home to shower, then I’m hitting the road and taking my ass to the airport to pick up a woman who thinks her sister is coming to get her.

      Lucky for me, I know Soph, and Soph knows how to hack all sorts of technology. She’s been known to infiltrate cartels and filter money from one account to another. She’s able to hack the police database, and for a while there, Checkmate was locked out, and the actual owner of the business, another Bishop, wasn’t allowed back in till he wrote a formal apology to the ballerina for being a dick, and brought her a heaping supply of candy bars to satiate her hunger.

      Soph knows how to get things done, and fortunately for us, hacking Tabitha’s phone is hardly an issue—less so when Tabby just leaves her phone on the kitchen counter for any hacker to simply… use.

      So Jen, Tabby’s older, sassier, sexier, and downright dirtier sister, thinks the bride is coming to get her. But poor Tabby, the stressed-out bride with far too much on her plate tonight, has no clue of her obligations at an airport a little more than an hour away from home.

      Really, I’m doing the bride a favor. I’m transporting family on the eve of her big day, welcoming guests into our fold, saving these people exorbitant cab fares, and generally being a good guy.

      I snort in the darkness and know I’m talking shit.

      I’m alone, and not talking at all, but still, I know any guy who calls himself a nice guy is straight up looking to score with the six-foot-tall, beautiful, blonde bombshell who becomes the sister to my sister-in-law as of tomorrow.

      It’s not weird until after the vows have been spoken. Tabby isn’t officially family until around two-thirty tomorrow afternoon, which means for tonight, me picking Jen up from the airport and taking her back to my place is merely… a friend looking out for a friend.

      I laugh again and pull into my driveway before cutting the lights. “You’re so full of shit,” I murmur to myself.

      Pushing out of my truck, I drop onto the concrete driveway and ignore the way the floodlights illuminate my entire property the moment my feet touch the ground. Knowing Soph means having security across my home that isn’t triggered solely on movement. That’s a system easily circumvented. But stepping on my grass, stepping on my driveway… that’s something that’ll light my property up so bright, even the folks in the next city know I’m home.

      I live alone in a single-story ranch on the outskirts of town. Not so far from the cops… Which means they know when I get home, too.

      Sharing a property line with the second-in-charge down at the cop shop means I don’t get to party here after nine at night, but I sure as shit get no trouble, and when the guy’s sweet wife bakes, I almost always benefit and come home to find treats in wildlife-proof containers.

      Oscar ‘Oz’ Franks has two teenagers—a fighter son, and a daughter who is sweeter than the cookies she brings with her mom. Add in the cop’s toddler son, and it could be argued they’re the noisier neighbors on our road. But there isn’t a single part of me complaining when I hear laughter through the trees. I don’t mind when kids squeal, or teens argue. I don’t mind the horde of other teens—friends with the first—who use my backyard as a kind of thoroughfare, and I don’t say shit now that those teens are older and driving their muffler-less muscle cars past my place.

      There’s a time and place for everything, and I’m not at the grumpy old man phase of my life yet. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve evolved past the horny hotdogging guy phase of my life, considering the way my feet speed up the porch steps and I jam the key into the front door lock.

      I could have higher tech for my security door, but I don’t actually worry an intruder will help themselves to my home—not in this town, and not on this road—so I keep my fancy system for the outside, to watch the yard and give me notice if someone is coming near. But if I allow them all the way to the porch, then a key instead of fingerprint security is neither here nor there.

      If they make it to my porch, they’re either welcome, or I’ve already got my Beretta in hand and a vantage point to pluck off my unwanted visitors.

      Pushing through the door and closing it at my back, I move through my house in the dark and make my way to the bathroom. My bedroom is the furthest from the front door, buried deep in the back half of my property, which is surrounded by trees and mostly soundproofed from any noise that tries to come in.

      I wake early on my own, a habit forged through years in the military, but on the odd occasions I sleep in, it’s usually kids passing through my yard that wake me. The first time nearly ended in bloodshed. But after that, everyone knew their boundaries, warnings were given, brownies were supplied to keep the peace, and now we all live in harmony.

      I refuse to become the cranky old man that hoses down kids to keep them off my lawn—at least for another five years, at which point, all but the toddler will be grown and done with college anyway.

      I smirk as I work quickly in the shower. Soaping. Shampooing. Rinsing. And then shaving.

      Cutting the water and waiting a moment as the last rivulets sluice over my body and drain to the floor, I take my towel from the rack and go to work drying off. My skin tingles with anticipation. My heart thrums faster than it did when I was fighting off fake attackers back in Spencer’s range, and when my stomach dips, it makes me smile rather than relive old, half-forgotten memories of a war zone that left me with scars, inside and out.

      It would seem Soph enjoys hiring men who know active warfare, and if we come with special skills, then all the better. Spencer owns a gun range, and the Bishop brothers are excellent marksmen. Troy is better yet, and comes with the added bonus of being ruthless in battle, and though I do alright, my skills with a gun are hardly why she keeps me around. Soph has her own hacker genius brain to do a lot of what she needs on that front, but like any skilled general, she has backups, which means she has a second computer genius on the payroll; though of course, no one would dare call him hers out loud.

      But in the midst of all that business, Soph made a couple kids and married her man, and nine times out of ten—when she doesn’t have me fighting her new tech late at night—she’s at home, tucking in the baby and spending the evening with her needy-for-attention husband.

      It’s a good life around here; for those married, and for those of us only looking for fun.

      Time goes on whether we want it to or not, and though the Rosa siblings are being picked off one at a time—first Abby, then Mitch, Nix, and tomorrow, Beckett—that doesn’t stop me from rushing through my shower and into my bedroom to pull on fresh jeans. I slip a shirt over my head and, still in the dark, but with enough moonlight to see myself in my mirror, I comb straight lines through my dark hair until I look like a preppy Daddy’s boy. Once the knots are out and my hair is smooth, I drop my fingers in my locks and ruffle them until I look how I want to look: just-fucked, and relaxed enough not to care.

      I have a lady to collect from the airport, and if I don’t fuck it up, an entertaining weekend ahead before Jen goes home again and forgets me, just as she has this past year.

      I thought she and I had a connection the first time I met her. A little flirt here, a touch there. Sneaking smiles and eyes that follow each other around the room. But what I thought would be a fiery affair that kept me warm at night turned to cold absence the moment she went home again.

      She didn’t call me up, despite knowing how to find me. She didn’t text me just to see how I was doing, or drunk dial me to shoot the shit. She completely forgot my existence.

      So I guess that’s how we’re doing this. Jen Lawrence is far too cool for anything even remotely hinting at genuine connection.

      However, that doesn’t mean I’m going to miss out over the next forty-eight hours. I don’t want a bride, the way my brothers did. But I sure as hell want the tall blonde who makes my blood sizzle and my brain race as I try to keep up with her wit.

      I’ve been counting down the weeks, the days, and the minutes. I’ve paid my dues and remained patient. Now, I get to head on over to the nearby city and wait for that plane to land.

      This weekend has been a long time coming.

      Was it truly only this morning that I stood on my porch with coffee and a breakfast burrito in hand, watching a purple Barracuda make its way along the road while I pondered the mysterious twisting of my stomach, and the odd sensation that was, I’m certain now… nervousness?

      What the fuck is nervousness? And why does it make my gut tickle only when I think of one particular woman?
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      “Oh gosh. Here, honey…” A sweet, elderly woman who smells of peppermint candies and old lady kindness pats my shoulder while I make freakish ape sounds and gag into an airline-supplied paper bag.

      My stomach heaves, aborting mission and leaving me to fend on my own, because my plane is going down. We’re all dying!

      The clouds have sabotaged us. The pilots don’t know shit about flying a plane. They’re probably up there sucking each other’s dicks, and I’m stuck back here, with student loans to repay and a dress I need to have fitted in ten hours—but none of it really matters, because I’m gonna die on this godforsaken tin can.

      The real tragedy is I’ll never get to have sex again. I like sex. I miss sex! But I’m a busy woman, and being one of those independent, feminist, new-age types, I stupidly prioritized my career over fornication. So now I’m gonna die with spiderwebs in my cooch and unflattering underwear covering my unflattering, too-flat, white-girl ass.

      It’s not fair that Ebony from work has junk in her trunk. It’s not fair that she makes jeans look fantastic and her waist looks tiny in comparison. I have the small waist too, but instead of looking hourglass and sexy, I look like uncooked spaghetti, and fall over in a heavy breeze.

      “It’s not fair,” I choke past the bag that jiggles from the weight of my liquid fear. I turn to the woman—I have no clue of her name, but she looks like a Sylvia—and repeat, “It’s not fair!”

      The poor woman recoils from my vomit breath, pale-faced and as worried about crashing as I am.

      “Ebony has such a good ass,” I wail. “And when we go shopping together, she always makes jeans look better than I do.”

      Fresh bile sprints along my throat, so I shove the bag over my face and let it go. My eyes water and my chest spasms as my stomach empties of the overpriced alcohol I’ve already consumed, and when an overhead locker pops open ten feet along our row without anyone touching it, fresh new tears squeeze through my lashes.

      “It’s my sister’s wedding tomorrow, and I’ve been such a shitty maid-of-honor! I haven’t visited in soooo long. I’ve been busy at work, and the stuff I’m working on has kept me tied up for an entire year without a break. An entire year with no sex, Sylvia!”

      I glance up in time to catch the old woman’s surprised stare, as well as those of the passengers around us.

      “Um… Uh…” Sylvia’s cheeks burn a furious pink, but the color is nothing compared to that on the face of the elderly man beside her—her husband, no doubt. But I’d lay an easy hundred-dollar bet on the fact he’s been laid more than I have this past twelve months.

      “I’m sorry for shouting,” I whisper-shout. “I’m just overwhelmed by all this.” I shoot a hand toward the opened locker above. Toward the cockpit of the plane. “We’re going to die today, and it’s such terrible timing. Tabby’s wedding anniversary will always be overshadowed by her sister’s death, and if I’d only organized myself better in the first damn place, I could have driven to the wedding. That wouldn’t help you, of course.” I look at the old man. “You guys would be on this deathtrap regardless, which means you’re already kinda doomed. But I know better!”

      “Ma’am?” A flight attendant—younger than I am, for sure, and cute in her little outfit—stops by our row and crouches a little to get on my level. “I need you to calm down.”

      “Why?” I screech. “Why should I calm down? We’re all gonna crash and die!”

      “We will not crash,” she grits out impatiently. “We are taxiing to our gate right now, so if you could zip it for a minute and stop scaring the children in the row behind yours, that would be super-duper.”

      “Taxiing?” I push up straight in shock, then jerk to my left to stare out the window.

      Little baggage tractors zoom around with trailers on the back. Men in fluorescent vests wave paddles in the air. And though it’s dark outside, I still manage to see the light of the moon—far, far above us.

      “We landed?”

      “That’s what I was trying to tell you,” the woman I’ve dubbed Sylvia whispers. “We landed somewhere around the time you stole my sandwich.”

      “I stole your sandwich?” Confused, I look down at my lap, searching for crumbs of the sandwich I allegedly took. Of packaging I supposedly destroyed. “I don’t understand…”

      The elderly woman glances down at my spew bag and presses her fingers to her lips. “Y-you can keep it, I’m not upset.”

      “Oh god.” I use one hand to close the bag and trap inside the toxic fumes of pastrami and vomit, and with the other, I swipe my sleeve across my mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Reaching into the pocket on the back of the chair in front of her, Sylvia frees an unopened water bottle and cracks the lid. “Have a drink,” she murmurs. “Freshen up.”

      “We didn’t crash?” I take the water, but I glance around the cabin—to the other passengers, who watch me like I’m some kind of freakshow, to the children behind me, standing on their chairs and peering down at me, then again out the window, to the massive airport and the long row of gates awaiting our arrival. “We didn’t die?”

      “No,” Sylvia sniggers. “We didn’t die. In fact, that may have been the smoothest landing I’ve ever experienced.” Above us, the fasten seatbelt sign dings OFF and sets the passengers not staring at me into motion. They race from their seats and swarm the overhead compartments like they think standing for the next ten minutes will get them off the plane faster. “Are you going to be okay?”

      I take a sip of water and nod, both embarrassed and nervous. “Yeah, I’ll…” I swallow. “I’m fine.”

      “Do you have someone picking you up?”

      I glance down at my lap. At my phone, squeezed between my legs, and at Sylvia’s sandwich, floating in my regurgitated margarita. “My sister.”

      “Your sister, the bride?” The woman smirks and peeks at her watch. “It’s nearing midnight on the eve of her wedding, and she’s out here picking you up from the airport?”

      “Yeah, she—” Warmth floods my cheeks. “I told you I’ve been a sucky sister. I didn’t even think… I didn’t…” I grab my phone and unlock the screen. “I should call her and tell her not to come. She can stay home and sleep, and I’ll catch a cab.” Or hitchhike, maybe, to save the expense. “I’ll—”

      Sylvia pushes my hand down and smiles. “She’ll already be here, no? There’s no point calling and canceling your ride now.”

      “She’s gonna be so tired tomorrow, and it’s all my fault!” My hands shake, from sickness and from guilt. “I get so nervous when I think about flying that I didn’t even—”

      “Think about your sister’s part in all this?” Sylvia smiles and brings her handbag to her lap. “It’s okay to be human. And the truth of the matter is, the bride is likely nervous for tomorrow too. Unable to sleep. So perhaps you’ve done her a favor. Come on.”

      The elderly woman pushes to stand when her husband does the same, and as the last of the passengers slowly file out of the aisle, Sylvia waits while her man collects their bags from above, then she looks to me and offers the only remaining bag and coat from the compartment. “These are yours?”

      I study the red plaid jacket with detachable hood. The lopsided drawstring, and the dangling-by-a-thread button that teases being lost. My hands continue to shake, and my stomach oozes with discomfort, but I accept my things and push up to stand, gripping my spew bag tightly in my left fist. “Thank you.”

      “It’s okay.” Sylvia steps into the aisle behind her husband, but saves her gentle smiles for me. Her coaching hands. Her purity, and none of the teasing I might bestow upon someone else if I was the calm and they were the stupid. “Come now, sweetheart. You have heavy bags under your eyes, and only one sleep until a big wedding.”

      “I told you I was a sucky maid-of-honor.” I stumble into the aisle but catch myself before I fall, though my knees knock together, shaky and weak. “I should’ve gotten a haircut,” I tell the woman. “But I ran out of time. I haven’t slept a full eight hours in… a long time. I have bags under my bags under my bags, and now I have vomit breath too.”

      My phone chirps now that we’re on the ground and no longer out of service, but I shove the device into my back pocket and follow Sylvia and her man along the aisle, carrying my spew bag as though it may be an explosive, dangerous and ready to blow. “Tabby should’ve asked someone else to be her maid-of-honor.”

      “Well, despite your shortcomings, I’m certain she chose you because she loves you very much.” Taking the sloshing paper bag, Sylvia turns and passes it to the waiting flight attendant. Then she takes my now-empty hand while I juggle my jacket and bag. “Come now. Let’s go to the bathroom so you can clean yourself up, then we’ll go find the bride-to-be and get you both on your way. Christopher?” She looks at the older man and smiles. “Would you go find us more water and a stick of gum?”

      “Of course,” he chuckles. “It’s the gentlemanly thing to do.”

      The moment we exit the plane and head along the tunnel, cold air whips around my legs and sends goosebumps racing along my skin. The cool breeze makes my nose twitch, but it’s refreshing against the sweat on my brow. It cools me down and settles my stomach.

      As soon as we step inside the emptying terminal, Christopher veers left, toward the food court, and Sylvia pulls me right, toward neon signs indicating a bathroom. The woman isn’t shy. Nor is she gentle. She pulls me across the airport and ignores the calls over the speakers that passengers from our flight must make their way to carousel seven to collect our luggage.

      Dragging me from carpet to tile as we enter a massive bathroom, Sylvia slingshots me in front of a wall of mirrors and instantly goes to work flipping on taps and rummaging in her purse. “Wash your face, sweetheart. Clean away the gross plane air. Then I’ll help you with the rest.”

      Compliant, I place my things on the sink beside mine, then I lean in and cup water to my face until I’m at risk of drowning. The stream is icy cold—exactly the temperature I need to snap me out of my funk.

      I survived my flight.

      We’ve landed, and I lived!

      That should be enough to make me whoop with joy and declare to never again fly. But instead, my heart sits heavy in my chest, and my stomach slicks with anxiety as my phone chirps for the second time in five minutes.

      As Sylvia said, it’s nearing midnight, so whoever is calling either wants ass, or has something important to say. Neither offering is one I can entertain receiving right now.

      “Doesn’t that feel better?” She spritzes perfume in the air above while I contort my neck and drink water straight from the tap. “How is your stomach?”

      “Heavy,” I groan and drink some more. “I’m starving, but at the same time, not in the least bit interested in food.”

      “You’ll be famished by morning.”

      Tucking her perfume away, Sylvia searches the bottom of her brown leather purse for her next instrument. Brandishing a tube of blood-red lipstick, she waits for me to switch the tap off and wipe a paper towel across my mouth and chin.

      “Lipstick is a beautiful woman’s secret weapon. Even if you feel like death warmed up, this,” she waves the stick around, “can make everything better, so long as you believe in its power.”

      “Lipstick has power?” I still my mouth when the woman surges forward and begins applying. “Sylvia, you really didn’t have to do thi—”

      “I’m certain you’ve pegged me as a Sylvia because of how I look.” Pulling back, the woman meets my eyes and arches a brow. “An assumption you’ve made based on stereotypes.”

      “Your name isn’t Sylvia?”

      Snickering, she uses the pad of her thumb to clean the lines around my lips. “No, but you were close, so your assumption was pretty good.”

      Applying one last touch-up of color, Not-Sylvia steps back and studies her work. “I have nothing to use beneath your eyes. That can only be fixed by sleep and a skilled makeup artist right before the wedding. But I don’t think you have to worry about your hair. It’s lovely, despite the haircut you think you need.”

      “I have split ends,” I grumble. “I’m certain of it.”

      “So chop them off, sweetheart. You can do that without a salon or stylist.”

      Tucking her lipstick away, the woman grins and turns left toward the exit, and a mere second later, a man’s voice echoes around the tile partition that allows women privacy from those outside.

      It’s like fifty years of marriage means she could sense his proximity. And damn, but that’s romantic as hell.

      “I have gum,” Christopher announces, loud enough for his voice to carry. “And a chaperone searching for a lovely young lady named Jennifer.”

      “That’s me.” I turn back to Not-Sylvia and swallow. “You’ve been exceptionally kind.”

      “Well…” Her glossy lips twitch. “Being exceptionally kind is a fun thing to be, don’t you think?” She takes my hand and squeezes. “And my name is Sonia. It’s so lovely to meet you.”

      “Jen.” I smile back and lower my gaze. “Thank you for not judging my crazy outbursts.”

      “Fear of flying is real, Jen. Just as real as a fear of spiders or snakes. It would be cruel of me to forgo compassion while you were at your most vulnerable.”

      Grabbing my things from the sink on my left, Sonia gently presses them to my hands and turns us toward the doors. “I’m certain you’ve heard the statistics a million times, but you have one in eleven million chances of dying in a plane crash.” She smiles when I pale. “I can only hope knowing that will help you understand. The fact is you’re far more likely to die driving home from the airport.”

      We exit the bathrooms and stop in front of the elderly man Sonia travels with. But then my eyes go to Tabby beside him.

      But it’s not Tabby.

      It’s not my sister at all.

      “Corey?”
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      She looks like her puppy died.

      Like someone tore her guts out and left them to rot somewhere back over the ocean.

      Jen, the usually elegant, stunning, and confident runway-model-lookalike, now appears as though she just found out she has a terminal illness.

      But she wears lipstick like it will cover the fact there’s moisture in her eyes.

      “Are you okay?” I step forward and swallow down the racing of my heart.

      I came here intending to flirt a little bit. To play with the woman and hope she might be interested in forty-eight hours of pure filth. But her absence when the rest of the passengers from flight 957 walked out of the airport forced me to come searching for her. Not that I mind. But not seeing her exit when everyone else did was the first kick in my gut tonight.

      Now she watches me like I might be the enemy. She wipes the heel of her palm over her cheek like she’s been crying, and she wears lipstick that only emphasizes how pale the rest of her face is.

      “Did something bad happen?” I glance at her hip when her phone chirps. “Did I miss something?”

      I reach back for my phone; maybe Spence called. Maybe there’s bad news about Abby, or Tabitha. Maybe Beckett is freaking out. Or maybe something has happened to my nephew, the sweet little Max.

      “Jen?” My phone screen remains empty but for the picture I have of my family. “You’re freaking me out.”

      “Don’t be scared,” the woman on Jen’s left murmurs. She pats my shoulder, only to squeeze when the muscle under my shirt twitches in response. “Absolutely nothing is wrong. My new friend merely has a healthy fear of flying. But all is well now, isn’t it?” She looks at Jen and pulls her in for an odd side hug. “It’s okay to feel and explore what frightens us. It’s far better than pretending that fear doesn’t exist. Jennifer.” The woman releases their hug, but she smiles and waits for their eyes to meet. “It was so lovely meeting you.”

      “I destroyed your sandwich.”

      The older woman barks out a fast laugh. “I’ll ask my husband to take me out before we go home. Be safe. Maybe I’ll see you around.” She looks at me and lowers her eyes. “Have fun at your brother’s wedding, Corey Rosa. I’m certain it’ll be a good time.”

      After handing something small to Jen—a stick of gum—the woman and her husband walk away arm in arm, smiling like newlyweds.

      In my peripherals, Jen pushes the gum between her lips, and though she’s pale, shaky, and scared after flying, by the time the elderly couple are gone and I turn back to Tabby’s maid-of-honor, she’s slapped on a smile that is as fake as the leather of her bag.

      “Why are you here?”

      As though she can switch off her vulnerabilities and slip on a confident exterior, Jen straightens her shoulders and steps away. She’s not being unkind, she’s just… always busy. Always moving. And never ever still.

      Like a shark, I suppose.

      “You’re afraid of flying?” I jump forward to catch up to the woman who hits six feet tall without heels. She’s long and lanky, but curvy in exactly the right places.

      I’m not a man opposed to women who stand at a regular five-six, five-seven; I don’t mind bending to kiss, and when we’re in bed, none of it really matters a damn. But knowing Jen stands so tall that my chin lines up with the top of her nose and her eyes constantly lift to my lips when we talk, makes my toes curl.

      She’s a treat to look at, and when she’s feeling frisky—which is every single moment I’ve known her, except that one minute when she stepped out of the bathroom with an older woman—means she’s a tease who loves making me chase.

      It’s a game of cat and mouse we both enjoy.

      Her sister has already laid down the rules that Jen is off-limits to any and all Rosa men, but that only makes the hunt all the more fun. Tabby wouldn’t begrudge either of us happiness if we just so happen to find it in each other… and, well, how are we to find it in each other if we don’t chase and explore in the first place?

      “Jennifer? You’re afraid of flying?” I reach out and grab her arm to slow her steps. “I never would have guessed that.”

      Swinging around, Jen crashes against my chest, and her eyes glare deep into my soul. “Listen up, Popeye. I don’t want to talk about flying. I’m just hoping my breath smells like mint right now. And yes, you look good. Thanks for reminding me in the middle of the damn night while I look like roadkill. Now, I would love to get my luggage, a Big Mac, and a bed. So could you help me out with that, and while you do, perhaps tell me where the hell my sister is?”

      “A Big Mac?” I lead her toward the luggage carousel. “Tabby is at Nixon’s with the rest of the girls—sleeping, I would assume, and not seeing the groom the night before her nuptials. The guys are at Beck’s place, possibly drunk and making sure Beckett stays cool and collected for tomorrow.”

      “And you?” She stops us with a huff when we reach the luggage carousel. “You’re in neither of those homes.”

      “No, I’m at the airport, picking up the maid-of-honor and learning new things; like how you enjoy Big Macs, and are apparently afraid to fly.”

      “Purple suitcase.” She points toward one of only three cases on the belt. The other two are black, but in that sea of monochrome is a bedazzled bag with a giant ‘J’ decorating the side.

      “Wow.” I step forward and wait for the belt to bring the J to me. “Color me purple and call me surprised. I never would’ve guessed that was yours.”

      Unashamed, Jen folds her arms and hugs her jacket to her chest. She’s still off-kilter. Still not feeling great. But she pretends everything is fine, all for the sake of not losing composure. “Is everything okay with Tabby?”

      I glance back and find her nervously nibbling on her thumbnail.

      “I thought she was coming to pick me up.”

      “She’s fine.” I grab the case and revel in my secure masculinity when I carry a bedazzled bag in my left hand. “But I came to get you, considering it’s the middle of the damn night and the bride needs her sleep. Besides, I wanted to see you first.” Setting the case on the tile floor, I stop in front of Jen and flash a grin that draws her eyes. “You look prettier than a bag of puke.”

      “Oh god.” Finally laughing, Jen leans forward and rests her forehead on my chin. Only for a second. Only long enough for me to breathe her in, then she pulls back and shakes her head. “The old guy told you?”

      “That you freaked out on the plane?” I tease. “Yeah. There was talk of student loans, and dying fiery deaths.”

      “Well, I guess it was gentlemanly of him not to mention I was also shouting about sex.”

      “No, he told me that, too. But I was doing the gentlemanly thing and not bringing it up.” Picking up the case once more, I toss my arm over her shoulders and lead my almost sister-in-law’s sister out of the quiet airport and into the nighttime air. “I made you an offer once before. It remains open for the rest of time… or until such point that one of us is otherwise married off,” I add with a chuckle. “It would be a lie if I said I haven’t thought of you this past year.”

      “Well,” she sighs and stumbles on my feet when I turn left and lead her toward my truck. “Since we’re being honest, and since we’re both healthy, mature, grown adults, I guess it would be okay if I told you I named my vibrator Corey Rosa. You and I have had wild times since we last saw each other.”

      Whether she’s teasing or not, I don’t know, but that doesn’t stop my cock from swelling in my jeans and making my breath come shorter. Shallower.

      “It would be my duty, I suppose,” my voice comes breathily, “to be your Corey while you’re away from home. Ya know, if you forgot to bring the battery-operated versi—”

      “I didn’t,” she sniggers. “I assure you, I didn’t forget my little friend. I knew seeing you would make me need it more than ever, so…”

      “Well, then, I guess I’m offering to have a threesome with a fucking toy.”

      Stepping off the curb and onto the empty road, I lead Jen across to the multi-level parking lot and into the stairwell so we can make our way up one level. We could’ve used the elevator, but I figure anyone who’s been traveling would prefer to stretch their legs for a minute before climbing into a car and traveling a little more.

      “I’ve thought of you for a long time, Lawrence. You’re a hard woman to pretend doesn’t exist.”

      Jen is confident. Unashamed of her sexuality, and not shy enough to care that she’s so forward. But still, warmth stains her cheeks at my words. “Maybe I don’t wanna be forgotten. Hell knows I work myself to the bone, all so I can get my name into the textbooks that the poor fools who go to college now have to read.”

      “Academia?” I stop beside my truck, toss the bedazzled suitcase into the back, and open the passenger side door, but before she can climb in, I lean in close enough to take a whiff of her hair.

      She knows I’m smelling, and she snickers when I pull back and wrinkle my nose.

      “You don’t smell like you.”

      “I smell of stale plane air, vomit, and an old woman’s surprisingly alluring perfume.”

      “Alluring,” I agree with a nod. “But not you.”

      “Better than vomit.” Climbing into the passenger seat without taking my hand for help, Jen tucks her long legs in and sets her purse and jacket on her lap. “Thanks for coming to get me.”

      “Anytime.” With a quick wink, I close the door and make my way around the truck bed and head toward my side.

      I’m not a guy looking for love. I’m sure as hell not looking for something long-term. But I still want this woman to notice me, to accept me, and maybe to spend a little time with me over the weekend before she goes back to her life and forgets my existence all over again. Which means I still bring my hand up to cup my mouth, breathe out, and take a sniff to make sure I didn’t bring onion breath to this meet. When I’m satisfied, I open the driver’s side door and slide in, only for my shoulder to hit Jen’s chest and her bubblegum breath to hit my chin.

      Stunned, I study the blazing, silver-gray eyes that remain trained on my lips. “Jen, I…” I swallow and bring a hand to her jaw. Nudging her until our eyes meet, I lick my lips and pray I don’t make a dick of myself. “Your seat’s over there.”

      “I didn’t forget you.” Slowly pushing forward, she presses her lips against mine and sends my entire nervous system into a meltdown.

      Electricity sizzles in my blood, and though I don’t mean for them to, my hands roam her body. Her throat, and down to her chest. I massage her breast with my left, and her hip with my right. When I squeeze, her breath races into my lungs and burns on the way down.

      But just as quickly as the kiss started, it ends, and she drops back into her seat with closed eyes. She presses a hand to her chest, heaving for air. Licking her lips, she shows off her slender neck and the pulse that beats beneath her delicate flesh.

      “I’ve thought about that,” she murmurs in the darkness. “And I knew you had too. So I figured you wouldn’t mind. I apologize if I—”

      “I didn’t mind.” I rest my hands on the steering wheel—because if I don’t, I might grab her and pull her to my side of the cab. “You have my permission to do that. Anytime.”

      “I’m probably not gonna sleep with you.”

      Somewhere in the distance, two planes collide and send metal scraping against metal… or perhaps that’s just my heart.

      “I want to, and I’m definitely not a prude. But it’s best I don’t sleep with my sister’s new brother-in-law. We have a lifetime of togetherness to navigate now. Christmases, babies, birthdays and stuff. Making things sticky between us probably isn’t smart.”

      “Okay…” I close my eyes and shut off the enticing image of Jen leaning back in my truck, panting and—fuck me, but I’m certain—wet. “Um… smart, I suppose.”

      “I don’t want to make things weird. But I really wanted to kiss you before the wedding, so… I guess we did that.”

      “Yeah…” Clearing my throat, I open my eyes only to scowl when Jen’s phone bleats somewhere in the darkness. “I guess we did.”

      “I’ll probably do it once or twice more this weekend. Certainly tomorrow night, once I’ve had a drink or two.”

      “Okay…” My voice crackles as the phone call ends and the ringtone silences. “Is that a promise or a warning?”

      “A request,” she counters and opens her eyes. “A request that you keep us accountable. I’m a thirsty woman, Corey. And alcohol will lower my inhibitions. The chances I’ll wanna make out are high, and I don’t know if you know this about me, but I can be both convincing and destructive when I want something and I’m being told no.”

      “Destructive?” Convincing is easy enough to understand. At some point tomorrow night, this beautiful woman may grab my cock and shove her tongue down my throat, and it’ll be my job, my responsibility, to gently tell her no. But destructive? “What do you mean?”

      “It’s my toxic flaw,” she murmurs. “It’s my red flag and the very reason you should already be mad.”

      My heart thunders. My stomach quivers. “What?”

      “If I’m at the point of lowered inhibitions and wanting something, and I’m told no—”

      “You’ll rebel.” I sigh. “You’ll start looking elsewhere.”

      “And a wedding will be ripe with dudes who want to give a thirsty woman attention.” Finally turning to me and showing off a small smile, Jen’s eyes dance in the darkness. “My toxic flaw is that I’m telling you no, and expecting you to respect that, but when I’m weak and decide I want you, and you tell me no—”

      “You’ll go looking elsewhere. I have to save you from yourself.”

      “And we both know you have another brother. Single and sexy.”

      “Don’t even fucking think about it.” I switch the truck engine on and shove the gear into reverse while Jen laughs in the passenger seat.

      She fixes her seatbelt and fusses with the radio station, so by the time I put the truck in drive and get us out of the parking garage, she’s got my stereo playing some pop-y Eurotrash and wearing a smile that makes my teeth ache.

      “You were lying?” I grunt.

      “Hm?” Distracted, Jen glances across at me and waits as streetlights outside play across her face. “About what?”

      “Your rebellion. Searching out another guy. Not wanting to sleep with me.”

      “Oh, no, that was pure truth. I don’t think it would be smart for us to sleep together, I do think I’ll want to, though. And I sure as hell plan to drink tomorrow night at the wedding. Which means you have to decide for us both, and lucky for you, you get to exercise your sense of willpower and chivalry.”

      “I never claimed to have either,” I grumble. “I’m a dude who thinks you’d look best folded beneath me while I destroy a bed. That is neither chivalrous, nor does it reek of willpower.” Frustrated, I reach down and change the radio station to something a little less… dance-y. “Unless, of course, you mean my will to piledrive you for more than three pumps before I cum inside you.”

      “Piledrive?” She lifts her feet to my dash and shows off legs far too long for comfort. “That’s not a gentlemanly thing to say,” she sniggers. “A visual, definitely. But not helpful for our situation.”

      “What situation? You’re beautiful and fuckable. I’m ready to fuck. You’re funny. I’m hilarious. You have a vagina, and I sure as shit have a cock ready to—”

      Laughing, she leans forward and changes the radio station back. “Such charming words from my big bad hero. And yes, I have a vagina. I also intend to share a bed tonight with Corey. We’ll be sure to think of you.”

      “Corey the dildo, I assume.”

      I slow at a set of traffic lights, and since we’re on the red, I reach a hand into my pants and readjust myself to help ease the pain of being crushed inside denim. Jen’s eyes follow my movements. They darken the longer I take, and when her tongue comes out to lick her bottom lip, my work is ruined, and I’m forced to start all over again.

      “What if I said no sleeping together,” I rasp as desperation makes me weak. “But I unzip my pants right now, and you showed me what else you can do with that smart mouth?”

      “I can do lots of things with my smart mouth,” she simpers. “I can count to ten in six different languages. I never could grasp the rest of the dictionary, though. I can neither read nor speak anything fluently. But if you’re in a deli in Italy and counting out nine bananas—I’m your girl. In a bakery in France and wanna buy six croissants?” Again, she flashes a wide grin. “Pomme.”

      “You just…” The cars passing in front of us speed as their light turns orange. “Pomme means…”

      “Need to buy seven shots of vodka in Russia?” She thickens her accent, lowers her voice, and creates a double chin out of the seven percent fat she has on her body. “Da.”

      I want to be frustrated. I want to focus on my hardened cock, and if I’m lucky, slide it between Jen’s lips and feel her for the first time in my life, but the light turns green, and my laughter bubbles free. “Okay. Thanks, Miss Lawrence. I promise to ask your guidance if I ever find myself stranded in Saint Petersburg and in search of alcohol.”

      “Ton problème. How long until we get to town?”

      “An hour. Did you not do your own research?”

      “Just checking.”

      She takes out her phone and taps the screen until the back light illuminates her face. I look over just in time to catch her smile transform into something a lot less playful.

      Hitting redial, Jen presses the phone to her ear and bursts out the second the line connects. “Dickie? You tried to call me a bunch of times?”

      She goes silent for a moment. Thoughtful as she listens. And for this moment, for the time she chooses silence, I get a glimpse into who she is when she’s not trying to send me crazy. On the home front, she’s a flirt. She’s exciting and daring and wild and funny and exasperating. But whoever Dickie is, he gets a professional version of this woman; the scientist, the brains and thoughtful responses.

      “I only just landed. I haven’t had a chance to turn on the news. Why do you—” Her brows pinch together while Dickie speaks. Then she protests, “It might not be connected at all. I dunno…” Then she pauses while he speaks again. “I dunno.” Then again. “I dunno.”

      “Do you know much?” I mumble, only to earn a glare from the chemist with bags under her eyes.

      “I have to go, Dickie. But you should just drop it for now. No, don’t…” She stops to listen. “I understand, but I just don’t know if they’re connected, and if we take this higher without something more than that, we’ll be destroyed.” The moment that word leaves her mouth, destroyed, Jen brings her eyes back to mine.

      Is she thinking about the bed I mentioned I’d like to ruin? Is she thinking about me? About my cock? Because I sure as fuck am.

      “Yeah. Leave it alone for a minute and go to sleep, Dickie.” Jen looks down at my lap. “I have a wedding to show up for in not all that many hours and I still don’t have a dress… technically.”

      “Technically,” I chuckle low on my breath.

      Dickie says something over the phone that makes Jen tense.

      “That?” She raises her eyes and glowers. “That’s my driver. He’s obnoxious. I intend to call the limo company tomorrow and complain about their eavesdropping staff.” She stops for a moment to listen, only to snort. “As if. I can’t afford a limo! He’s Tabby’s almost brother-in-law, and we’re in a pickup truck. It’s dusty as hell, and I’m pretty certain there are bullets rolling around on the floor.”

      Surprised by her observation, I glance into the darkness on the passenger side floor.

      “Yeah, he’s cute too. Oh, Dickie, Corey says hey.”

      “Actually, no. I didn’t say shit.”

      She laughs—not a ha-ha laugh, but an I don’t give a shit what you say laugh. “He’s grumpy. I figure it’s past his bedtime, and he wishes he could share a bed with me. So now we’re at an impasse and we’re both kinda mad about it.” She snorts as Dickie blusters about something through the phone. “But you’re not my dad, which means I can tell you these things.”

      So, Dickie is a father figure. Older, going by the tone of his voice. Paternal, considering the way he’s mad about the sharing a bed thing. I don’t hear his words, but I’ve trained a long time to understand people. To recognize what’s happening beneath the surface, and then to adjust my own behaviors accordingly. His gruff tone tells me just about everything I need to know about this duo.

      “I’m staying at Tabby’s. Duh.” After a pause, her smile drops into a pout. “Well, no. But that’s the way it always is. Of course she won’t—” Two lines form between her brows. “You’re overthinking it, Dickie. It’ll be fine.”

      I clear my throat and draw Jen’s eyes back to mine.

      “Listen,” she huffs. “I have to go. It’s the middle of the damn night, and we both have things to do tomorrow. Leave work at work, and I’ll clean it all up on Monday when I get back. If you wanna keep digging, go for it, but don’t make it into a big deal yet. Not until we know more… Okay.” She chews on her bottom lip and waits for the guy to finish his thought. “Yeah. I’ll catch the news when I get to Tabby’s place and settle in. We’re still an hour away… Okay. I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Oh hey, Dickie? Before you go…” She pauses. Waits. Grins. “Do you think it’s time we start to say love you before hanging up?”

      Snickering, Jen pulls the phone away from her ear and checks the blank screen. “He hung up on me.”

      “Guess he doesn’t love you.”

      “He totally does,” she snickers. “He’s just shy about it.” Dropping her phone to the seat beside her leg, Jen turns to me and rests the side of her face against the headrest. “Dickie is basically my father.”

      “You have a father.” I run through the guest list for tomorrow’s wedding in my mind, and know without a sliver of doubt that the Lawrence sisters have a father present and accounted for to walk the bride down the aisle. “He’s already in town and checked in at the Oriane.”

      “Did you pick my dad up from the airport too?” Her eyes glitter with equal parts adoration and teasing. “Seriously? How much driving have you done today?”

      “Nix picked him up. And this is the last trip I’m making for today. Did I hear you say you’re staying at Tabby’s?”

      “Yeah.” Jen blows a bubblegum bubble. “It’s what we always do.”

      “But… Tabby’s getting married tomorrow.”

      “I knowwwww, ” she replies slowly. “That’s why I’m in town.”

      “No. I mean, you can’t stay at her place this weekend, because she’s getting married. She doesn’t have her apartment anymore, ya know?”

      “Wait…” Jen’s eyes widen. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “What do you mean what the hell am I talking about? She moved in with Beckett ages ago! Did you think she’d keep paying rent on an apartment she’s not using?”

      “Well, no. But she didn’t say she wasn’t at the apartment anymore!”

      “You knew they moved in together, right? I mean, I know you’ve completely ignored my existence since you left, but I know for a fact you and Tabby talk every damn day. How can you not know this?”

      “I knew they moved in together,” she grumbles. “That’s obvious. Pre-marital sex is okay nowadays—in fact, it’s encouraged.”

      “So, what… You thought he moved into her tiny-ass apartment, when he had a house already set up? Why would they do that, Jen?” I reach across and tap her temple. “Where’s your brain?”

      “I just… I assumed!” she explodes. “I’ve been extremely busy at work, okay? And I didn’t really think about it. She never mentioned giving up the apartment, so I made assumptions. But they still have a house, right? I’ll stay there.”

      “The house is full of men!” I choke out a laugh. “My brothers are staying there tonight, which means you’re shit out of luck.”

      “What’s the Oriane?”

      “What?” I cruise from the streets on the outskirts of town to the highway so fast that I risk a ticket. “What do you mean?”

      “You said you took my daddy to the Oriane.”

      “It’s a hotel in town. Nix’s girl owns it.”

      “Ugh.” Flopping back in her seat, Jen looks up at the starry sky outside her window. “I can’t afford a hotel, and asking for a freebie from family is lame.”

      “You can’t have a freebie anyway. The place is booked-out for the weekend.”

      My smile notches up as realization hits me. As my new reality slams me in the gut and makes my heart sway. “Guess you’re staying at my place.”

      “Ha.” She actually bounces in her seat. “Ha-ha. Ha-ha-ha.” Then she looks me dead in the eye. “No.”

      “No?”

      “That’s one way to ensure we have sex, Corey. Oh look, cute guy walks through the living room in only a towel after a hot shower. You need a glass of water? Oh, no problem. Here, lemme suck your dick as you go.”

      “I mean, you can if you want.”

      “Oh, bare-chested, super hot guy who wants to take me to bed. Sure, I’ll just save us both time and skip wearing panties. No biggie.”

      “If you insist,” I chuckle. My cock throbs in my jeans, tempting me to take it out and squeeze. “I’ll skip the towel too, if that’ll make things easier for you.”

      “It would! It would make things so convenient. And honestly, speed and convenience are my thing right now. Add in the fact that, although I’m exhausted, I know I won’t be able to sleep tonight, even after I finally find a bed. And everyone knows sex would fix that issue. I could orgasm an hour from now if only I could stop worrying about the whole Christmases and baptisms and shit we have coming up.”

      “You could be orgasming three minutes from now if you give me the go-ahead.” I grin and lounge back to open my legs wide. I need room to stretch, and my jeans need to get the fuck out of my way. “I can keep driving while you climb on, or we can pull off to the side for a bit. Either way, we’ll both be coming really soon, and a lot of our drama would go away.”

      “Our drama would not go away! It would just be beginning.”

      “With mutual orgasms,” I counter. “That’s a helluva way to start anything, if you ask me.”

      “And the ending?” she challenges. “Are you prepared to become a cold case when I get mad at you and off you so thoroughly, the next three generations of cops won’t be able to find you?”

      “Cocky of you to think you could do away with me.” I slide my hand down my thigh and grin when her eyes follow. “Sit on me, Jen. You know we’d fit just right.”

      “No we wouldn’t,” she huffs. “I’d hit my head on the ceiling.”

      “So lean in and use your head for something else.”

      I merge into the right lane and cruise. We’ll be home in forty minutes, then I’m taking my ass to the shower and rubbing Jen out of my system.

      We both know she’s not giving in, and no way in hell would I actually pressure her… which means while she gets the dildo named Corey to take the edge off, I’ll be relegated to my hand. Also named Corey.
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KEEP YOUR PANTS ON!

        

      

    

    
      Somewhere near one o’clock in the damn morning, Corey and all his perfect, masculine aftershave pulls his truck into a driveway illuminated by floodlights that burn my retinas. His house is… I don’t even know. Medium-ish? It’s hard to tell because of the attack of the lightbulbs. But it’s single-story and surrounded by forest.

      This is the type of place Ivan Milat would bring his victims. In the woods, away from civilization, and secluded enough no one can hear us scream.

      “I don’t…” I spin and search the thick trees surrounding us. Tremble at the ominous hoots of owls hiding in the dark. “Corey, I can’t—”

      “You can’t stay at Beckett’s house tonight.” He slides out of the truck and drops so heavy boots thud to the concrete driveway. Walking to the back of the vehicle, he snags my suitcase and hefts it over the tailgate. “In fact, you can’t stay at Beckett’s at all, because tonight, it’s full of dudes you might feel inclined to be destructive around, and tomorrow night, the newlyweds will want to bang on every surface they can find. It would be awkward if you were searching for a glass of milk in the middle of the night and had to reach around them to get to the fridge.”

      “I can’t stay here!” If an axe murderer kills a lonely woman in the forest and no one is around to hear it, did it really happen? “I watch way too much crime TV for this place, Rosa. I can’t… I don’t…”

      I jump when a hand drops onto my shoulder, only for Corey’s warm breath to hit my chin when I turn. “You couldn’t live, like, in the middle of town, in a multistory like normal people? Walkups. Fire escapes. Warning, in case a dude walks in with an axe?”

      “Why would someone walk into an apartment building with an axe?”

      “To murder them! Why the hell haven’t you considered that yet?”

      “Er…” His eyes dance and search mine. “Because I’ve yet to come into contact with an axe murderer. In fact, I don’t think many exist. Accuracy is off with a weapon like that. Plus, it takes time to swing, and the cleanup would be horrendous.”

      “Well, yeah!” I explode. “Which is why Ivan brought his victims into the woods. No cleanup.”

      Corey grabs my arm and leads me toward his porch. “Who the hell is Ivan?”

      “The murderer! He was in Australia, so you know he murdered while saying ‘G’Day. G’Day.’ G’friggin’day. How ridiculous that must’ve sounded! Sorry, lass, but I gotta do away with ye now. G’Day. Chop!”

      Corey’s chest bounces with silent laughter. “Pretty sure lass and ye are not Australian, but okay.”

      “How the hell would you know?” I snarl. “Have you ever been? No!”

      “Well, yes, actually. I have been. I also had a pal when stationed in Guam for a bit.”

      “Guam is not Australia!” Is it?

      “No, the pal was Australian,” he chuckles. “But we were both stationed in Guam. He didn’t say lass. Ever.”

      “Probably because he wasn’t trying to seduce or murder you.”

      Shaking my arm free, I take a step back as Corey opens his front door and reveals… darkness.

      Step toward your death, lassy. “Why were you in Guam, anyway?”

      “Why are you so hostile?” He takes my hand in his left, my suitcase in his right, and drags us both through the door. “I did nothing to upset you.”

      “You make me wanna have sex!”

      “Well, hell,” he releases my hand and walks away.

      I have a single second to panic. To wonder where Ivan is, but then Corey flips lights on and blinds me with his shiny floors and plush leather lounge.

      He lives fancy but understated. He lives clean, and he has nice things, but I suspect he buys hardy furnishings so they last, and not necessarily so he can flex his income.

      “Am I supposed to apologize for tempting you into a fun time?” he teases.

      “Yes! Because I was saying on the plane—ya know, when I was dying—”

      He flattens his lips. “You weren’t dying.”

      “I was saying how I should’ve prioritized sex. How I’ve worked too hard these past few years, and now I would die with cobwebs in my cooch. My dying wish was to have more sex!”

      “You weren’t dying.”

      “But I thought I was. So my wish was for sex and you and no cobwebs.”

      “I fail to see the issue. I’m standing right here.” He cocks a hip, then points a thumb toward the doorway leading somewhere unknown. “I can put a towel on if you want.”

      “No, I don’t want! I’m trying to say that my dying wishes were for sex and fun and less work.”

      “You weren’t dying!”

      “Right. And now that I’m not dying, my brain is back, and sleeping with you would be horribly complicated.”

      “I put the square shape in the square-shaped hole.” He wrinkles his nose. “Er, the triangle shape into the triangle-shaped hole. Simples.”

      “Not simples, because what if we hook up tonight? Then say there’s a really hot, charming, available, and not-related-to-Tabby guy there tomorrow, and we really hit it off?” I study Corey’s eyes as they darken. “You’re not gonna make that complicated?”

      “You’re asking if I’ll become possessive and stop you from seeing other men?”

      “I’m not asking. I’m saying this shit gets messy fast. And I asked for more sex in my dying moments, so I’m probably gonna go searching for more sex. Not with you. Are you saying you’ll be my wingman on that and help a girl out?”

      “No.” His brows draw closer as he takes a damning step forward. “I’m saying I’ll play with your clit and make you cream all over my face tonight. Tomorrow, we could do it again, and if we’re lucky, the wedding will have a conveniently positioned fire closet to fuck in. Whatever happens after you leave town is on you. But for forty-eight hours, I could be what you need.”

      “Then after those forty-eight hours of amazing sex, I go home, and a year from now, Tabby and Beck wanna baptize their hypothetical crotch fruit. Can I bring my boyfriend and introduce you guys without it being weird?”

      “W-well… I…” he stutters. He friggin’ stutters.

      “Exactly!”

      I cross the room and storm past the sexiest of six Rosas, only to emerge into a glistening kitchen that would be perfect for sitting in the middle of the night. Socks on, pyjamas askew, messy hair, and sex tingles still pulsing through my core. I could be eating Nutella from the jar and sipping milk, and even though I can’t sleep, I could study the kitchen and smile at the full moon shining through the windows.

      I hate that his kitchen makes me swoon. I hate even more the wine rack built into the cabinetry, and when I lean in to inspect what he has, I snarl when I find my favorite red just sitting there, all audacious and shit, with no care for my feelings.

      Angry, I push up straight and turn to him. “It’s already pretty fucking ballsy to sleep with my sister’s brother-in-law. That’s huge, Corey. It’s daring and bordering on rude. But to do that knowing I’ll walk away in two days is cruel. It’s cruel to our families who’ll worry about us, and it’s cruel to the crotch fruit who’ll be confused about its aunts and uncles bumping genitals and feeling weird about it.”

      “I feel like you’re overcomplicating all this,” he mocks. “It’s sex and fun and flirting and a good weekend. It’s nothing more than that.”

      “Then you go bang some other bridesmaid, and I’ll—”

      “My sister is a bridesmaid,” he counters dryly. “And my brother’s wife. That is infinitely more complicated than this.”

      “So bang a cheerleader or some shit! And why the hell were you in Guam?”

      “I was banging cheerleaders,” he answers without pause. “Who are you intending to bring to the baptism of a child who doesn’t exist yet? What makes you think I’ll knock his head off and spoon his brains out in retribution for banging you after I banged you?”

      “Because he’ll be cute. And chivalrous. And probably ready to propose over wine and firelight. He’ll be nice, and charming, and he’ll make your brothers like him, since your brothers already like me.” I pause at that. Consider. “I think.”

      He snorts. “Don’t worry. My brothers like you.”

      “Good!” I’m still hostile. “Because I like them too, and I get sensitive about that sorta stuff!” Why am I so hostile? “I wanna fuck you, Corey. But that’s the problem, dontcha see? I don’t wanna make Thanksgiving awkward when I bring Chad to dinner.”

      “Who the fuck is Chad?”

      “My hypothetical future boyfriend! Dammit, Corey, keep up.”

      I walk away from the glistening kitchen and the potential for a pantry filled with Nutella, and storming into the hall, I search the rooms as I pass. Home gym. Office. Guest bedroom, and another room that looks too suspicious not to be illegal.

      “You’ll be sleeping at Beckett’s house tonight, then?” I reach the end of the hall and nudge open the door to what is obviously Corey’s room. Dark timber, dark rugs, heavy lamps, and thick carpet. It’s a room that screams ol’ woodchopper masculinity, but it comes without the sheen of dust on every surface like I might have expected.

      I turn back when Corey remains silent, and raise a brow. “Right? All the rest of them are there, so you’ll join them?”

      “That was the original plan.” His eyes follow me so closely, I feel the heat as I walk his room and inspect the bedding. The closet. The joined bathroom. “I was doing airport runs today, and working between. Once I was done collecting you, I was instructed to go to Beckett’s to hang out with the guys.”

      “So you do that.” I cross the bedroom once more and swing back out through the door.

      It’s impossible not to touch Corey on the way through. He’s tall and broad, muscular and mysterious enough to make me walk just a smidge closer than I should, but I make it into the hall without being caught in his web of deceit and debauchery, then I stride back to the living room and grab the handle of my suitcase as though it may be a weapon. Or perhaps a shield.

      “I’ll sleep here, you sleep there,” I continue. “That’ll keep us both safe from the mistakes our genitals wish for us to make.”

      “So you’ll just walk on in and take over my place? Seriously?” He takes a slow step forward. Prowling. Dangerous. “And you kick me out that easily? Of my own home.”

      “Yes. But I appreciate the hospitality.” I fake a smile and wave a hand toward the front door. “I’ll sleep in the spare room and stay away from your personal things.”

      “No you won’t.”

      “No, I won’t.” A desperate giggle bubbles along my throat. “I’m gonna snoop in every single drawer. It would be foolish of us to think otherwise. Do you have a red room of pain?”

      He shakes his head, slowly, as though considering if I’m worth the drama… or safe to leave in his home unsupervised. “I do not.”

      “Do you have a panic room? Somewhere to hide if Ivan comes searching?”

      “I…” His brows pinch closer. “Maybe.”

      “Nutella?”

      “In the pantry.”

      “And wine in the rack. You can go, Popeye.” Now it’s my turn to grab his arm and shove him toward a door. “I won’t trash your home. In fact, I’m super neat, and I enjoy doing laundry, so if I find some lying around, I’ll maybe even do it for you. Is there a number somewhere around here for the local cab company?”

      He stops us at the door and stares deep into my eyes. “No.”

      “How far is it to town?”

      “A mile or two.” Fuck, his jaw is sexy. It’s all chiseled, and shaved to the perfect devil-may-care length that’ll leave rug burn on my thighs. Dammit. “Not as far as it looks.”

      Guess I’ll be walking, then. Tomorrow. When Ivan is sleeping, and the sun is up.

      “I’ll take care of your home. Do you have any pets that need feeding while you’re gone?”

      “No…”

      He resists as I push him out the door. He leans back into my space and tries to force me to hold his weight. But I’m determined; plus, it’s one in the morning, and Ivan might slip through the front door while it’s open.

      “You should get a cat or something.” I grunt and shove him. Pant and use my strength to move him a single inch at a time. “Maybe then, you’ll travel to Guam less often.”

      “Would buying a cat get me back in the door and able to share a bed with you tonight?”

      I burst out laughing and lose some of the progress I’d made. Corey’s tenacity matches mine, and his flirt game is different from the usual douchebags I find at the bar. “Not tonight, handsome. Get your spinach-filled muscles outta this house.”

      “But this is my house!” He stumbles onto the porch and spins back to meet my eyes. “Jennifer!”

      “Well, if we date, I’ll eventually take your home in the divorce anyway. So now’s a good chance for you to know how that feels—and if you think hard enough, it might dissuade you from wanting to sleep with me.” I grab the door and smile. “Goodnight, Popeye. I promise to use my dildo while hugging your pillows.”

      “Hey!” He surges forward. “You can’t say that shit and expect me to l—”

      I slam the door in his face and snigger when it locks with a deafening snick.

      I just kicked the poor guy out of his own home, but not before ensuring he’s hard as a rock and has no way of easing the ache except with his own hand.

      Or, well… I suppose now that he’s outside, he could go find a friend to spend the evening with. A lady friend who lives nearby and will happily share her bed. A sex kitten who has never said no to him, because she knows what happens when he rubs his perfect jaw with the perfect stubble along her perfect thighs.

      Gah.

      Spinning away from the door and my ridiculous pangs of jealousy, I head back through the living room and slow to glide my fingertips along the leather couch. It’s smoother than butter, cold to the touch, and soft to push against. It’s not the hard leather like in men’s clubs, where it feels like you’re sitting on stone, but rather, baby-bottom soft so it invites a smile as you lower down and settle in to watch television for the night.

      A TV hangs mounted on the wall, fifty or so inches of screen, which is neither massive nor small. Not by today’s standards. Which means either Corey is cheap when it comes to his electronics, or he bought one to fit his exact needs, and not as a showpiece to impress people who don’t matter.

      “I’m gonna lean toward practicality,” I mumble as I pass. “It’s the size he wants. Screw everyone else.”

      Corey should really get a pet. That way, I’ll have someone to talk to next time I kick him out.

      I make my way toward the kitchen, and grabbing my suitcase as I go, I wheel it from floorboard to tile. But a shadow in the corner makes me freeze.

      My legs turn numb, and my brain stops working long enough for me to stare across the room and into dark green eyes. One second feels like a minute. Two feels like an eternity. Then I scream, and yeet my suitcase a dozen feet across the room. “What the fuck?!”

      Corey stands by the back door, his ankles crossed, his arms folded, and a smug little smirk hidden in his perfect five o’clock shadow.

      “Corey! What the hell are you doing here?”

      “This is my house.” Slowly glancing up, his eyes search my face, and his smile only grows. “You gotta expect me to have more than one way in. Front doors are for rookies.”

      “You broke in?”

      “To my own house?” He pushes away from the door and grabs my case as he moves. His bicep bulges from the weight, and his brow lifts as though he’s considering how many Corey-dildos may be inside. “This is my house, Jen. Which means it’s not breaking and entering. It’s me… home from work.”

      “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “Yes, which makes it an unfortunate time to be locked out all by myself in the dark.” He stops in front of me so his toes touch mine, and his cologne short-circuits my brain. “I’m scared of the dark,” he faux-quivers, all so he can come closer. So he can touch. “You wouldn’t do that to a friend a second time, would ya?”

      “You’re not afraid of the dark!” I spin away from his intoxicating scent and snag a bottle of red wine from the rack.

      I don’t know if it’s fancy, or if he was saving it for something special. I don’t know if it’s a five-dollar bottle, or a five-thousand-dollar bottle, so I turn it to him, label showing, and allow his eyes a moment to scan the wording. He doesn’t freak out or run forward to steal it away, so I consider that permission and twist the cap off.

      “I need something to drink, then I need a bed.” I go to the cabinet that calls to my soul, open the door, and voila! Wine glasses. Taking one out—one, because I’m making a statement—I begin pouring with a heavy hand. “Corey Rosa, we both know you and I could go round and round. We’re both stubborn, and this is your house and all—”

      “Yes,” he coughs out to cover his laughter. “This is my house.”

      “And I know I said the thing about my dildo… I was purposely teasing, and that wasn’t cool of me.”

      “Nope.” He reaches down and cups his cock. “Not cool.”

      “But I need to go to sleep.”

      Damn my eyes for following his hand. Damn my throat for turning dry at the thought of what he has tucked away behind the denim. Most of all, damn my sense of responsibility and the little voice inside my head that forbids me from sleeping with my baby sister’s soon-to-be brother-in-law.

      “I need to go to sleep. Alone,” I add when he takes a step forward. “Let’s be real, Popeye. If we go to bed together, neither of us are sleeping. Something tells me you have energy for days, and we both know I’m unable to back down from that kinda challenge. So the facts are, for the sake of Tabby’s wedding and the bags we already have under our eyes that’ll ruin the wedding photos, we need to sleep. Actually sleep, and not within touching range of each other.”

      “So you admit we have chemistry?”

      “What?” I bring the glass of wine to my lips and chug more than I should. “Chemistry is easy to come by. Of course we have that.”

      “Attraction,” he presses on. “Vitality.”

      I roll my eyes. “Arrogance.”

      “A similar mental capacity. As in,” he adds when our eyes meet, “there’s no power imbalance here. Neither of us are vulnerable to the other, or likely to lose our shirts in a bet.”

      “In a bet?” I set the half-empty bottle of wine on the countertop and snort. “Nope. But in bed? Within seconds. I’m genuinely surprised I still have my shirt on right now.”

      “Mmm.” A pleasure-filled rumble works through his chest and sends darts of pleasure shooting toward my groin. Nuzzle my pussy with that stubbled chin and make that sound at the same time… heaven. “So, bed?”

      If his plan is to wear me down until I give in and do anything he wants… well, he’s really good at it.

      “No,” I allow a desperate snigger to escape my throat. “You need to stop. I’m so tired.” Finally, the wine does its job and allows me to grow sleepy. A face-stretching yawn makes my eyes water, and Corey’s soften. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

      No longer playful. No longer flirting.

      Taking my wine and reaching out for my suitcase, I smile, soft and sluggish, as my eyes quickly begin to droop. “You stay wherever,” I mumble. “I give up. I know for a damn fact you won’t take me against my will, which means I’m gonna go strip down in the living room and drop into a coma on the couch, and I’ll be safe. Because despite being perpetually horny and eager, I know you won’t violate me.”

      “That’s a lot of trust to put into a man you don’t truly know.”

      I shrug and turn toward the living room. “I’m an optimist, I suppose.”

      I think of all the true crime I watch on television. I think of Ivan the murderer. And I think of all the times I’ve assumed someone was dead and floating in a barrel, all because they let a phone call ring out. Then I reevaluate my claim of optimism.

      “Mostly. But I know that about you. Because you can’t be related to the likes of Abby and Beckett and Nixon without having a total marshmallow inside of your own heart. You were raised by the same people, same home, same everything. No way are you the black sheep no one warned me about.”

      “No?”

      Before I can step into the living room, Corey stealthily wraps an arm around my stomach and pulls me to a jerking stop until his chest presses against my back. Nerves bubble into a laugh, and his stubble turns me into a puddle as he buzzes his chin over my neck.

      “You make a lot of assumptions about me,” he rasps. “I know we have close ties to family we each love, and yeah, my brothers are pussycats. But you don’t actually know me, Jen. You don’t know shit about me.”

      “I know what my instincts tell me,” I breathe out. “I know you will never hurt an innocent.”

      “I’ve hurt innocents,” he rumbles. He doesn’t kiss me. Doesn’t actually touch except for the arm around my stomach. “I’ve hurt a lot of innocents. Sometimes, it was part of the job description.”

      “I know you won’t hurt me.”

      “So you consider yourself an innocent?” he chuckles. “Ballsy assumption to make.”

      “I have to sleep, Corey.” I hold my wine glass in one hand and use the other to peel his fingers away. “We can play some more tomorrow. God knows, I like sparring with you. But right now, tonight, I’m about to fall flat on my face. So if you could just let me go, that would be super—”

      “This way.” With his steely grip, Corey leads me away from the living room and into the hall.

      My suitcase remains where I left it, but my wine comes along for the ride, and despite my declarations of no, no, no, my feet still carry me toward the main bedroom.

      We don’t speak.

      We don’t act.

      We simply move, and when he walks me to his side of the bed—I can tell because of the lamp on the bedside table, the pocket change, the watch that lays flat on the surface—he peels the blankets back and helps me sit.

      I set my wine beside the lamp, but when Corey lowers to one knee and goes to work undoing my shoes and setting them aside, my heart tumbles into a fast sprint.

      “I’ll sleep on the couch,” he murmurs seriously. Glancing up as he removes my second shoe, he meets my eyes, and his lips curve into a gentle smile. “I won’t touch, I promise.”

      “You don’t wanna sleep at Beckett’s place and hang out with your brothers?” I study the dark brown flecks in his eyes. The long lashes that fan above. “You’ll miss out on all the fun.”

      “They’re likely asleep by now.” Pushing forward, he drops a painfully sweet kiss on my cheek and pulls back to catch my eyes once more. “Besides, I’d rather be here with you.”

      My heart flutters at a dangerous pace. “Corey, I—”

      “It’s the marshmallow thing to do.” Pushing up to stand, he nods toward the adjoined bathroom. “I’m sure you understand the function of a shower. Toilet. Faucet. I don’t have to give you a tour. Make yourself at home, and I’ll bring your suitcase in.”

      He makes his way to the door, only to stop half-in, half-out. “I won’t come in here again tonight. You have my word.” Tapping his knuckles against the wooden frame, he walks away and heads along the hall, all chivalrous and gentlemanlike… purely to annoy me, I’m certain.

      I can fight a hotdog that’s set on being arrogant and horny. It’s easy to say no to that and continue to play this game of flirt. But the sweet Corey? The protective sweetheart makes my gut sink and my fingers tingle to reach out.

      Could one night of rolling in the sheets with this man truly be horrible?
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      At a little past three o’clock, I was woken by the barest change in atmosphere in my living room.

      My life before coming home to stay close to my family has meant sleeping when I could and waking when I must. It’s meant always being ‘on’, even while resting, and it sure as hell meant certain death if I allowed someone to sneak up on me while I had my eyes closed.

      Which is why I knew the clock read 0307 when someone new entered the room. It’s how I knew she was near. And when she pulled my blankets up, I knew it wasn’t to make me cold or interrupt my sleep… it was because she wanted a friend. She wanted companionship. And to be honest, she probably thought I wouldn’t notice her tiny hundred and thirty pounds sprawled out across my chest for a few hours.

      I guess I’m polite enough not to call her out on it.

      Now the sun is rising, the warm rays of sunlight pulse through my living room window and touch my arm so I feel the heat. Where my bare chest touches Jen’s, we sweat. She wears a sports bra—thank God, since my willpower only stretches so far—but where her skin and mine meet, beads of sweat make us slick and send bolts of hunger spearing toward my balls.

      We’re essentially in bed together…though our bed is a couch. But we’re practically naked, save for her panties and sports bra, and we’re sweating.

      That’s most of the way to fucking!

      I suspect she intended to hang for a couple hours and sneak back to the bedroom before I woke. But I’m a light sleeper, I wake early, regardless of the time I get to sleep in the first place, and she chugged a heaping glass of wine before bed.

      So she’s sleeping through and allowing me time to study her.

      Jen’s hair has grown longer since she was last in town. It’s choppy and a little kinked—a style her sister would hate for herself, but on Jen, it’s sexy in its refusal to conform and be… normal. Her skin is light and soft, delicate as it covers bones that have not enough meat on them, and freckled on her shoulders where the sun has marked her.

      Bringing a hand up, I finger the strap of her sports bra, tugging it just half an inch to the side, and grin at the paler skin beneath. The complete and utter lack of color she has, and beside it, my dark olive complexion, thanks to my father and his Portuguese beginnings.

      Jen is fair of skin, fair of hair, and I’m her complete opposite in every way that matters. And yet, she’s not afraid to come to me in the middle of the night. Not for sex, but for company. Not to talk. But to exist in the same space.

      How does she live alone and survive every night by herself?

      Her chest is pressed to mine, her breasts crushed beneath her weight, but it’s the way she breathes through her mouth and leaves behind a pool of dribble right over my heart that makes me grin.

      She’s sexy and savage when she’s awake. Confident and verging on unkind with her cool rebuttals. But asleep, she’s virtuous and vulnerable. She’s unshielded, and worse, completely oblivious.

      My phone vibrates on the floor beside the couch, the ringer silenced, but the buzzing against the hardwood enough to bring my brows together and my lips flat in displeasure.

      I want to stay here a little longer. In the quiet. In the warmth. I want to hold this woman, if only because she feels good to hold on to. And since she came to me and there was no sex exchanged, I feel like maybe we could hold on to this for a while more—zero guilt, and zero freakouts about complicating family Christmas.

      But I can’t ignore my call any longer, so I exhale the breath I was unaware I was holding and reach to the floorboards as carefully as I can so as not to disturb Jen’s sleep. Then I snag my phone with the tips of my fingers and fumble it upward until I see the screen.

      Tabitha Lawrence.

      But of course.

      Swiping to accept, I bring the cell to my ear and speak quietly. “It’s your big day, Tabby. Why are you stressing out?”

      “Who said I was stressing?” She stresses. Stresses. Stresses. “I’m just making sure everything is as it should be. I haven’t heard from Jen, and her phone is ringing out. You got her from the airport, right?”

      “Yup. She’s as feisty and annoying as ever.”

      “Ha.” She makes the sound, but she isn’t actually laughing. “Where’d she sleep last night? Idalia told me the Oriane is full and Jen never made a reservation.”

      “Idalia is correct. And since I realized the same on the drive home, I brought her back to my place. And she’s not answering her phone because she’s still asleep.”

      “Ugh! You guys had sex, didn’t you?”

      Tabby is a cool chick; she’s the calm to my brother’s chaos. Like her sister, she’s smart and witty, was taught long ago not to accept men in all their bullshit, and when we try to talk out our asses, the Lawrence sisters are fluent in shutting that nonsense down.

      All of that means she was also the first to declare a ban on who gets to bang her sister.

      The rules were set—no Rosas allowed—and the ban came into place the very day I met the woman who will marry my brother in a matter of hours.

      But just because she made it a rule doesn’t mean I have to follow it. Just because she’d be cranky about a Rosa taking her sister to bed, doesn’t mean I won’t pursue quite possibly the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life.

      “Corey! I told you to pick her up. Not bang her!”

      “We didn’t bang.” I chuckle, soft and quiet, and hope I don’t wake the woman in question. “I swear, I was honorable all night long.”

      “So you’re in the same home overnight. Same bed?”

      “Nope.” I lean in and smell the fruity scent of Jen’s shampoo. “I slept on the couch like a good boy.”

      “And Jen?” she presses. “Where’d she sleep?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, Bridezilla, but I deposited her in the main bedroom and walked away.” It’s not my fault she followed me back out again. “Like I said, I was honorable.”

      “Why didn’t you go to our place to sleep? I already talked to Troy, and he said you never came back.”

      Troy’s a fuckin’ snitch. “Because Jen got in late. By the time we got back to town, the guys would’ve been asleep. Since Jen was alone in a strange home, I grabbed a blanket and took my valiant ass to the couch.”

      “Valiant,” she snorts. “If you say so.”

      “I do say so. Now what do you want? I’m not your personal little bitch to boss around, Tabby, and I did everyone a favor yesterday by waiting up half the damn night for a two-thirds-empty plane to deposit a woman with a bad attitude at my feet. I’m sleepy, I need caffeine, and if you have nothing to ask of me, I might even like to go for an hour run before we get today’s crazy on the road.”

      “Jen’s still asleep?” Tabby murmurs quietly. Hesitantly.

      Glancing down, I jolt when I find Jen’s eyes piercing mine. My stomach dips, and I swear, my palms turn sweaty. She’s rumpled and sexy in her just-waking phase. She’s without makeup, and yet, still stunning.

      “Corey?” Tabby presses. “She’s still asleep?”

      Hearing her sister’s words, Jen silently nods.

      “Yep. She’s asleep. We got in late, so she could probably do with the extra shut-eye.”

      “Okay, well…” Clearing her throat, Tabby’s voice floats somewhere to the back of my mind as Jen adjusts on my chest.

      She’s doe-eyed and innocent, rumpled and sleepy. She’s also supple and mostly naked. And there’s a part of her, hidden far behind her confident wall, that is embarrassed she got caught sleeping on top of me.

      “I guess that’s all fine then,” Tabby says. “She has everything already, but I’ll text her again all the details of today—hair and makeup and whatnot. The stylist is coming here at ten, so if you could maybe get her here by then? Beckett left a car for her to use for the rest of the weekend, so you’ll be off chauffeur duties after that.”

      “I don’t mind playing chauffer,” I mumble in response. “All my jobs for the weekend are under control. I just have to shower and get dressed.”

      “That is both incredibly helpful and infuriating,” she grumbles. “The women will be in a stylist’s chair for hours, but no, you’re fine. Go for a run, have a shower, and there it is. You’re all done.”

      “No one is making you wax and scrub and scrape, ya know?” I chuckle, but the situation only becomes funnier when Jen bounces on my chest. “You could just toss your hair into a ponytail and call it a day. Beck won’t mind.”

      “Shush. I’m not getting married for the first time with a ponytail.”

      “The first time?” I laugh. “How many times you planning to get hitched?”

      “Depends how annoying your brother becomes. I’ll take his house and the veterinary practice with me in the divorce, so he’d better be on his best behavior and stop saying stupid shit.”

      My eyes shoot to Jen’s and stop on her wolfish grin. “Wow. You and your sister are so alike, it makes me wanna puke.”

      “Yup,” Tabby answers proudly, while Jen only leans in and presses her nose to the center of my chest. Sniffing? Resting? Preparing to lick, perhaps? “She’s awesome,” Tabby says. “I’m so excited to see her. Send her over as soon as she wakes, okay?”

      “Yep. See ya.”

      I don’t wait for Tabby’s goodbyes. I hang up without looking at the screen and toss my cell somewhere along the couch until the device is lost between me and the cushions. Then I grab Jen’s hair in a fist and pull her up until our eyes meet and her throat moves from the way she swallows. “I’m tempted to risk my home if it means sliding your panties aside right now.”

      Coolly, she twists her face, despite the tug on her hair, and presses her tongue to my wrist. My blood sizzles at the contact, and though I don’t mean it to, my grip on her hair grows tighter. “Didn’t you hear the bride?” She pulls back and licks her lips, her intentions, no doubt, to send me over the ledge of insanity. “I have somewhere to be. And soon.”

      “We can be quick.” I’m not above begging at this point. “I could have you screaming in thirty seconds flat.”

      Smirking, Jen pats my chest and inches her head out of my control. She warms against me, I’m certain of it. But she still pushes up to create space between her chest and mine. “I have to get up and shower again.”

      “You showered before bed.”

      “Uh huh.” She climbs off me and steals my blanket so I’m laying exposed on my couch, my cock at full mast and tenting my boxer shorts. “And now I need another. I dreamt of you, Popeye. So now I need to clean up, or I’ll be walking around all day in underwear I really should’ve changed.”

      “Five-minute shower?” I push up to sit, and rub the heels of my hands over my eyes. “Right?” When I glance up to find her still watching me, still sexy and rumpled and mostly naked, I add, “Shower sex. Four minutes till you cream. Then I’ll wash your back.”

      “You’re so sure of yourself,” she snickers. “And only four minutes? Popeye, that’s not something to brag about.”

      “An hour of grinding is boring if no one is getting off,” I counter. “Just gets you heat rash and a deep hunger to run far, far away from the dud.”

      “Four minutes in a shower with the spinach man?” She turns on her heels and heads into the kitchen with my blanket wrapped around her supple body. “Tempting, for sure.”

      “So that’s a yes?” I push up to stand, and groan at the pressure in my groin. I have to pee almost as much as I want to come, and at this point in time, I’m really not sure which outcome I prefer more.

      I follow her all the way to the door, and stopping, I have to work on catching my breath when I find her bent at my fridge.

      She’s breakfast, and I’ve been starving since the last time she was in town.

      “Let’s just do it so we can get on with the rest of our busy day.”

      Humored, she swings the fridge door closed and carries a carton of milk to the coffee machine I have set on a timer. Midnight black brew already sits in the pot, steaming and fragrant and partially responsible for my ability to wake without an alarm. “That’s a no, handsome. It’ll remain a no for as long as I can hold on to that conviction.”

      “Why’d you sleep on me last night?”

      Jen uses my kitchen as though she’s been here a million times before. She possesses an uncanny ability to search for things behind doors and find them on the first try. Wine glasses. Mugs. But then she opens the cutlery drawer and jumps back with a startled squeak that makes my adrenaline kick awake.

      Breathing hard, she reaches into the drawer and pulls out a 9mm Glock. “Really?” She waves it around dangerously. “Really, Popeye? That’s where spoons should be.”

      “Don’t wave weapons around, dummy.” Rolling my eyes, I cross the room and take the unloaded pistol from her hands. If she’d look just one drawer down, she’d find ammo, but honestly, I’m just not sure she’s ready for that yet. “Why do you call me Popeye?”

      Shaking off the shock of finding a gun in a standard kitchen drawer, she lifts one arm and shows off the teeniest, tiniest, most pathetic little bicep. But she flexes it like she thinks she’s Arnold Schwarzenegger. “Popeye. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten the hero of our generation.”

      “Our generation?” I take the coffee she pours and keep it for myself. If I can’t make her cry in ecstasy, making her pout might be the next best thing. “I thought Brendan Fraser was the hero of our generation.”

      “Mmm.” She makes a sex sound in the back of her throat and turns away to collect a second mug. “George of the Jungle.” She actually pants. It’s fake and exaggerated, but she’s insistent on making a point. “The scene where he’s running in the yard with the horses?” Turning back to me, she scowls. “Why don’t men wear shirts like that anymore? It’s so sexy.”

      “Shirts like what? White linen?”

      “Yes!” She pours a second mug and drops the blanket until she stands all long limbs and a fuck-ton of bare skin. Her navel is almost an outie, a disarming charm I had no clue would draw me in. “The top three buttons undone,” she sighs. “His chest on show and so sexy.” She brings the steaming mug to her nose and closes her eyes. “I miss those kinds of guys.”

      “Our shirts today are white.” Why am I trying to flex about a shirt? Why do I care about Brendan Fraser’s role as king of the fuckin’ jungle? “I’ll be the best-looking Rosa brother there today.”

      “Mmhm. Will you wear it with the top three buttons undone?” She opens her eyes and grins. “While running with horses?”

      “Er… I don’t know where to find horses.”

      She chokes out a playful laugh and pushes away from the counter. Leaving the blanket on the tile floor, she carries the coffee and passes me on her way to the hall.

      I turn and follow—it’s what I do—and am sure as fuck not left disappointed as I watch her ass move in cheeky panties. She’s too playful to wear a thong; instead, she taunts me with lace cupping her ass cheeks. Just enough to send a man’s mind racing. Enough to give me a tease, while keeping the best parts hidden.

      “I’m gonna have a five-minute shower.” She glances over her shoulder and catches me staring. “I’ll wash my hair and shave what I have to shave, then I’ll be done, and you can take me to Tabby. Wait… Shit.” Jen stops on the threshold of my bedroom and spins. “Dammit. I still have to get my dress.”

      “Where is it?” I lean against the wall a full ten feet from the legs I want to see stretch. “The dress. Where is it?”

      “At the dressmaker’s, waiting for final alterations.” She grits her teeth when my eyes widen. “I’ve been a tad busy lately, so I haven’t gotten to final fittings yet.”

      “And if the dress doesn’t fit you?” I ask. “What are you gonna do? You’re the maid-of-honor!”

      “It’ll fit.” She shrugs and turns into my room. “I’ll make sure it fits.” Her voice drifts off as she makes her way into the bathroom inside. “These things always work out for the best, so it’ll be okay.”

      “Tabby will kill you.”

      “Huh?” Taps flip on, and the sound of cascading water echoes through the bathroom. “I can’t hear you.”

      “I said Tabby will kill you.”

      “Can’t hear you!” she shouts back. “And no she won’t. She loves me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rather than taking Jen straight to the bride and watching Tabby decimate her disorganized sister, I drive us to the dressmaker, forgoing my run and risking the wrath of the entire wedding party because I’m now an accessory to Jen’s incoming screwups.

      If the dress doesn’t fit, we’re both in trouble. If it needs alterations, we’ll both be late to the wedding that we each play an important part in. And if there’s no dress at all, well… it’s probably best we relocate and never show our faces here again.

      We’ll have to say goodbye to the people we love. The homes we’ve settled in. If either of us had a pet, that relationship would be severed too.

      It’s best this way.

      “Does it bother you that you live in a tiny podunk town?” As we drive down Main Street, Jen looks out the window and studies the seldom few cars on the road, the llama statue standing guard outside the ice cream shop, and a few doors down, the diner filled to the brim with teenagers searching for their hit of carbs, served up by a busty brunette.

      I like this town. So when I say nothing in response, Jen brings her doe eyes around to meet mine. “Popeye?”

      “This isn’t a podunk town.” I shrug and slow the truck near the one and only formal dress shop in town. It’s where we got our suits, where the bride got her gown, and word on the street is it’s where ninety-seven percent of the wedding guests got their outfits for today.

      To be the only supplier of a product in a small but reasonably wealthy town means that most folks will splash their cash there instead of trek into the city an hour away. It means fluctuating income for the business owner, but it means when wedding season is upon them, everyone is swimming in money.

      Abby’s flower shop has the same kind of cash flow situation.

      “I think this town is actually pretty cool.” I pull into a space outside the dressmaker’s store and set the truck in park. “There’s no rushing around here.” I pull the parking brake and switch off the ignition. “There are never any lines or traffic. The food is pretty damn good, and the people are nice.” I unsnap my seatbelt and turn to Jen with a grin. “This is a good place to hide out when I want quiet. Then when it’s time to work, I go away and get the noise and bustle and rush someplace else.”

      “And what exactly is it you do for work?” She raises a perfectly sculpted brow before slipping out of the passenger side and dropping to her feet. She looks back at me with a playful smirk and snatches up her phone and small purse. “You don’t look like you work for the local Dairy Queen.”

      “There is no local Dairy Queen. And I’m a private contractor.” I slam my truck door and beep the locks shut. Stopping at the front of the hood, I wait for Jen to join me and slide her arm into mine.

      She’s not shy about touching. Not the least bit tormented by our proximity, like I am.

      “And what exactly does a private contractor do, Popeye?” We start forward and step onto the sidewalk. “Sounds vague and not at all legal.”

      I snort. “I do whatever I’m asked to do by the person paying my contractor fee.”

      Amused, Jen makes a soft sniggering sound in the back of her throat. “Okay, so what might someone ask you to do in your role as private contractor? And how much is your fee?”

      “Well, that depends.”

      The moment we step inside the dress shop and startle the poor old woman standing at the counter, I grin and watch as she sprints into the back; not in fear, but because she knows I’m part of the Rosa party, and Jen is likely the only fucking bridesmaid yet to have her dress finalized.

      “I’ve been known to escort people places.” I leave Jen standing in the middle of the store, alone and awaiting the onslaught of the seamstress. “I’ve also done a little work in security.”

      She turns to watch me back up. “Security?”

      “A bouncer.” I generalize, and I know it. But playing with words is fun, and making Jen guess brings me more entertainment than I expected it would. “Sometimes an overpaid bouncer.”

      “Mm… how overpaid?” She steps toward me, her bimbo act perfected, and pats my shirt collar. “What kinda numbers are we talking about in the divorce?”

      “The divorce? Our divorce?”

      She grins. “Besides the house, of course.”

      “Of course,” I laugh. “The house I can afford only because I don’t leave my bedroom for less than ten thousand dollars a day.”

      When Jen’s eyes search mine—Is he telling the truth?—I flash a quick grin and spin her around to meet the scandalized eyes of the dressmaker, who bustles in with a beautiful, draping gown.

      “Now go try that on and pray it fits you.” I slap Jen’s ass and send her skittering forward. “I’ll wait out front.” Digging my hands into my pockets, I search for my keys as I turn to walk outside, but a hand on my arm brings me around with surprising strength.

      I nearly crash into Jen, only to swallow when our chests touch and her breath burns my tongue.

      “Stay here with me,” she begs. “You’re my very expensive security, no? Isn’t that why Tabby sent you to get me?”

      No. I sent me to get you, because I wanted to see you more than I feared the wrath of an angry bride. “Isn’t it traditional that I don’t see you till the wedding?”

      She scoffs and turns toward the shop owner, carrying her new dress over one arm and dragging me along with the other. “Fitting rooms?”

      “This way,” the dressmaker gestures toward the back.

      “Fantastic.” Jen keeps hold of me and bustles to the tiny, four feet by four feet dressing room at the very rear of the shop.

      I intend to stop at the door. To stay away and at the very least pretend to be a gentleman. But Jen keeps hold of my arm and causes a scene when she drags me into the cubicle and locks the dressmaker out.

      “Er…”

      The cubicle isn’t a room; it’s an actual cubicle, so our feet are exposed at the bottom to anyone walking through the shop, and the top of the walls go only as high as Jen’s shoulders. All the important bits are covered from the general public, but it’s no secret there are two of us in here, so when Jen tosses her phone and purse to the floor, then lobs the dress into my arms to hold, I’m left as speechless as the poor shop owner.

      For her part, Jen simply tears her shirt off and reveals a lacy black bra that is almost—almost—see-through. “Hold this.” She tosses her shirt over my shoulder and snags the dress from my arms and goes to work unzipping the garment bag.

      Is it weird that I turn my face and smell her shirt? Is it strange that I feel the warmth seeping from the fabric, through mine, and into my shoulder? And hell, should it be awkward that Jen catches me sniffing?

      Because it doesn’t feel that way.

      I don’t care that she knows what I’m doing, and I care less that she watches as I ball her shirt between my hands and bring the fabric to my nose for a more thorough scenting.

      She’s half-naked after dragging me in here, and I’m smelling her… absorbing her warmth, and testing, I suppose, to see how far this craziness will go before one of us calls chicken.

      We’re each attracted to the other. Neither of us tend toward prudish. And we’re both confident enough to keep playing this game. But eventually, someone has to crack. What happens then, I don’t know. But something will come of it. Someone will lose—and by lose, I mean that someone will orgasm until they weep.

      Done with the garment bag, Jen lets it fall to the floor and kicks it under the stall wall to clear space in our small room, then she drapes the gown over the wall and goes to work unbuttoning her pants.

      My throat dries and my stomach whirls with warmth, but I set her shirt aside and lean back to watch the show. Jen’s limbs are long and lanky, too pale and somewhat uncoordinated as she steps into her dress.

      “What was the thing you were supposed to watch on the news last night?” I remember the phone call she had with Dickie, the furrowing of her brows, and the seriousness of her conversation.

      As soon as Jen steps into her gown and works the material along her torso, she spins and presents me with her back.

      It takes me a minute to process. To understand the lack of zipper, and the yards of ribbon that’ll tie it all together. “You want me to do you up?”

      “Yes please.” She reaches back and pulls her hair up to keep it out of my way. “And I totally blanked on watching the news last night,” she sighs. “I fell asleep without giving it a single thought.”

      I go to work on the ties of the emerald dress, starting at the top and pulling it together until she no longer has to hold it up with her hands. “What did Dickie say you have to watch?”

      “Just something that might apply to my work,” she tries to brush me off. “Nothing that is important this weekend.”

      “And yet,” I yank the laces on her dress and make her jolt. “I hear the stress in your voice. I see the way your eyes changed when I asked. So now I want you to talk to me, and while you do that, I’ll work on this.”

      “I can’t talk to you about it. It’s likely classified information.”

      “Likely?” I pull the next row of ribbon. “If it’s not strictly classified, then it’s not classified at all, nerd. Likely doesn’t count.”

      “Don’t call me nerd. And,” she peeks over her shoulder. “It’s my business, not yours.”

      “So if I turn the news on, what am I gonna see?”

      “Is everything okay in there?” the dressmaker calls from near her desk. “Does it fit?”

      “Still tying her up,” I answer.

      With my hands wrapped in ribbon, and the changing room we share leaving us with a mere foot of space around us, I pull Jen back until she slams against my chest, and my lips go to her bare shoulder. I bite, because I want to, and when she shivers, I slide my tongue along the marks I left behind.

      Then I grin. “Talk to me about your work, and I’ll talk to you about Guam.”

      If I know anything about Jen’s type, I know with absolute certainty she’s competitive and curious—and both are traits I can exploit for myriad reasons.

      “You go, then I’ll go.” I press a kiss to her shoulder until her breath catches in her throat and her body hums with anticipation.

      Frustrated, she finally rasps out, “I’m a biochemist.” She folds her arms across her chest, defensive, and hunches her back enough to make me frown at her lack of posture. “I’ve been working on this drug for the past few years. Its primary function is to help cancer patients through grueling rounds of chemo.”

      The words cancer and chemo, and worse, grueling, make my blood run cold. It’s momentary. Fast. And then it’s gone… mostly.

      “You work in cancer research?” My sister had childhood cancer. “Does your drug cure?” My sister had childhood cancer! “Or just treat?”

      “Queen—” She pauses and glances over her shoulder, completely oblivious to the million thoughts racing through my mind. “That’s what it’s called. And it’s essentially pain relief and energy for sick people.”

      “Queen?”

      Smiling, she turns back to study the bland wall in front of her. “Named for my friend from school. Queen is an upper that, testing shows with overwhelming numbers, is helping patients. It’s energy injected straight into a patient’s blood. It’s a high, but not one like morphine gives someone. Queen completely masks nausea, pain, restlessness, and anxiety, but instead of a ketamine-type trance or a cocaine-like buzz, it provides a kind of sheen over the pain, leaving other functions intact.”

      “What does that…” I continue tying her in. And still, my mind races. “What exactly does that mean?”

      She grins; I know, because her moving cheeks are noticeable even from where I stand. “It means I’ve found a way to help cancer patients lead a somewhat normal life, except for the hospital room and the cancer. They still undergo horrible treatments, ports, needles, lumbar punctures, poisonous medications, mouth ulcers, fevers at the first sniffle…”

      She stops when I feel my own temperature rising. When my face, no doubt, pales.

      “It means that everything remains the same for them, they’re still in hell and busting ass to break free, but Queen provides them with a shield against the sickness. The loss of appetite. It means I’ve been able to help them remain awake and lucid, without the pain, which helps them eat and sleep peacefully. Two things that we know help promote healing.”

      “A shield…” I roll the words over my tongue. Consider. Wonder. I think of Abby, and the torment she lived while sick. What would it all have been like if we could have shielded her from the worst of her condition and treatment? If she could have slept without the pain of both chemo and radiation therapy? “Addictive?”

      Jen nods—imperceptibly, but still. It’s there. “Yes. Unfortunately, it’s addictive, but it’s not all that harmful. Toxicology shows little to no damage to the heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, and cognitive function. The trial is still new, so we certainly have a lot left to learn, but for right now, Queen is doing good things. She’s helping the helpless and doing far less damage than the cancer and chemo that comes before it.” She turns her head over so slightly. “Now your turn. Tell me about Guam.”

      I bite off a laugh. It’s only been a minute, and I’ve already forgotten the deal I made. “Guam was somewhere I served for three years. I was being… borrowed by ASIS, and Guam was as good a place as any to place us.”

      “What was the primary function of you being there?”

      I brought this upon myself. I know I did. But still, I offer up a single word: “Classified.”

      She snorts. “Tit for tat, handsome. You know you want the rest of my story, so to earn it, you have to tell me more of yours.”

      “ASIS is Australian intelligence,” I exhale, and continue working on her dress. “My primary function was for me to work with the folks with pet kangaroos, to keep certain undesirable fellows in the middle of the Pacific and off our soil.”

      “Whose soil? Australian?”

      “Theirs and ours,” I answer quickly. “The target wasn’t the same over those three years, but they were all the same type.”

      Jen wrinkles her nose to hide her grin. “And what type is that?”

      “Pharmaceutical,” I chuckle. “Drug-running. Guam was a nice little entryway into the country, and Australia knew things we wanted to know, so my superiors tossed me to them for a little while, I learned a new language, we got on like a brick shithouse, and here we are. What’s with the news?”

      Jen snorts under her breath. “First of all, Australians speak English, so you didn’t learn a new language.”

      “You sure? Didgeridoo.” I pull her closer, drop the ties of her dress, and place my hand on her belly instead. Then I slide my nose to the warm spot behind her ear and breathe her in. “Buckley’s chance. Meat pie and tomato sauce.”

      Jen giggles under my touch, sweet and carefree laughter that makes her delicate frame bounce.

      “Yobbo,” I continue. “Ocker. Cocky. The Harold Holt Bolt.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?” she bursts out and tries to pull away from my arms. “You’re just saying sounds.”

      “I’m showing you my bilingual tongue.” And to prove it, I slide said tongue along the shell of her ear “Ya larrikin. Now tell me about the news.”

      Soft sniggering bubbles in her chest, but she nods, and that’s enough for me to release her and continue tying her dress.

      “The past few weeks, there have been reports of a new party drug on the club scene.” She sobers quickly as each word leaves her mouth. “It comes in little purple pills named Sniff, and is allegedly sending users into the best high of their lives. It’s like an epidemic of sorts.”

      I continue working on her dress. Making my way down the seductive arch of her back. “How so?”

      “Because it starts out as one person using. One time. Then it grows to two people. Twice. Three. Four. Five. Before we know it, it’s being handed out as party favors when the gate is paid, and all those people get addicted, so they come back for more.”

      “Sounds like a solid business model, if it weren’t for the fact it’s a drug.”

      “Right. But that drug…” She grabs her hair again when it falls over her shoulder. “It’s killing people. That’s what Dickie was saying last night… to check the news, because there are three bodies lined up in the morgue right now. All allegedly had underlying health conditions that killed them, but there’s a common thread—”

      “In that all three also took the purple pill?”

      She sighs, dejected and fatigued, and perhaps for the first time ever, shows me the exhausted biochemist beneath the flirt. “Right. I’m just… worried, I guess. Which is why Dickie called me.”

      “And why are you worried?” I yank the ties tight on Jen’s dress, only to grin when she jolts back and her ass hits my cock. “Apart from the fact folks are dying, which is something to worry about in general. But why specifically are you worried?”

      “Because I got my hands on one of those pills recently.”

      Stunned, I grab her hips and spin her around to face me in the cramped changing space. “What?”

      Her breath comes faster, her lips plump and beautiful, and a mere two inches from mine. Swallowing, she sends her throat moving and her nostrils flaring, drawing my eyes to the movement. “I went out and bought a sample.” She stops and smiles. “Cost me a month’s rent, but I got what I needed.”

      “And you did that why?”

      Dragging in a deep breath, Jen gazes between my eyes as though to ascertain how much she should spill in the middle of a dress shop in a podunk town. “Reports on the news spoke of how lucid these partiers were. How energetic and happy, and not at all sloppy. Not handsy. Nothing like a typical drug-induced high. Coroner’s reports show healthy and happy organs: lungs, hearts, livers, and more. Zero damage from what otherwise appears to be a drug overdose. Normally, there are markers left inside a dead body, proof of what the drug did to them to cause their death.”

      “So… you’re saying these three people were acting normal prior to their death, though the autopsies show underlying health conditions. And you’re assuming this connects to you… how?”

      “Because I may have flirted my way into procuring vials of each victim’s blood. All three samples showed traces of this purple drug.”

      “The street drug you bought a sample of?”

      “Yes.” Turning around once more, Jen pushes my hands back to work so I can finish tying the gown. “It was a hunch. Just one of my late-night, crime TV, Nutella binge evenings where I got a crazy idea in my head.”

      “And that crazy idea is…?”

      “That the purple pill, Sniff, works quite similarly to Queen. I wondered why it was named what it was, and when I got a sample, the answer was obvious: the pill itself smells of cotton candy.”

      “So folks take a sniff?”

      “It’s possible that my baby Queen was out there on the streets, and now bodies are piling up.”

      “Three bodies,” I correct. “With underlying health conditions.”

      “But remember, Corey…” She pauses for a moment to push the severity of this home. “It’s like a pandemic, and Queen is highly addictive. There were three bodies as of last night, but what if there are nine by the end of the weekend? And seventy by next Friday? This drug is proving to be an innocent high to the healthy, but a ticking time bomb to society’s more susceptible population—and unfortunately for most, they don’t know they have underlying health issues until they’re already laid up at the morgue.”

      I think of a boy I know. A teen whose heart was fine one minute, and the next, he was down for the count. He had no clue his ticker was dying, and his career as a competitive fighter was only just taking off. He had no clue he had underlying health issues until they were already killing him.

      How many others are the same? How many will die before they’re given a chance to live?

      Still, common sense and military training help me focus and pull my emotions away from conversations of this magnitude. So I push the boy out of my mind, and instead, finish Jen’s ties and tuck them into her skirt.

      Satisfied with my work, I spin her once more with my hands on her hips, and smile when our eyes meet. “What has Queen, a drug used on cancer patients, got to do with a little purple pill sold on the streets?”

      “Apart from the smell?” she asks. “The samples I took…” She runs her hands over her gown without looking down. She’s not ready to peek. Not ready to take stock of what she’ll be wearing for the next twelve or so hours. “They share nine out of ten of the same components.” Her eyes glitter as they study mine. “And Queen was my own secret concoction. Doctors are offering it to their patients, doing trials with it, but I’m the only person on this planet who knows the chemical makeup that makes it what it is.”

      “And yet,” I sigh, understanding now her frustration. Her worry. “Someone has copied it and made it into a recreational pill?”

      She nods. Then shrugs. Then flattens her lips and exhales. “Unconfirmed at this point, but yeah, that’s what I’m seeing. I left a slide in my microscope before leaving the lab last night. I didn’t mention shit to Dickie, didn’t tell him my thoughts, and yet, when he looked, he saw what I saw. I guess I was hopeful I was simply projecting, seeing something that wasn’t there. But he saw it too.”

      “So now it’s starting to feel a little more real?”

      She pulls her bottom lip between her teeth. “Yup. It’s impossible, but despite that, it’s right there in my lab. Either someone stole my formula, or someone has a very similar thought pattern as I do, but with eviler intentions.”

      “Eviler.” Snickering, I step back in the tiny space and try to see her gown in all its glory. “I can’t see you properly in here.”

      “Let’s go out to the mirror.” Reaching down, Jen bundles the skirt in her fists, and glances up to meet my eyes again. “All that stuff is just something that’s on my mind. Unofficial. It’s not yet time to panic.”

      “I won’t tell a soul.” I wrap my hand around her arm and reach out to snag her bag and phone before we leave the changing stall. “This is your business.”

      I lead her into the main area of the dress shop. The place is empty except for the owner, but gowns hang all over, which makes the small shop feel that much smaller.

      “I know classified,” I press on. “You have my word.”

      “Thank you.”

      Stopping on a small platform, Jen pauses and waits as the dressmaker rushes toward us and begins fluffing the skirt. I step back so I can get a fuller view. So I can take in the beauty that is Jen Lawrence in a gown fit for a princess.

      I would typically associate princess with innocence. Sweetness. Youth and subtlety. But then I look at this woman, sex vixen and foul-mouthed, and I grin, because at some point today, I’m gonna beg to look under her petticoats and have a sample of what I know will taste like heaven.

      “Do I look good?”

      “Hmm?” I glance away from her bust. Jen isn’t particularly endowed in the front, but the boning of her dress pushes up what she has and sets them on a platter for men like me to see. “What?”

      “My dress.” She glances down at herself to see it all. “Fits?”

      “Like a glove.” Smiling, I push forward and take her hand. Because she’s on the step, I have to look up, and for just this moment, when our eyes meet, the oxygen in my lungs stops flowing and threatens death. “You look amazing.”

      “Perfect.” She looks at the woman and smiles. “Bag it up and let me take it outta here. I have to be sitting in a stylist’s chair in…” She looks at a clock on the wall and grits her teeth. “Ten minutes ago.”
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      Lucky for us, the bridal party doesn’t have to sit inside a stylist’s salon for half the damn day. Instead, the stylist comes to us.

      I lope up to Tabby and Beckett’s home with barely more than a wave for Corey Rosa, my chivalrous-with-a-side-of-dirty chaperone and overnight couch buddy. With my bagged dress hanging over one arm, I close the front door just as Corey’s truck pulls away from the house, then I’m swallowed up by the scent of perfume, hairspray, and flowing booze.

      “Jen?” The moment I step through the living room and stop on the threshold of the kitchen, a wall of sound hits me. “Jen!” Tabby slides off her stool and sprints across the tile, until we crash and the oxygen is forced from my lungs. “Oh my god. You’re here!”

      “Uh…” Tabby is my baby sister. My smarter, quieter, sweeter, not at all a drunk-in-the-middle-of-the-morning type of sister. And yet, her eyes glisten, and her steps are slightly wobbly. “Are… are you drunk, Tabby Cat?”

      “No!” She hugs me with steely arms, crushing my dress, and risks the makeup the blonde stylist just worked so hard on. “I had half a glass to help my nerves.”

      “It’s ten-thirty in the morning!” Laughing, I pull back and study my baby sister. Her hair is blonde like mine, but a little darker, a little more layered with natural lowlights. Her eyes are brighter than mine, and her height, while still impressive for a woman, falls short compared to mine. “Why are you nervous? You’re marrying Beckett Rosa!”

      Finally, I look up and study the horde of women at her back. I’ve met them all in the last year and a bit, and they all have a connection to Corey: Idalia Mazzi is the Italian beauty practically married to Nixon, Corey’s youngest brother. Nadia Reynolds, blonde, beautiful, and sassy enough to hang with me; she’s hitched to Mitchell Rosa, the next oldest brother. Tabby is marrying the middle brother, and the other two—Corey and Troy—don’t seem like the hitching types. Arlo is the youngest in this group, barely out of her teen years, but she’s a flirt and possibly the wildest of the bunch.

      Despite her young age, I’m damn sure she’s considered having the remaining Rosa brothers—both at the same time—almost as often as I have.

      Finally, Abigail Rosa… Abigail Serrano, I suppose, now that she’s married. She’s Corey’s baby sister. The youngest of the Rosa family. The protected little sister. She’s the innocent, red-haired, Irish-skinned cherub who just so happened to marry a seven-foot-tall, military-commando-looking dude, who no doubt tosses her around at night in all the best ways.

      She looks so pure and sweet… but I see the way her husband watches her cross a room. I’ve seen the way his eyes catalog her every movement, the shield in his gaze, and right beside it, the adoration.

      If any man ever looked at me the way Spencer Serrano looks at Abby, I might lie down and die a happy woman. But alas, it’s yet to happen.

      Worse yet, these women, these supposed allies, are allowing my baby sister to have a glass of wine on her wedding day.

      “What the hell is going on here?” I hold Tabby against my side, but I stretch to the left and deposit my purse, phone, and dress on another stool that someone forgot to push back to the counter. “Tabby has to be able to walk straight today, or her vows don’t count. Nadia!” I pick on the one who currently holds a bottle of champagne in her hand. “What the frick?”

      “She had one glass,” Idalia huffs. “Not even that!” She’s already done: hair, makeup, nails, and lashes. She only has to slide into her dress, and she’s ready to walk down the aisle before Tabby. “Dio mio, it was half a glass.”

      “I’m fine,” Tabby huffs. “Swear I am.”

      “She’s nervous,” Abby snickers. She makes her way across the room with her long, red locks tied back in an intricate braid I could never dare achieve, but she leans in and wraps my unoccupied side up in a hug that is all things love and warmth and kindness, despite the vast difference in our sizes.

      She’s five feet and a couple inches. I’m a hair’s breadth shorter than six feet. She’s delicate in every way imaginable, and I’ve… never known how it feels to be tossed around the way I wish I could be.

      “Welcome home, Jen.” Abby steps back, but she holds my hand and welcomes me into the family like I’ve been here all along. “We were worried you’d be longer, since you still had to get your dress.”

      “It was a perfect fit.” I look to Arlo, to Nadia, to Idalia once more. Then down to Tabby when she starts sniffling. “Why are you crying?” I step away from her, but only so I can take her hands and pull her face up. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I’m getting married today,” she cries. “To a crazy person.”

      It’s true. Beckett is as crazy as they come. “Yes you are. That was a decision you made, Tabby Cat. That’s on you.”

      “I love him so much,” she blubbers. “He’s so sweet and cute and sexy and kind.” She reaches up and wipes a finger beneath her eye—smudging her mascara and bringing a frown to the silent stylist’s face. “But he’s also obnoxious,” Tabby continues. “And eccentric, and he had his hand up a cow’s butt this morning!” Her eyes dance and make my heart skip. “How am I supposed to slide a wedding band onto his hand knowing where it was only hours ago?”

      “Well…” Giggles bubble along my throat and tempt me to let it go. But if I laugh in Tabby’s face today, she might cry for real. “I’m sure he’ll wash his hands before going to the church… don’t you think?”

      “Yeah, of course he w—”

      “Then what’s the issue?” I reach forward and press the very tip of my thumb to the smudge under her eye. “Why are you freaking out so much?”

      “Because I’m getting married,” she groans. “I’m legally tying myself to another human being, and that human being annoys me a lot.”

      “Hey now,” Abby grumbles. “That’s my brother you’re talking about.”

      “And he’s annoying!” Tabby bursts out. “I love you, Abigail. I love him. But I like you more often than I like him. Maybe you and I should get married?” Her eyes light up. “It’s legal and legit nowadays! I’ll marry you, but still have sex with him. It’s perfect, really.”

      Abby’s face burns red. “I’m already married to someone else, and despite how much I want to make your dreams come true, divorcing him right now wouldn’t bode well for our adoption application.”

      “Oh gosh! You’re adopting,” Tabby cries out. “I’m still so excited for you. When do we meet him?” She pauses for a moment, then adds, “Or her?”

      “We don’t know,” Abby snickers. “We’re still waiting.”

      “And having lots of sex in the meantime,” supplies Arlo, the youngest bridesmaid, before rolling her eyes. “We know. He tells us about it all the time.”

      Abby blushes. “Gosh, I wish he’d stop that. He’s so annoying.”

      “See!” Tabby thrusts an arm toward the woman who’ll become her sister-in-law in a matter of hours. “Marriage is annoying.”

      “Yup.” Nadia grabs a sealed bottle of water and cracks open the lid to sip. “So annoying. But the sex is fantastic, so…”

      Abby wrinkles her nose. “That’s my brother.”

      “I know.” Nadia smirks and makes certain not to ruin her lipstick on the rim of her water bottle. She looks to Idalia after a moment, lifts a brow, and waits. “But am I right?”

      “Annoying but great sex?” The woman speaks with a thick Italian accent, which makes her eyeroll that much more humorous. “Si. It’s a Rosa family trait.”

      Nadia looks to Tabby… waits… and grins when Tabby buries her face in her hands. “The sex is fantastic. It’s ridiculous that these men get away with being insane, all because they know how to rock a woman’s world in bed.”

      “Ew!” Abigail growls. “Stop talking about my brothers and sex.”

      Everyone’s eyes come to me. Stop. A pregnant pause fills the kitchen, so even the stylist is waiting for my answer.

      “What?”

      “You and Corey,” Arlo tosses out, since she doesn’t much care about being polite. “Does he stack up?”

      “No!” Abby is scandalized. Horrified. Embarrassed and red. “You didn’t! Jennifer! Are you sleeping with my brother?”

      “No.” Releasing Tabby and turning away, I head to the fridge across the kitchen and commit to no such discussion. Because Corey is sexy, he likes to lick me sometimes, and I’m not particularly interested in making him stop. “I have literally never had sex with Corey Rosa.”

      “Good,” Abby breathes out a sigh of relief. “I already have to listen to them,” she looks to Nadia… Idalia… Tabby. “I don’t need to hear about Corey too.”

      “I dunno… That was a very specific answer.” Arlo sidles up to me and even sticks her head in the fridge beside mine. “It leaves a hell of a lot of room for movement.”

      “You’re much too young to discuss such filth.”

      Snagging a can of Pepsi from the top shelf, I push up to stand tall and spin back to the crowd. Tabby is still emotional, Abigail is giving her sisters-in-law eyes that speak of hatred—only because of the sex thing—and Arlo stands beside me, smirking.

      I look at the stylist and exhale a heavy breath when my phone chirps in my back pocket. “Am I next for hair and makeup?”

      “Yep.” The icy blonde woman wears black on black—pants, shirt, and then a black apron over top to carry all her tools of torture. She nods toward the vacant stool in front of her and takes a packet of wipes from the counter. “Let’s go.”
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      Turns out, merely sniffing champagne makes my usually stout and mature sister insane, and discussing Rosa sex sends Abigail off the deep end. Tabby is marrying into certified crazy, and because I’m kinda attached to her, I guess I’m coming along for the ride.

      Psychoses and all.

      But it’s not as dire as it seems. The women are amazing.

      Idalia, the Italian goddess, owns the fancy hotel in town. The Oriane. She’s a businesswoman who has turned back-to-back tragedies into something thriving and beautiful, and all the while, she raises an adorable little boy and controls her urge to stop her firefighting fiancé from running toward her worst nightmare every single day.

      Nixon Rosa’s career is the embodiment of Idalia’s every fear, but although she’s terrified every time he kits up, she accepts him for exactly who he is, and in turn, he accepts her spotty accent and love of fine wine.

      Abby owns and runs the town’s most successful—and only—flower shop, and though that sounds like it might be a business slam-dunk—as in, she can’t fail—word I’m getting is that she doesn’t get lazy just because she could. Abby’s flowers are stunning; proven when I’m presented with a bouquet that makes my eyes widen and my heart stutter.

      Holding the flowers makes it all so real. Tabby’s wedding is here. It’s happening today!

      Nadia is Abby’s assistant, and with her sassy attitude and take-no-shit exterior, she’s turned a quiet little shop in the middle of town into a hive of activity that has reportedly more than tripled its income over the past four years.

      Nadia’s job is secure… even when she cusses out her boss and her entire family on a regular basis.

      Finally, Arlo is Nadia’s younger cousin, but if we ignore the age difference, and the fact one is married and the other wants to hook up with Corey on a semi-regular basis, I could almost believe they’re one and the same. The jokes, the obnoxiousness, the loud and extreme attitudes, and when they’re both facing away, standing side by side, I could almost confuse the two by their features.

      The family resemblance is strong. But more than that, the family between all these women, the sisterhood and friendship, is enough to make me smile like a goofball most of the morning.

      “We have to go!” Idalia’s line of work means she has a flair for event organization. And by flair, I mean she shouts at us a lot, and most often, it’s in Italian. “Andiamo, fanculo.” She herds us out the door as the clock trips its way toward two.

      My phone has been pinging all day, messages, emails, phone calls, but at every point of the morning, I’ve been held hostage by a stylist with sharp scissors, and after that, lunch… and I was hungry.

      “Jennifer!” Idalia slaps my ass to get me moving across the smooth tile. “You’re slowing us down.”

      “I’m going!”

      I hurriedly snag my purse from the kitchen counter where I left it hours ago, but now, I’m wearing the green dress. My hair is done—trimmed too, thanks to the woman with scissors—and my makeup is flawless. Unlike the rest of the bridal party, I get to wear flats instead of neck-breaking heels, which means I skid across the flooring and out the front door… only to stop and gasp at the fleet of cars waiting to collect us.

      There’s no rhyme or reason to the vehicles. No uniform ‘all back’ or ‘all white’; they’re not all sedans, nor are they even washed or dressed up in streamers. But they are waiting for us. Nixon, the firefighter, waits by a massive truck with emergency services lights on top. His eyes are for Idalia, and right beside him, Mitchell bites his lip and awaits Nadia. Arlo follows her cousin and squishes into the middle of the bench seat, while Spencer waits by a frickin’ Humvee and watches Abby traverse the yard in heels.

      He thinks she’s cute. Innocent and adorable… though I’m certain that mindset changes when they’re alone and he starts the ‘tossing her around’ stuff.

      “Jen?”

      A deep voice, sexy and dark, draws my eyes until they stop on Corey’s playful smile.

      He’s shaved since I last saw him. He didn’t take all the facial hair off, but he tidied it up to a perfect five o’clock shadow that makes my knees weak and my stomach flutter. His hair is long enough on top to spike a little, to droop over and have the ends tickle his forehead. Best of all, he wears a sharp black suit, and a tie that matches the emerald of my dress. But he knows me already, knows my weakness, so he already has the tie loosened, and the top three buttons undone.

      He’s showing off, and when my eyes drop to portions of his exposed chest—and the faint markings of tattoos covering his heart—his shoulders bounce with muted laughter. “Come on, Nerd. Get in.”

      “I’m not driving with you, Popeye.” I make my way down the steps at the front of the house and leave Tabby in my dust.

      She’s riding with Troy, I suppose, since he’s the only remaining brother with a mode of transport, and her big white dress won’t stay white if she’s forced to walk to the church. I love her. I adore her. Today’s her big day, yada yada yada. But her soon-to-be husband’s older brother is like a snack, and we’re on the clock.

      T-minus one hour before contracts are signed and he’s officially family.

      Stopping in front of Corey, close enough he’s forced to look down, and me, up, I study his eyes, and smirk when his dance with glee. “I can’t ride with you today.”

      “No?” He opens the truck door and herds me in anyway. “Why not?”

      “Because you’re doing the Brandon Fraser shirt thing.” And yet, I slide into the passenger side and scoop my dress up. “You’ve undone the top three buttons, like you think it’ll seduce me.”

      “It’s working, isn’t it?”

      He stops outside the truck, but leaning in so his chest touches my thighs. He’s close enough that I see his pores. Close enough that I could almost count eyelashes, if he’d keep still long enough.

      He drops his voice lower, feigns privacy for a moment as Troy helps Tabby into his truck. “You wanna fuck me, Jen. You know you do.”

      “You’re gonna be my brother in an hour.”

      He barks out a loud laugh that draws eyes from around the yard. “No, I most certainly am not. Come on, Nerd. You’re smart enough to understand this family tree.”

      “Yeah, and the fact we’re about to be on the same family tree means I can’t fuck you.”

      A single, fallen eyelash sits on the top of Corey’s cheek. Daring, I reach forward with a careful hand, pinch my fingers right near his eye, and though he’s startled by what I’m doing, he remains utterly still and waits me out.

      I grab the lash between my thumb and pointer finger, then I bring it between us and grin. “Make a wish,” I whisper. “It’s a wedding day. It’s as good a day as any to wish upon a lash.”

      He brings his hands up and wraps his meaty palms around my wrist until they all but swallow me up. His thumbs touch my palm, his fingers wrap around my wrist until they overlap and make me feel tiny; a wholly foreign feeling for someone as tall as me.

      After a moment, Corey closes his eyes and blows hot air against my fingers until the tiny lash flitters away on the breeze. My stomach swirls with nerves and sexual tension, but my throat closes from something else. Something deeper.

      Opening his eyes, Corey meets mine once more and smirks. “I made my wish.”

      I wrinkle my nose and ask, though I really shouldn’t, “Did you wish to fuck me?” My voice remains low, crackling and desperate, while the rest of the bridal party climbs into the cars around us. “Corey, did you—”

      The corner of his lips whip back into a wolfish half-grin that makes my toes tingle. Leaning closer and peering around as though to check no one is listening, he grips my wrist tighter as he pulls me toward him. “I wished filthy things, Jen. Filthy, horrible, illegal-in-thirty-seven-states things, and every single one of them includes having my tongue on, in, or around your body.” He pulls back and obnoxiously licks his lips. “I hope my wish comes true.”

      “You say…” My throat burns dry. “Um… in?”

      Stepping back, he flashes a wide grin and slams the truck door shut with a crash that makes me jump.

      My phone rings in my lap, but my brain obsesses over his tongue in me thing. I don’t have time or mental capacity for work, or Dickie, or, hell, even Tabby at this point, because Corey’s tongue… in me…

      A woman can be forgiven for focusing only on that.

      Points must be awarded for my willpower when Corey climbs into the driver’s side, all Brendan-Fraser-style with his unbuttoned shirt, and I don’t climb onto his lap.

      “You’re so close to fucking me,” he chuckles. His chest bounces, his arrogance seeping into the cab of the truck and pissing me off almost enough to turn me off and dry out my panties.

      Almost.

      “Time to go.” He switches the ignition on and spares one last glance for me while I stare right back. My cheeks are warm, and my nipples ruin the clean lines of this dress. “If you wanna take a detour on the way to the church, you have five minutes to let me know. I’ll pretend we need gas, you get to suck me off on a back road, and we can be walking down the aisle in ten minutes.”

      “You’re so crass.” I pretend indignation; hell, I pretend snootiness. But both are fake. The realest thing about me right now is my fraying resolve. “Take us to the church.”

      For the hundredth time this morning, my phone bleats in my lap, so while Corey does as I ordered and pushes the truck into reverse, I pick up my phone and answer.

      “Hey, Dickie, what’s up?”
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      She’s beautiful in a gown that should wash her out, but the green only makes her eyes pop brighter, and her hair stand out in stunning contrast. She’s exotic, with the dark makeup around her eyes, the black lines that make them look so much bigger and, despite her lack of sleep, refreshed.

      She’s too tempting, and knowing that she’s as hungry for me as I am for her only makes it a million times more difficult to keep my hands to myself and my mind focused only on what she’s doing. What she’s saying.

      “What do you mean Bingham came by the lab, Dickie? It’s Saturday.” Absentmindedly, Jen grabs the sun visor in front of her and yanks it down in search of a mirror.

      Unfortunately for her, trucks like mine care little for ladies and their lipstick, so she comes up empty and shoots daggers in my direction as though it’s somehow my fault the manufacturer pissed her off.

      Pulling the phone away from her ear, Jen hits speaker, then she opens up her camera and uses that as a mirror.

      “I mean,” Dickie’s voice is deep, gravelly, and somewhat old. “Your boyfriend came looking for you, Little Girl. He wanted to know why you weren’t at work.”

      “I already told him.” She traces a careful finger under the curve at the bottom of her lips to perfect the line of lipstick. “And it’s none of his damn business anyway. I go where I want, Dickie. I’ll be back when I want. I don’t answer to anybody.”

      “When are you back?”

      “Monday,” she sniggers. “I answer to you because I adore you. How’s Julia today?”

      “She’s fine.” Dickie crunches into something on his side of the line. Peanuts, maybe. “Did you catch this morning’s news?”

      The air in the cab freezes. Jen’s breath stops, and for just a moment, her eyes come to mine. She’s scared, and in this moment, she searches my gaze for comfort. “No,” she murmurs. “I haven’t had time to do anything since I got here.” She releases me from her stare so I can go back to following the line of wedding traffic heading across town. “Wh-what happened?”

      “Another three are dead,” he answers quietly. “And the news is connecting them now. Yesterday, kids OD’ing in alleyways was coincidental at best, unlucky at worst. But today, it’s been reported that every single victim so far has come out of the same club, or knows someone who frequents that club.”

      “Shit.” Jen drops her gaze and lowers her phone. Running her hand over her cheek, she stops again when she remembers her face full of makeup. “Which club is it?”

      Dickie makes noncommittal sounds on his end of the line. “Some place called Molly’s. According to Rhonda Sampson on the eleven o’clock news, Molly’s is an upscale club on the posh side of town, just three blocks from the Ivy League school.”

      “So, rich kids,” Jen sighs. “Rich area. Rich families.”

      “Lots of money to splash on booze and recreation. It also means rich, powerful parents throwing their dicks around and bullying the cops into figuring out what the hell is happening. They’re blaming it on anything they can: bad food, spiked drinks, toxic water in the bathroom, even.”

      “God forbid rich kids are held accountable for taking drugs.”

      “Well, yeah,” Dickie chuckles. “The snobbery won’t be held accountable to the rest of society. You know that.”

      “Okay, so…” Jen draws a deep breath. “Someone is distributing Sniff to rich kids, and that rich-kid drug has an uncanny resemblance to Queen. The issue is that—well, actually,” she amends, and lets her eyes go to the swinging church bells as we pull around the block, “there are a couple of issues. One, that it’s being distributed at all. We need to know if someone stole Queen, or if it’s pure coincidence… and either way, it’s best we destroy their production center. Two, I’d like to take another look at my sample. Studies show Queen doesn’t cause harm to users, but Sniff fast-forwards any weaknesses a person didn’t even know they had. Faulty heart, one purple pill, and kaboom. It’s all over.”

      “Succinct,” Dickie huffs. “I suppose.”

      “Underperforming kidneys? One night at Molly’s, and it doesn’t matter anymore, because those kidneys will explode by morning anyway.”

      “Can we stop with the bursting organs?” Dickie grumbles. “And what the hell is that noise?”

      Jen unsnaps her seatbelt when I pull into the large, round driveway at the front of the church. Tabby is in front of us, and Abigail is behind. The rest follow up in the back, and though all other wedding guests are inside the church, a tall man with salt and pepper hair and a sharp jaw waits by the closed front doors.

      He wears a suit that reeks of money and power, shiny black shoes that reflect the middle-of-the-day sunlight, and when Jen pushes out of the passenger side of my truck, his eyes shoot to her distracted form and narrow.

      I follow her out and quickly go to work fixing my shirt and tie. I never intended to walk down the aisle in an outfit that would get me in trouble with the bride, so I fix the mess I made and follow Jen to the front of my truck.

      It’s just a coincidence that I stand in front of her, shielding her from the man who stares.

      “Those are the church bells, Dickie.” Jen speaks louder to be heard over the noise. “We just got here.”

      “Well…” Drawing a breath, Dickie releases it  with a throat clearing. “I better let you go, then. Go do the thing, get that kid hitched and threaten the groom with a scalpel if that’s what needs to be done to make sure he toes the line, then I want you to be good.”

      “What are you talking about?” Jen grabs my hand and flips it open, palm side up. Then she slaps the device down and goes to work straightening my tie. “I’m always good,” she says for Dickie. “Pretty sure I remember last year’s Christmas party, and it sure as hell wasn’t me needing help getting home at the end of the night.”

      “I was fine!” Dickie sputters. “You were mothering me.”

      “You walked into a wall!” she cackles. “Then you told Burrows he’s a cocksucker and his wife deserves better.”

      “It’s true,” Dickie grumbles. “Burrows is a co—”

      “Burrows is one half of our boss duo, Dickie! Besides,” Jen pats my chest when she’s done fixing my tie. “You were comedic gold, and I needed out of there anyway.”

      “I wish Bingham would stop coming around. He annoys the ever-loving shit outta me, always up in your space, trying to woo you away from B&A. He’s a prick, Jen.”

      “I mean… he’s okay.” She grabs her phone from my hand and slides her arm around mine. “He’s tenacious and bratty, but he’s harmless. Come on,” she adds for me. “Come meet my daddy.”

      “Y-your daddy?” I swallow the lump in my throat and drag my heels as we head toward the salt-and-pepper-haired Massimo at the front of the church. “That’s your father?”

      “Who the hell is that, Jennifer?” Dickie’s voice grows impatient. “Who are you with?”

      “My date,” she answers with a sly grin. “He’s sooooo sexy, Dickie. He’s charming and crude.”

      “You can’t be charming and crude at the same time,” Dickie growls. “That’s not how that works, Little Girl.”

      “It’s how it is. I have to go, okay?” She stops us in front of the man who wears a Rolex and a fuckin’ money clip in his breast pocket. His eyes come to mine, his deep brown gaze piercing my brain and killing me where I stand. Jen dangles me in front of her father, but she continues to talk with her friend. “He lacks manners and talks about sex a lot, but he’s a gentleman beneath the smut.”

      “You still have so much growing up to do,” Dickie sighs. “Keep it together, Jen. Call me when the ceremony is done. We still have a heap to discuss.”

      “I got it. Should we start saying I love you now?”

      “No!”

      Dickie hangs up, and because Jen lacks pockets in her beautiful gown, she turns to me with a flirtatious smile and slides the phone into my pants pocket. The pocket where, if she digs just an inch to the right, she could cup my cock and undo us all.

      “Daddy.” She pulls her hand away from my thigh and steps in to hug the dude who might just be an old-school gangster. He looks a bit like John Dillinger, but reminds me of Pablo Escobar with the way he holds himself. “You look so handsome, Daddy. Where’s Janine?”

      “She’s inside. Who’s this?” Pablo looks me dead in the eye and grits his jaw. “And what was that stuff you were saying to Dickie about smut?”

      Jen doesn’t give a damn about my life. About my safety. My well-being. Because she only sniggers and presses a noisy kiss to his cheek. “Justin Edward Lawrence, meet Corey Rosa. Corey, District Attorney Justin Lawrence.”

      Lawrence grabs my hand in a shake firm enough to make my brow raise in surprise. He pumps once, twice, and tilts his head to the side when I say nothing. “You’re escorting my daughter down the aisle, you allegedly lack any and all manners, and your handshake is weak. What do you do for a living, Corey Rosa?”

      My handshake remains passive on purpose, and my job is not up for discussion, so I fake a smile and remain friendly for the man who wants to step up to defend his daughter’s honor. “Mr. Lawrence. It’s nice to meet you. I’ve heard many go—”

      “So you deflect when asked a direct question?” Lawrence releases my hand and peeks across the driveway to his other daughter. The one getting hitched to a Rosa in under an hour. “Do such tendencies run in the family, or am I only to make certain you keep your hands to yourself, and your bad manners away from my daughter?”

      “Daddy,” Jen giggles. She fucking giggles! “Be nice. How was your flight in?”

      “Better than yours, no doubt.” Finally, the man allows a tiny fraction of his face to move into what a skilled barrister might painstakingly, and only after a thousand hours in the box, convince someone is a smirk. “Did you crash and die, Peanut?”

      “We almost did!” she laughs. “I swear, the plane was going down and everything.”

      “Uh huh.” Lawrence looks at me. “I’d like to spend a little time with you at the reception later.” He spares a fast glance for the bride as she approaches on our left. “I’m busy seeing to other, more important things right now. But later…” His eyes dig into mine. Threatening. Angry. “I’ll collect.”

      I chew on the inside of my cheek instead of telling the dude he’s on a power trip. My parents taught me better, and if he’s anything like his daughter, he’ll be impossible to stop, so I keep my mouth shut and offer my arm once more. “Jennifer.” I glance down and meet her eyes. “Maid-of-honor. Best man. That makes us a pair.” I look to Lawrence and grin. “Nice meeting you… sir.”

      “Poo-weee.” Jen waves a hand in front of her face as we make our way to the front doors. “I smell urine and testosterone.”

      “There’d be less of both if you’d refrain from telling people I wanna shamelessly fuck you in our spare time.”

      “But… it’s true,” she snickers. “Or am I mistaken?”

      “No, it’s true,” I answer. “Doesn’t make it smart to announce it all over the place. When it’s me and you, Nerd, it’s me and you and absolutely no one else. It’s called discretion. Ever heard of it?”

      “Pfft.” She scoffs so loud, she actually sends spittle flying between us. “Discretion is boring, and you’re too cute to hide away. You ready to escort me down the aisle?”

      “Do I get laid tonight?” I look to her and grin. “It’s tradition, after all.”

      “Tradition for the bride and groom,” she counters. “Not for you.”

      “You can’t possibly stand there and convince me it’s not tradition for the best man to lift the skirts of the maid-of-honor. That’s complete and utter horse shit.”

      The church bells stop, and the music changes inside while the rest of the bridal party line up. Arlo and Troy are first; the world’s oddest pair, considering he’s our oldest, and she’s the girls’ youngest.

      She likes to flirt with us, she likes to act tough and pretend she’d step forward if one of us gave her the go-ahead and said we’d meet her between the sheets. But the fact of the matter is she’s a pussycat, a baby, and if Troy or I nodded her way, she’d turn faster than we could count to one, and she’d haul ass to the next state with her tail between her legs.

      That’s what makes the flirt more fun, I think. The fact she knows she’ll never have to follow through.

      Second in line to walk inside the church, Mitch and Nadia start their procession with their arms linked and dirty secrets on their tongues. She’s saying some shit to him, and he’s trying not to lose it in the middle of a church.

      Nixon and Idalia.

      “Oh my god.” Jen starts shaking, visibly quivering against my side as she spins to her baby sister. “Tabby! It’s happening.” The guests inside the church stand, knowing the bride is close. “You’re getting married today. Are you sure about this? I can make it go away. Just say the word.”

      “Hey!” I pull Jen to face me. “My brother is already waiting.”

      “Hush.” She scowls and turns back to her shivering sister. “Tabby. Are you gonna be sick?”

      Tabby shivers against her father’s side, white-faced and hands clenching around her bouquet. “Little bit sick.”

      “Do you need an out?” Jen leaves me standing all alone, dateless, and takes Tabby’s trembling hands. “Tabby Cat? I have a high-speed pickup truck just thirty feet away, and a complete disregard for the feelings of heartbroken men. Tell me what you want me to do, and I’ll help you get there.”

      My heart seizes in my chest, aching and anxious; not only for my brother’s potential loss, but for mine too.

      “Tabby?” Then she looks at her silent father. “Daddy?”

      “Turn around,” Tabitha murmurs. Sick, but certain. “Walk down the aisle with Corey so I can follow. Beckett is waiting for me.”

      My chest unclenches, and oxygen fills my lungs once more.

      “Are you sure?” Jen pushes. “Don’t do it because he’s waiting. Don’t let good dick or peer pressure change your whole effing life, Tabby!”

      The gool ol’ D.A. Lawrence growls at his oldest daughter.

      “You know how I feel about the institution of marriage,” Jen adds. “It’s a scam, and the only reason a woman should be dumb enough to do it is love.”

      I turn to her and glower.

      She meets my eyes for a moment and scoffs under her breath. Unapologetic. Completely and utterly uncaring about the men she pisses off.

      “So you make this decision with no pressure, Tabby Cat. No pressure, no guilt, and no freaking out about the consequences.”

      “I love him,” Tabitha murmurs. The church music grows louder. Louder. The guests inside turn impatient. “I love him with my whole heart,” she continues. “I want to marry him, and even when he annoys me, I still want to be with him. Which probably means I should say ‘I do’.”

      “Well…” Jen’s chest lifts and falls with near-panic. It’s almost as though she’s the one marrying. As though she’s the one making life-changing decisions.

      Fear of flying, and a fear of commitment… those are the words that define this woman.

      Noted.

      “Are you definitely sure?” she finally asks. “Definitely? Because I like him. I really do. He’s a million times better than the douchebag before him, but that’s not the bar we’re gonna set here. I want you to be happy, Tabby. Really, truly, deep in your bones happy. And whatever that means for you, I’ll agree with. But I have to know you’re sure.”

      “I’m having his baby.”

      Stunned, three sets of eyes whip to Tabby’s and stop as she forces a wobbly smile. Her eyes water, but they’re happy tears. Excited tears. But scared at the same time.

      “Y-you’re having his baby?” Jen stammers. “Are you… is this wedding because you’re afraid of—”

      Tabby squeezes Jen’s hands and cuts her sentence off with a shake of her head. “The wedding is because of love. And…” She pauses, swallows. “The baby is because of love, too. I just wanted to tell you.”

      “You’re having a baby?” Jen’s jaw trembles. “I’m gonna be an aunty?”

      “I’m going to be a mom,” Tabby whimpers. “And the baby inside me is half Beckett Rosa.”

      “Oh god!” Jen bursts out. “That’s terrifying. And cute!” she quickly adds when my brow shoots high. “So cute and adorable and all that craziness. You’re going to be a mom! Have you told him yet?”

      Tabby clamps her lips shut, stills her quivering jaw, and shakes her head in two fast, sharp jerks. “I was saving it.”

      “For what?” Jen explodes. “The day it falls out of you?”

      “No,” Tabby giggles. “For… I dunno. A special occasion.”

      “Now seems like a really great time.” Jen looks to her father and grits her teeth, knowing he’s been witness to talks of dicks, marriage, and now, babies. Then she looks to Tabby and slides a gentle hand over her baby sister’s cheek. “That’s so exciting. Frightening,” she amends, “and, like, you’re never gonna sleep in again. Or have sex in the kitchen. You’ll have to baby-proof the house, and I’m gonna take Daddy’s credit card and buy you so many cute outfits. But, oh my god.” Jen swipes a hand beneath her eyes. “You’re gonna be a mom. I’m so happy for you.”

      “Hey!” Sophia Solomon, a wedding guest and irritated mother with a baby on her hip already, stands at the church doors and draws our attention. “The music changed eons ago. Get moving already.”

      “Mind your damn business,” John Dillinger snaps. “We’re having a moment out here.”

      “Well, if your moment lasts more than another minute, you’re gonna have a bunch of guys in suits crashing through here to make sure you’re all fine. And trust me when I say Rosas are an impatient lot who like to fuck shit up.” She bounces the fussy baby on her hip. “How’s about you save your family reunion for after the church?”

      Jen spins with no care for her safety. “How’s about you mind your damn busin—”

      Frenzied, I pull her against my chest and slap a hand over her mouth until her words muffle against my palm. She keeps talking, keeps popping off at a woman who hurts people for a living, but I hold her tight and smile for my fully loaded and dangerous boss. “Go sit down. We’ll start walking in now.”

      “Today, Rosa.” Turning on her heel, Sophia walks back inside.

      The moment she’s gone and it’s just the four of us outside once more, I look back to Tabby and fold lower to catch her eyes. “Are we good here? Are you getting married or not?”

      “I am.” She shuffles the bouquet in her hands and wipes her palm across her still-flat belly. “I’m gonna get married today.”

      “And are you happy?” I press. “You want this?”

      She nods and slides her arm around her father’s. “I’m happy. I want this.”

      “Are you in any way feeling coerced, or like you’re being forced into this?”

      She snickers and shakes her head. “No. This is a good thing.”

      “Great.” I release Jen’s face, but I grab her hand and force our fingers to twine. “Then it’s decided. Congratulations on the baby,” I soften for a moment, because it’s not only Jen who gets a new family member after today’s announcement. Tabby’s news means I get to be an uncle.

      And hell, but this is the first Rosa baby coming our way.

      Elated, I lean in and drop a gentle kiss on Tabby’s cheek, then with a last glance for Pablo, I step back and pull Jen around. “Let’s get this done, then we can celebrate all the good news.”

      “Did you catch the bit about me being an aunty?” Jen fastens her arm around mine as we step toward the church doors. She carries a beautiful bouquet of Rosa flowers, and her dress is a different shade of green compared to the rest of the bridesmaids.

      A special gown for a special maid-of-honor.

      “Corey?” She glances up at me and smiles while I pay attention to where we walk. I’m leading us, and she pays absolutely no mind to the risk of crashing. “And you’re going to be an uncle.”

      “Uh huh. I caught that. Pretty exciting.”

      “It’s one child.” She keeps her voice down, her words only for me, and not for the guests who crush closer to see the wedding party. “One kid, but we’re both related to it.”

      “Yep. That’s what happens when biology mixes.”

      “The same kid!” she hisses. “That’s why we can’t have sex this weekend.”

      “We’ll see.”

      I pass a family of fighters, only to wink when one of them—a chick—overhears the part about us having sex, and blushes.

      I continue pushing us forward, but I slow our steps as we get closer to the front and Beckett’s anxious eyes search ours. Where the fuck is his bride? Where is the woman who calms his chaos? The woman who soothes his soul.

      I meet his gaze and smile to reassure him everything is okay, then I stop Jen just six feet from the altar and pull her around faster than she’s expecting. I yank her in till she crashes against my chest and her breath escapes on a gasp, then I press a lingering kiss to the very corner of her lips.

      It’s a chaste kiss, the best I’ll get while a hundred guests lean forward and risk falling out of their pews. I can claim it’s just a kiss on the cheek, a good-mannered peck, but Jen knows better, and when I linger for a few seconds, then a few more, and don’t release her till her breath comes out on a sigh, I step back and grin when her cheeks warm.

      “You’re over there.” I nod toward the line of women. Then I look to my side. “I’ll be over here. You grab Tabby, and I’ll hold on to Beck, and at the end, I guess we’ll be related.”

      “Makes things super sticky.” She scrunches her nose and takes a step back. “Crosses too many lines.”

      I shrug and step into place beside my brothers. “We’ll discuss it some more when we’re no longer inside a church.”

      “What the hell was going on out there?” Beckett turns on me, rabid and enraged, as I leisurely fix my tie. His eyes burn and glitter as they search mine. “Why’s it taking so long?”

      “Wardrobe malfunction.”

      I flash a grin the moment the music changes for Tabby—apparently a second time—then grabbing my younger brother by the shoulders, I turn him to face the doors at the end.

      The moment the bride steps in with her gangster father at her side, Beckett’s entire countenance relaxes. His shoulders, tense and sitting too high, drop back into place. His breath releases, and when Tabby is close enough for them to smile and meet each other’s gazes, Beckett’s eyes actually water.

      They water!

      Before Tabby, he was the world’s biggest playboy, the sluttiest of all the slut men I know, and the least likely to ever settle down. Now he’s got her, and he doesn’t want it any other way. He wants all of her, only her, and in exchange, he’ll give away not only whatever slutty years he had ahead, but his entire soul.

      He met his forever, and the only downside to who he chose is, according to Jen, she and I can’t have a little fun. Her sister and my brother are about the make things legal in a matter of minutes, and in doing so, they’ll merge two well-developed family trees into one.

      Damn Beckett for finding his happiness and ruining mine.

      More on point, damn me for letting Jen run away for so long between visits. I could have followed her for a weekend, could have talked her into forty-eight-hours of craziness, so by the time the wedding rolled around, the tension between us would have been released, and life could go on.

      Tabby and Pablo hit the top of the aisle after the world’s longest walk, and while Beckett steps forward to take his bride and send her father packing, a phone in my pocket vibrates and makes me jump from surprise.

      Not my phone… Jen’s. Not my business. And yet, I drop my hand into my pocket and grab the device to silence the trill that draws too many eyes.

      Wedding guests eye me like I’m a monster, like I’ve broken the most sacred of all rules, to not only have a phone at a wedding, but that I dare let it ring during the ceremony.

      I spare a fast glance for the screen—Dickie—and end the call before someone inside this church kills me for interrupting the nuptials, then I peek around the bride and groom and look to Jen, only to grit my teeth when her eyes bore into mine.

      Who was it?

      I can’t be sure that’s what she’s asking, but it’s what I hear in my head. It’s what I imagine her crazy eyes are trying to convey.

      Who the hell was it, Corey?

      And since I can neither take the phone out again and show her, nor can I shout DICKIE across the altar, I place my tongue against the inside of my cheek and push out.

      Warmth burns my cheeks, because I’m disrespecting the house of God in a way my parents will kill me for, but I keep going. I push my tongue against the inside of my cheek over and over, and stop only when Jen bursts out in piggy snorts that bring Tabby around with a burning glare.

      I lower my gaze and drop my hands into my pockets, then I mind my own damn business for the rest of the ceremony. I don’t particularly want to die today, and not only is Tabby a stressed bride, but now, it turns out, she’s also pregnant and emotional.

      A smart man knows when to fly low and not make a ruckus.

      And later, he’ll know the exact right time to lead a lady toward the fire closet and make out with her in the dark.

      The legal documents won’t be filed today; it’s the weekend, and everyone knows the government agencies who certify this stuff only work Monday to Friday.
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        * * *

      

      “I will not have sex with you.”

      Jen sits beside me at the main table at the front of Tabby and Beck’s wedding reception. There are a dozen round tables spread around the room, ten people to each table, and sample-size food on every platter in the middle. Everyone has arrived, photos have been taken, and the band is onstage, playing something mellow and quiet.

      But the bride and groom are yet to arrive.

      Troy sits on my left, and Jen on my right. Abby, Arlo, Nadia, and Idalia. Nixon, Spence, and Mitch. Our immediate circle of siblings makes up a massive group of friends already, which means we rarely have room or need to look outside this circle for companionship.

      That also means everyone at this table is likely to hear each other’s conversations.

      “I refuse.” Jen slouches back in her chair, relaxed and utterly without a care for her bad posture. “So you’re gonna need to take your hand off my leg.” Reaching under the table, she grabs my hand and tosses it off, then she turns toward me, her body language screaming yes please when her words say something different. “We’re family now.” Her eyes are pools of silver, deep enough to swim in, and taunting enough to tempt me. “Brother.”

      I snort and twist in my chair so we’re face to face. I open my legs wide, and welcome Jen’s between them until the split of her dress rides to the middle of her delectable thighs. “I’m not your brother, and you sure as hell aren’t my sister.”

      “According to legal documents you and I both witnessed and signed today, we’re now one family.”

      I leave my beer on the table, barely touched and already warming, and instead give all my attention to the woman who wants to fuck me. She has never once said she doesn’t want to. In fact, she’s lamented that it causes her grief when telling me no.

      Reaching forward, I slide the tip of my finger along the split of her dress and grin when her pulse throbs in her throat. “Doesn’t make us family. It makes my brother and your sister family.” Leaning closer, I inhale the scent of Jen: fruity and floral, fun and fragrant… a smell that is completely in-character for the intellectually brilliant woman who doesn’t take herself all that seriously. Running the tip of my nose along her collarbone, I chuckle when she shivers under my touch. “You’re gonna be so sad if you reach old age and never took me up on this.”

      “You’re so sure you’re such a catch?” She aims for dismissive, but her breathy voice gives her away as horny and ready. “Really, Corey? Arrogance has never been a turn-on for me.”

      “I don’t think I’m such a great catch. I’m known to be bossy and rude, insensitive and without subtlety. Unkind sometimes, and downright dangerous others. You could quiz the women I’ve spent time with in the past, and it’s possible they’d come back and say I was a prick.”

      “Oh yeah?” She pulls away and tries to catch my eyes. Unfortunately for her, that means I see how dilated hers are. How completely and utterly in-lust she is after just two sips of wine. “What did you do to them?” She purses her lips and studies my eyes. She’s hot for me, but suspicion ekes into her conscience, and she’s the type who could never let that go. “Loyalty to the sisterhood means I automatically side with them, and if there’s a petition out there for hating you, I’m gonna sign up.”

      “Of course you would.” Chuckling, I slide my hand higher along her thigh and swallow down the deep-seated hunger that makes me want to tear the split the rest of the way. “I’ve always done the right thing when it comes to… companionship.” I bite my lips closed when Jen’s eyes change. When she can’t control the tiny part of her soul that shrivels at the thought of me being with other women.

      We haven’t even been together, but there’s a portion inside each of us that has made a claim on the other.

      Weddings between our families aren’t what make us complicated.

      It’s that sliver of our hearts and souls that’ll fuck us up in the end.

      “How much companionship are we talking?” She has no poker face. Not even a slice of what she needs, if she thinks she can be smooth. “Like, one or two long-term, well-loved, spoiled, and not-traumatized ex-girlfriends?”

      “Sure.” I lean in and slide my nose along her warm throat. Jen’s hands go to my shoulders, an involuntary action that leaves her completely powerless and under my spell. “Two very well-loved, and still my friends, exes whose therapists know me only as the good guy.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Her breath comes harder in my ear. Sexier. “I’m not interested in exploring your red flags, Rosa. I have a dildo that gets me where I need to go. And when I’m done, I get to tuck it away in the drawer again, no drama, and no annoying men in my life.”

      “Mm.” I tap the bottom of her ear with my tongue, and grin when her breath catches. “I know. You told me all about him.”

      “Can you please not?” Abby leans around Jen and looks like she wants to puke. “I need you both to stop right now.”

      “No!” Spencer pulls my sister back and crushes her under his beefy arm. “Why would you stop them, Priss? They were just gettin’ to the good stuff.”

      “I let it go on as long as I could.” Abby’s face burns dark red, only to worsen as I pull away from Jen and meet her eyes. “I swear I tried to mind my business. But Jen is basically sitting on me while also basically sitting on you, and I just…” she shakes her head. “I ran out of patience just as soon as she mentioned her… her…”

      “Dildo?” I study Jen’s eyes and chuckle. “It’s okay, Cadabby. She’s already told me about her battery-operated friend.”

      “This discussion is wildly inappropriate for the dinner table.” Abby pushes up from her seat and slaps away Spence’s grabbing hands. “I can’t listen to that and still be expected to eat my meal.”

      “Dinner hasn’t been served yet,” I retort.

      I pay no mind as my sister steps away from our table, and just a second later, Spencer follows and barks out a loud laugh at his wife’s indignation. Instead, I keep my eyes turned to Jen’s. My hand on her lap. And when she does nothing as I slide my fingers further, further along her thigh, I reach the top of her split and allow my hand to explore a little more.

      “I’d eat you up if you gave me two minutes and a private space.”

      “Not even trying to be suave,” she snickers. The table shields us from a lot of onlookers, and the tablecloth makes it so when Jen pulls it forward to cover her lap, we have free rein to do as we please. I mean, those who know us, and those who care to look, know we’re touching. But no one can actually see our hands. Our actions. “How many hearts have you broken, Popeye?”

      “None other than my own.” I inch my hand along her fiery hot thigh. Her skin is like lava, her want a real, living inferno. “Can I touch?”

      She leans into me, flirty and inviting as she slides her hand up to meet mine. Beneath the tablecloth and beneath the silky fabric of her dress, Jen’s fingers twine with mine, and together, they make their way higher along her thigh. “What if you make me cry before the weekend is over?”

      “You don’t seem like the crying type.”

      I bury my face in her hair and inhale her perfect scent. But when the tips of our joined fingers touch her apex and Jen’s breath catches, my heart tumbles.

      She’s wet and hot, waiting and wanting, but unfortunately for us both, she wears underwear and makes it impossible to slide right in.

      “Meet me in the hall,” I breathe out. “Run away with me.”

      “Run away?”

      For a single moment while music plays around us and wedding guests mingle on their side of the banquet room, Jen unfolds her legs and provides me just a little more room to work. She opens her thighs and shivers when our joined hands push forward. I hook the crotch of her panties with the tip of my finger, and push the fabric aside with enough nerves in my throat to put me at risk of choking.

      “Where would we run away to?”

      “To the hall.”

      Somewhere in the very recesses of my mind, I notice how the air in the room changes. How the music grows louder. And how, when the double doors opposite the dancefloor open, the guests turn with excitement bubbling in the air. But in the forefront of my mind, all I see is Jen. All I hear, all I smell, and all I want… is Jen.

      “Run away with me somewhere private, and I swear I’ll make you the crying type. But your tears won’t be because I made you sad.”

      “You seem so sure of yourself.” Her hand is still caught in mine, so together, we move past her panties and stop at the entrance to what is, I’m certain, a place I’ll lose myself in, if only she’d give me the chance. “You seem like you have everything figured out. Like you know for a fact when we fuck, it’ll be perfect, and there’ll be no blowback.”

      “It will be perfect.” I touch her fiery core and stop to swallow and lubricate my dry throat. “It would be amazing.”

      “And zero blowback?” She pushes us forward just a quarter of an inch so the very tips of my fingers slide into her wet heat. My heart thunders in my chest. My stomach warms and my pulse skitters. I asked for a quiet hallway, and she’s giving me a packed ballroom. “Nothing bad will come of this?” she asks on an almost whisper. “Promise?”

      I want to promise. I want to tell her all the things that’ll take us where we want to go. But although lust tempts me to say whatever she needs to hear, my integrity says that lying is unforgivable.

      “I think that—”

      “Oh, too slow.” Shoving up to stand, Jen forces my hand to drop away and her panties to snap back into place. Before I can inhale or process my loss, she circles the table and meets the bride and groom at the little stage set up with a microphone and a spotlight.

      “Hello, everyone!” Jen speaks to the waiting crowd. As the maid-of-honor, she greets Tabby and Beckett’s guests without missing a single beat, while I… the best man… am tempted to drop my head between my legs and breathe through the ache of what she just did to me.

      “Welcome to Tabby Cat and Beckett’s wedding reception.” Jen looks to the band and nods—a single nod they’ve, apparently, practiced before, because at that, they start playing a slow song.

      Still reeling, I watch on helplessly as Jen pulls her sister and my brother into a three-way hug.

      “For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Jen, and not only am I the maid-of-honor at today’s shindig, but I’m also Tabby’s big sister. As such, I’ve been asked to make a little speech.” Peeking over her shoulder, Jen winks when our eyes meet, and my heart shatters.

      She set me up. She drew me in, the way a fucking spider spins a web around its prey, and then right when I thought I might have gotten everything I wanted, she lopped my fucking head off and looked beautiful while doing it.

      And now… Now, she’s laughing.

      Game on.
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      I stay out of reach.

      Far, far, farrrrr out of reach, because Corey’s dark green eyes speak of retribution, and I’m not sure I can handle that kind of heat while I’m still wet and desperate to be touched.

      “Dance with me.” I snag Troy’s hand so violently, the large man who doesn’t seem the type to ever truly be rocked stumbles on his feet and grunts when I yank him to the middle of the dancefloor.

      I hurriedly shove one of his hands to my hip, and the other around mine, and in the middle of a happy crowd, we sway while Corey watches from the edge of the dancefloor.

      “You’re cute, ya know that?” I have to look higher up to meet Troy’s eyes.

      The oldest of all five Rosa boys, I’ve always kind of looked at them like they came from a printer. The oldest is also the tallest, the darkest of skin, has the darkest eyes, is the broadest in the shoulders and hips. Then we come to Corey; just a smidge shorter. Fractionally fairer in skin, hair, and eyes.

      The printer kept working overtime to make these Rosas, but with each turn, the ink was running lower. Beckett, then Nixon. The green of their eyes gets a little brighter, a little less dangerous. All five brothers are impressively tall when compared to a woman, but line them up in a row, and we lose half an inch per brother.

      And then we get to Abigail, and that printer went and lost its mind. Five feet and a couple inches tall. One blue eye, one green. Red freakin’ hair! The printer malfunctioned and blew chunks all over the room, but in the end, they still got exactly the little sister they all hoped for. Albeit with Irish skin instead of Portuguese.

      “It would be dangerous for you to think I’m cute,” Troy’s deep timbre vibrates in my chest, “when my brother is over there, watching you the way he is.”

      Nervous laughter bubbles along my throat as Corey’s gaze burns the side of my face. “Dangerous? How so?”

      “You think he’s a pussycat?” Troy asks. “You think he’s gonna look at you like that, but be cool with you dancing with me while you think I’m cute?”

      “I think…” I consider for a moment. There’s a chance, small as it may be, that I overplayed my hand with the shenanigans under the tablecloth. And perhaps, just maybe, I went too far when I let him touch my vagina, only to take it away again.

      “He doesn’t get a say in what you and I do together,” I finally answer. “I’m a grown woman who will not be owned by anyone, least of all a man.”

      But just as those words cross my lips, Daddy swings by on the dancefloor with his date in his arms. Not my mom, since she passed a few years back. But Janine seems nice. She keeps Daddy calm and off my doorstep six nights a week.

      “Except my father, of course.” I glance back up to Troy. “Though it’s not ownership with him. Rather, a deep-seated need to protect and keep me in line.”

      Humored, Troy only chuckles. “I suspect Corey has a similar… deep-seated need when it comes to you.” His eyes sparkle under the lights shining around the dancefloor, and though the guy is large and seemingly too big to be a decent dancer, his feet move with a smooth glide. “It’s not ownership,” he continues. “But it’s a claim nonetheless, and if you’re not careful, you may force him to go public with that claim.”

      “G-go public?” I risk a peek across the ballroom, and again am held hostage under Corey’s fiery gaze. “How do you mean ‘go public’? Him trying to touch me in the middle of his brother’s wedding isn’t public enough?”

      “I mean…” Gentle, Troy changes our grip and slowly dips me back until my foot leaves the floor and my hair touches down instead. He leaves me dangling for a moment, glances past me—to Corey, no doubt—and grins, then he pulls me up and tucks me in close enough his broad chest hugs me in a way that I’m truly not used to.

      Most men simply cannot make me feel small. Not like Troy does right in this moment. And not like Corey does… always.

      “I mean,” he repeats, to bring my attention back to him. “Right now, it’s a fun game of cat and mouse. He’s playing, you’re playing. Hell. Now that I’m dancing with you, I’m playing too. And that’s cool. I can get on board with tormenting my brother for a minute. But soon, if you keep pushing, he’s gonna push back. Eventually, you gotta decide if this is a game you wanna keep up.”

      “And if I don’t? If this is only a game to me, and nothing more?”

      “Then you tell him straight up, you have your fun—whatever that means—and then you go on your way. But if you’re gonna commit to the game, if you’re gonna let him touch you sometimes, and pull away others, then he might just get it in his head to catch feelings for you. And when he does that…” Troy lets his words dangle, threat and promise in one. He dips me back once more, and stares into my eyes with humor dancing in his, then he pulls me back up and crushes me against his chest. “When he catches feelings for you,” he whispers right by my ear, “then you better be ready to ride that with him. Because it’ll be loud, it’ll be rough, and you’ll both end up with scars.”

      Releasing me with jerking movements, Troy winks once, then he shoves me back so I’m free-falling, silently squealing out my terror, then I crash against another solid chest. Hands that hold on tight, and though they’re possessive and strong, they’re not at all inappropriate.

      “Caught you.” Corey’s murmur makes my toes curl and my skin pucker into a thousand goosebumps. He keeps me in place, my back to his chest, my heart pounding while he slides one hand down to cover my stomach. “Wanna dance with me now?”

      “You can’t slide your hand into my panties while we dance. Too many witnesses.”

      “So you tempt me to take you somewhere we can’t be seen?” He runs his teeth along my earlobe until I melt against his chest. “Be careful what you wish for, Jennifer. Because you don’t know me well enough yet to know how far I’ll go in calling your bluff.”

      “I suspect…” I swallow and work desperately to lubricate my dry throat. “That you would be a kamikaze kinda guy.”

      He smiles. I don’t have to see it to know his lips quirk up as his breath hits my neck. “Your instincts are on point. Now… would you like to step outside with me? We can do what we’ve gotta do, then move on with things knowing the fire burning in our guts will finally have been satisfied. Or…”

      He slowly spins me until we stand chest to chest, our legs entwined, our hearts pounding together. Sliding his hand up, when I guess I figured it would go down to my ass, he fingers the hair at the nape of my neck and nudges my face forward until I rest my cheek on his shoulder.

      “Or we can do this,” he continues. “No sex, no filth, and no games.”

      “You’ve decided you don’t wanna have sex with me?”

      He wraps me up in the world’s most comfortable hug. Together, we simply sway, and those who dance around us do so completely oblivious to us in the center.

      “I’ll wanna fuck you from now until I’m dead, buried, cold, and no longer able to get a stiff dick. Your body is like a playground I wanna explore, and the dip at the small of your back…” His breath grows huskier, and his hold, firmer, until it stops just on the right side of crushing my lungs. “I wanna bite it till you curl up tighter and cry for me to let you finish. I like looking at you, Jen, and I love sparring with you. So if you wanna keep going with that, then I can buck up and push on. But if you wanna hit pause on the fighting and enjoy a dance with me instead…” He presses a gentle kiss to the top of my forehead. “Then I think I’d enjoy that.”

      My heart trembles in my chest, painful and exhilarating at the same time. The cocky, arrogant, dangerous version of him is fun to play with. But the sweet half of him, the sensitive guy who wants to dance and leave the sex on the sidelines… that’s what’s going to get us both into trouble.

      And yet…

      “We can dance,” I admit on a murmur. “That would be nice.”

      “Deal.”

      He refastens his grip and pushes my head down to rest on his shoulder, and together, we sway.

      “Are you having fun?” He glances around at those who dance, those who sit and chat. The bride and groom—his brother, and my sister—giggling off to the side and likely planning how they’ll announce to the hundred and twenty or so people here tonight that she’s incubating a baby Rosa.

      “Yes, I’m having fun. Today has been a blast, from the breakfast sex I almost had, to the dress-fitting where I got mostly naked in front of you, and then to hair and makeup with the girls. I haven’t stopped smiling since I woke. What about you?”

      “I didn’t get my hair or makeup done,” he jokes. Badly. “I just woke up this sexy.”

      “Heh.” I roll my eyes and wrap my arms around his shoulders. “I know exactly what you look like when you wake. It’s obnoxious, really.”

      He only shrugs and takes a deep breath… of my hair? “Good genes.”

      “No kidding.” And since I don’t do well with the mushy feelings stuff, I push my head off his shoulder and glance around the dancefloor until I find Troy. “I’d say the genes are phenomenal, and the options are plentiful.” I look back to Corey and swallow when I find his fiery gaze staring deep into mine. “He dances better than I gave him credit for.”

      “Yeah. And he knows what’s up between you and me. Even if we haven’t happened yet, he knows I’m standing here waiting for you to say yes, so as far as he’s concerned, you’re dead to him. Don’t get destructive around him, Jen. Don’t try to force a resurrection.”

      “Just an erection, then?” I choke out a quiet laugh and somehow, despite myself, find my fingers curling the hair at the nape of his neck. “Yours, I mean. Not his.”

      “Not his.” Corey’s lips are plumper than I’ve ever seen on a man’s face before. His jaw, hardened and covered in the perfect amount of stubble. He’s serious and grouchy, but in the same breath, he’s consistent and convincing in the best way. “Your phone hasn’t stopped vibrating in my pocket since the ceremony.” I feel it now, buzzing against my hip as I press close. “I swear, it’s rung every five minutes all day.”

      “I’m a woman in demand.” I smirk and slowly, stealthily, spin out of his hold and stop only when the tips of my fingers touch his. Silence pulses between us as our eyes meet, and though wedding guests continue to dance around us, the tiny romantic part of my soul demands that we’re all alone in this, our own world where no one sees us and we see no one else.

      When the moment pushes out longer, longer… long enough to make my heart stutter and nerves form in my throat, Corey finally pulls me back in, wraps me up in his arms, and dipping me back, he makes our movements torturously slow until his lips touch mine and my sigh comes out on a breathy whisper.

      Fire in my veins sends tingles to the tips of every one of my fingers. To the ends of my toes. To the follicles in my hair, and to the blood pumping hard through my heart. Corey keeps his kiss decent. Close-mouthed, dry and absolutely respectful. But his lips on mine, regardless of how dispassionate the touch, is enough to send my nervous system into meltdown.

      A minute ago, I felt like we were the only two people in this ballroom. But now, it’s like we’re on a stage, and every single person we’ve ever known is watching us. Still, I can’t pull away. I can’t fight him off, and when he dips me just a little lower, I can’t find an ounce of strength to ask him to stop.

      He’s like a drug, and I’m already addicted.

      “Ahem,” a man’s voice coughs from somewhere nearby. A voice I should know without hesitation.

      Despite that, it’s not me who breaks our kiss. That ahem should send me into a frenzy of panic, but it’s Corey who pulls his lips away from mine, and though his eyes stay locked on me and his smirk inches up as he pulls me back to standing straight, he remains perfectly content, slow-moving, and unscared of the famed District Attorney Justin Lawrence.

      When the fog dissipates from my brain and the world catches up with us once more, my heart stops in my throat and swells as I turn, finally, to the man coughing to steal our attention. “Daddy?”

      “Peanut.” He steps in, takes me from Corey, and leaves the guy in our dust as he spins me away. “Kissing in public is inappropriate, don’t you think? Considering he’s not your boyfriend.”

      “No, I…” I peek around my father and desperately search for my former dance partner. I reel from the whiplash of being removed from one set of strong arms and placed in another. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Which is precisely what I just said.” Daddy reaffirms his grip—on my hip, and my hand—and continues to spin us away, away, away to the opposite side of the dancefloor. “Are you dating your sister’s new brother-in-law?”

      “No! I…” I still search for him in the crowd. “No, we’re just friends.”

      “Friends who kiss?” Daddy’s left brow jumps high on his forehead. “I understand times are changing, Peanut, but back when your mother and I were young, that’s not how things were done.”

      “No, we don’t… kiss.”  My last word comes out on a deflated sigh. Because he just kissed me. Two seconds ago, and for the whole world to see. “That was just him putting on a show for our dance. The kiss was completely proper.” And to prove it, I step on my toes and press one to my father’s cheek. “Like that.”

      D.A. Justin Lawrence is a shrewd man. He’s no one’s fool, and his daughters have never been able to get much past him.

      Well, Tabby hasn’t. I, however, have always considered him a challenge to work around.

      “He’s just a friend, Daddy. Promise. It would be weird if I decided to date him, now that Tabby married Beckett.”

      “Can you believe she’s having a baby?” Daddy peeks around the dancefloor in search of her. He’s in awe, he’s in love, but there’s a part of him that’s pissed, too. “Pregnant,” he repeats. “I just can’t believe it.”

      “It’s exciting, huh? You’re going to be a grandpa.”

      “You don’t think she’s too young?”

      I snicker at the worry in his voice. “No, I think she’s old enough to do whatever she wishes.”

      “She got married… today. You don’t think that sounds awfully shotgun to you?”

      “No.” I subtly take the lead and spin us so I can search for Corey in the crowd. Where did he go? Is he still watching me? Does he feel like he lost a limb, too? “I’ve watched Tabby and Beckett date since day one. There’s nothing shotgun here. There’s only love and a passion for being together as a family.”

      “And you’re just… okay with it?” Daddy blusters. “Peanut! She moved away to be with Mark, she ended up with the vet, and now they’re making a family already?”

      “Perhaps.” I bring my eyes back to Daddy’s and hold his hand tighter. “And considering Tabby is yet to announce this baby, I’m going to press upon you that it is not your place to make a scene. She’s a smart, independent, and very much grown woman, Daddy, and if you spoil her news and turn this day into something she’ll remember as painful, then you’re going to find yourself sitting all alone in your office on Christmas Day. No daughters visiting you, and no grandchildren either, because Tabby and I will make damn sure neither of us spends the holidays with you.”

      “You’re threatening me?”

      I choke out a soft laugh that draws the eyes of the one I was looking for. Corey’s penetrating stare warms the side of my face and makes my hands clammy. But I keep my glare for my father. For the disruption his protectiveness may cause on Tabby’s wedding day.

      “You’re not a villain, Daddy. And despite your hard-ass exterior and wanting to look tough in front of the Rosa men, I know you’re a marshmallow who only wants to sweep me and Tabby back into your home for the rest of our lives. You’re used to being confrontational and cutting, because that’s your job, but we’re not in the box, and you have no right to assert your dominance over us the way you do a criminal in court.” To soften my words, I step forward and rest my cheek on his shoulder.

      Because of my new angle, I get to watch Corey. I get to smile for him, and when he winks, I get to melt.

      “Take a breath,” I speak to me. To my father. “Everything is gonna be okay. Because you raised daughters who know better than to be made fools of.”

      “What if he hurts her feelings?” Daddy finally murmurs. “What if he makes her cry?”

      Every man in my life has the ability to make me melt. Coincidence?

      “Then I’ve watched enough true crime documentaries to know how to get rid of him and not risk going to prison. We’ve got this under control, okay?” I twine my fingers with his and sigh. “You gave us the tools to be okay. But now you have to give us room to use them.”
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        * * *

      

      Tabby and Beckett make their announcement about an hour into the wedding reception. Those who are apt to cry do so, and those who prefer barbaric chest-thumping and ape-ish fist-bumping perform their gestures with enthusiasm.

      But I… I merely sit back at my table with an untouched glass of wine and watch two families merge. I’m not interested in drinking tonight, and though delicious plates of food are served, I eat only the things I can pick at with my fingers, so when the servers come out to collect the dishes, my silverware remains untouched.

      Why? Why am I content to watch from the outside, when I’m so used to being the center of the party? Why am I not hungry, when earlier, I was famished?

      “You’re gonna create wrinkles if you keep making that face.” Corey drops down in the seat beside me and sits close enough that his thigh leans against mine and his shoulder presses close. His aftershave is uniquely his, and his smile, when I look, is enough to ease the worry broiling in my belly. “You look sad,” he says after a moment. “You okay?”

      “I’m just thinking.” I shrug and reach forward to snag my glass of water. “Today’s kind of a big deal in my life, and I suppose it’s made me introspective.”

      “Because your little sister got married?”

      I bring the water up to sip, and while I do that, I consider his question. “I guess. You’ve already been down this road a time or two, but this is a first for us, and Tabby’s my little sister. It’s feels odd, I guess. Not bad, just… different.”

      “Do you wish you were the one getting married first?”

      Surprised, I swing my head around and meet his gaze. “What? No! Everyone who knows us knew she’d be first. I’m too…”

      “Immature?” He teases. “Wild. Ball-busting and unkind.”

      “Smart for my own good,” I counter. “Sensible. Bitter.” I set my water glass down and turn, fractionally, so I’m pointing in his direction. “My baby sister got married today to a really awesome guy. That makes me happy, and since Mom isn’t around to play that maternal role for Tabby, I suppose I’ve picked up the loose ends. I feel like my baby is going off to be a full-fledged grownup. It’s made me pensive.”

      “Add in that she’s also having a baby…” Corey doesn’t touch his beer either. The same one has been sitting here all evening, untouched and long ago turned warm. Instead, he grabs my water and brings it to his lips. “I may have been around the block with the wedded siblings, but the baby is new to me, too. It feels weird, right?”

      “Makes me feel way more grown than I thought I was,” I snicker. “But you guys have little Max. Having a nephew isn’t new to you.”

      “Right.” Smiling, Corey looks to the dancefloor, to Idalia as she dances with her little boy. “Max made us grow up real quick. Our only regret is that we didn’t know him till he was a toddler.” Corey falls silent for a moment, contemplative just like I was. “What else is worrying you?”

      “My sister is married and pregnant, a real, legit grownup, and I’m still afraid of flying. Makes me feel like an idiot.”

      Corey’s laugh comes out on a snort. “Not what I thought you would say, but okay.” Slowly, he sets the water glass down, but keeps his fingers wrapped around it as he studies my eyes. “Fear is a subjective thing, I suppose. What you fear might be no big deal to others. It’s just a matter of—”

      “Nope. I didn’t say I wanted to talk about it,” I cut in. “I was merely pointing out my flaws.”

      Surprised, Corey’s brows lift higher. “I’d hardly call it a flaw. More like a personality quirk.”

      “I’m worried about Queen too,” I finally admit. “I’m not oblivious to my phone vibrating in your pocket. I’ve watched you take the calls, and since you’re not running the phone to me, I assume you’re answering the ones with Dickie’s name attached, to let him know I’m alive and well. And you’re not making it a big deal to me, because there’s nothing to report.”

      Nodding, Corey releases the glass of water and slides the tip of his finger over the back of my hand. For once, he’s not seducing me. He’s merely touching, the way someone might run their hands through sand at the beach. “Dickie was checking in to make sure you’re safe and having a fun time. And since I asked him about Queen, he knew you’d briefed me, so he told me nothing much had changed. Only that more deaths have been reported on the news.”

      “It’s like a pandemic,” I whisper. “Addiction is what’s getting people. First time, they have a blast. Second time, they’re telling their friends about this cool new upper they found. Third time, their friend dies. But by then, the addiction has already set in, and the first guy doesn’t much care about the risk or casualties anymore.”

      “It might not be Queen,” Corey reminds me. “It might be coincidence.”

      “Maybe. But maybe it is Queen, and the very drug I put on the market is now killing our youth. Does that make me a murderer?” Tears burn the backs of my eyes. “I didn’t shove a pill down anyone’s throat, but if I’d become a lawyer instead of a chemist, maybe those people would be alive today.”

      “And if you’d become a lawyer instead, those people you made the drug for, the ones who are using it properly, might be in a hell of a lot more pain tonight—or worse, dead. You didn’t take Queen and make it into a pill, Jen. You didn’t fuck with its base compounds and make it into something it’s not, and you sure as hell ain’t standing outside nightclubs selling it to college kids. Even if someone stole your medication and made it into something else, that’s not on you.”

      “If someone stole her and made her into something else, we have more to worry about than drug dealers on the street.” I push up to stand, set my napkin on the table and, placing one hand on Corey’s muscular shoulder, I lean in and drop a lingering kiss on his cheek. “If someone has replicated Queen for nefarious reasons, then someone I’ve worked with, someone I communicate with on the regular, is the reason it’s out there. Someone I trust can’t be trusted. And knowing that…” I sigh. “Really sucks.”

      I release his shoulder and stand tall once more, then turning away, I step around the table and start across the packed dancefloor.

      Arlo dances with some guy I don’t know, while Troy dances with Tabby. Nadia dances with Beckett, and Idalia continues to dance with her little boy. Couples who are not couples at all dance and laugh, they chat and reminisce, and for the first time in my life, I’m watching from the outside.

      This stuff that is potentially going on with Queen has removed me from my own reality, and plopped me on the outside, so I’m nothing more than a voyeur looking in.

      “Hey?” Tabby reaches out as I pass and wraps a hand around my wrist. The moment our eyes meet, hers darken with concern. “What’s going on with you?”

      “I’m actually thinking of going home.” I step into the huddle she and Troy make and press a kiss to my baby sister’s cheek. “I’m tired as hell and still trying to catch up on sleep.”

      “You’re done?” She’s disgusted with me; I have never in the history of our lives been the first to leave a party. But beneath that disgust is something else. “I’m worried about you—”

      “No need to worry.” Corey steps up behind me, close enough I feel his dick on my back and his chin near my ear. He smiles for Tabby and Troy, then he grabs my arm in a tight grip that borders on painful. “I’m taking her out to see the Hog.”

      “I look from brother to brother, much the same way Tabby does. “What’s the hog?”

      “An actual suidae animal?” Tabby demands.

      “Or a motorcycle?” I look at Corey and narrow my eyes. “I’m not particularly interested in either, to be honest.”

      “Not a pig, and not a bike.” He looks to Troy and lifts his chin. “You know what to tell Serrano when the alarms go off.”

      “I got it.” Troy sweeps Tabby up into a hug so tight, he’s at risk of a beatdown from the groom. “I’ll let them all know it’s just you.”

      “Thanks.” Corey reaffirms his grip and tugs me away. “I’ll let you know when we’re back.”

      “Be safe.” Those are Troy’s only parting words. The guy who is ninety percent mercenary and muscle tells us to be safe, then he quick-trots Tabby across the dancefloor toward the others. Toward Spencer Serrano and Abigail.

      “Be safe?” I try to pull Corey back in the dark. I try to yank him to a stop and demand answers, but all he does is chuckle and drag me through the doors of the beautiful ballroom and into a hallway brightly lit and abuzz with people sneaking out for privacy.

      My long, green gown swishes around my ankles as I skip-run to keep up with his long stride. “Where are we going?”

      “On a magic carpet ride.” Corey picks up our pace and makes me jog along the hall. “You’re not allowed to close your eyes.”
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        * * *

      

      A quick stopover at Corey’s house almost undoes us both when he strips my dress off me without permission and demands I change into something more comfortable—as in jeans, not lingerie. Fingers, hands, loaded words, and warm breath, he makes the fast trip feel somewhat erotic, almost taboo as I pull my jeans up and fix the button, and behind me, he tugs my hairstyle loose and runs his fingers through my dirty blonde locks until my hair is wavy and hangs at the middle of my back.

      We barely speak. Muttered instructions here and there. Grunted single syllables. Then we’re moving again, outside, into the dark, blinded by the floodlights anchored to the side of his house, which are so bright, they shield the stars shimmering above.

      My instincts demand I plant my feet and refuse to climb back inside his beefy truck, but my curiosity was always going to be the death of me. Which means I bite my tongue to keep myself silent, and when Corey pushes the truck into reverse, I fix my seatbelt and set my feet on the dash as my act of rebellion.

      If I can’t stop him, I’ll disrespect his truck instead.

      “Where are we going?” I ask again.

      “Narnia.” He fusses with the stereo. “Shush.”

      “No. Where are we going that requires alarms and telling the other guys it’s only us?”

      “Mordor. Now zip it.”

      “No!” I snicker and turn to him—maybe to flirt, maybe to argue… possibly to climb into his lap and forget for just a few minutes that his brother married my sister.

      There are a million things I want to do if only I wasn’t so afraid, but my phone rings in my back pocket, crushed between me and the seat, and kills whatever momentary giddiness I was feeling. Instead, worry and anxiety slide back into my stomach and overpower even my curiosity about ‘the hog’.

      “Ugh. Why is Dickie so obsessed with letting me know about every single death?” Leaning to the side, I wrestle the phone from my tight pocket and sigh at his name on the screen.

      I consider not answering it. I consider sending him to voicemail and ignoring the world so I can flirt with Corey Rosa a little longer. But that’s not who I am, and Dickie is the second-best father I have. So I hit accept and bring the phone to my ear.

      “Hey, Dickie. What’s new?”

      “Hey, Little Girl.” His voice is a balm on my nerves. A soothing embrace that wipes away the excess anxiety readying to spill over and hurt me. “You driving?”

      “Yep.” I drop down and sit with my back against the door, and placing my feet on the seat, I inch them along to toy with Corey’s thigh. “I climbed into Ivan Milat’s truck all on my own accord, and now he’s driving me out to my doom.”

      “Corey Rosa is Ivan?” Dickie chuckles. “I’ll let the cops know when they ask. Why aren’t you at your sister’s wedding?”

      “We were at the wedding, but now Corey and I have decided we’re madly in love, so we’re already halfway to Atlantic City. Word on the street is there’s an Elvis impersonator waiting for us.”

      In the darkness of the cab, lit only by the dash and the few streetlights outside, Corey’s brows shoot high on his forehead.

      “We’re gonna get married, Dickie. I guess weddin’s are contagious.”

      “Uh huh. And how does your daddy feel about that? It’s all kosher, yeah?”

      “Of course! He didn’t even tackle Tabby before she said her ‘I do’. Jesus,” I hiss. “My sister is married, Dickie.”

      “That’s what usually happens at weddings,” he counters on a laugh. “Where are you right now… really?”

      “Dunno. I’m in Rosa’s truck, and he’s driving me to my doom. Also known as the hog.”

      “The hog?” Dickie ponders that for a moment, just as I did inside the Oriane’s ballroom. “Like, a motorcycle?”

      “Apparently not,” I shrug. “And not a farm animal, either. But if I survive this, I promise to call you back and tell you all about it.”

      “Unless it’s code for sex,” he inserts quickly. “If it’s sex, I don’t need to know.”

      “Deal. Was there a reason you called?” My brows come together as Corey slows in the middle of nowhere. There are no buildings around, no houses, not even forest; there’s just open land and dirt. Lots of dirt. And as he pulls onto it, we start bouncing in our seats as the potholes send the truck jumping. “Why’d you call, Dickie?”

      “Checking in on you,” he answers easily. “Seeing how the big day went. Also lettin’ you know that I’m still at the lab.”

      “And there it is.” I glance around the dash in search of the time. “It’s late, Dickie, and you have a wife waiting for you at home. Why are you still at the lab?”

      “Because this whole thing is fishy, Jen. I haven’t stopped thinking about it since you let me check that slide.”

      “Which was yesterday,” I sigh. “Like, literally twenty-four hours ago. And you’ve called me no less than eleventy billion times since.”

      “Because people keep popping up on the news, kid! And Bingham is sniffing around. He keeps dropping in to see if you’re back—”

      “I told him I was away till Monday. What does he say he wants when he drops in?”

      “To see if you’re back! What’s his deal? You don’t even like him.”

      I snort and sit taller when Corey pulls the truck to a stop in the middle of frickin’ nowhere. There are no buildings. No trees. No civilization except for us and a cranky old man on the phone. “Perhaps I have to get a little more forceful when I see him next. I have zero interest in dating him, so maybe a slugger to his kneecaps will get my point across.”

      Corey cuts the engine and sits in the dark. But he watches me, his eyes scouring my face and warming my skin with every inch he passes. After a moment, his lips quirk into a playful grin, and his thumbs point back toward himself; am I the one taking a slugger to the knees?

      I roll my eyes and straighten in my seat. “Listen, Dickie. I have to go, alright? We just arrived wherever the hell we were going… which,” I glance out the windshield, “appears to be the place I die and earn myself a shallow grave. If you don’t hear from me tomorrow, call the cops and tell them who, what, where, and that he was sexy before he killed me.”

      “Not funny, kid.”

      “I want you to go home, too. Your wife is waiting for you, and if you make her wait any longer, she might ask to borrow my slugger. You know I’ll gladly hand it over.”

      “Women,” he huffs. “Always sticking together. It’s enraging, you know that?”

      “So long as you know it too.” I unsnap my seatbelt and inch toward Corey. “I’m hanging up now, Dickie. Don’t call me again tonight.”

      “Pain in my ass,” he huffs in response. “Be safe, Little Girl. Don’t make me bring my shovel.”

      “I’ll be good. Talk to you tomorrow.”

      Before he gets a chance to prolong our discussion, I hit end on the screen and turn the ringer to silent. Then I switch the vibration off, rendering my phone nothing more than a paperweight with only seven percent battery left.

      “What are we doing out here, Popeye?”

      “Do you trust me?” Corey takes my hand before I can respond, and opening his door, he steps out and pulls me along until I follow. “I’ve brought you out here to show you something kinda massive. It’s possibly a little bit scary, too, so I’m gonna need you to trust me.”

      “Your dick may be above average, Rosa, but massive and scary are slightly overselling it, dontcha think?” I let him pull me away from the truck, toward a small hill—the only hill in the otherwise barren landscape. “There’s such a thing as underselling what you have and letting surprise and pleasure speak for themselves. But here you go, hyping it up to the point that reality could never live up to what you’ve promised.”

      “Can you shut up?” Sniggering, he pulls me under his arm and tucks me into his side. If I were a more cynical woman, I might say he’s locking me down rather than hugging me. “I have something to show you. Something highly illegal—federal penitentiary type illegal—and if you snitch, I might have to dig that shallow grave for you.”

      “Threats of death, and a deserted dirt field in the middle of the night…” I allow my eyes to scan the dark land surrounding us. “Not very chivalrous.”

      “I never once said I was a gentleman. Besides, if you narc about what I’m gonna show you, you’ll get more than just me in trouble.”

      “So I can take down a whole ring of criminals with giant dicks in one fell swoop?” I flash a wide grin, and snicker when Corey’s lips flatten into an unimpressed line. “Schweet!”

      “You’d get Spence in trouble,” he explains. “Troy. Beckett…” Slowly, his smile creeps up. “And if you get Beck in trouble, perhaps the FBI would be interested in interrogating his sweet, new, pregnant wife.”

      My eyes narrow to slits. “That’s dirty.”

      He shrugs. “It’s the truth.” Then he pulls me along until we’re wandering around the side of the hill. “Tabby is one of us now, and even if she didn’t know about our illegal activities before, ignorance is not a legal defense.” He smiles. “Same goes for you.”

      “I’m already legally implicated?” I breathe out an exaggerated sigh. “So you’re saying I’d better get on board and enjoy whatever this is, or go back to my life and wait for the day the cops ram my apartment door?”

      “Right.” He loosens his hold around my shoulders, but only so he can slide his hand down to grab mine. He twines his fingers around my own and cinches them close to stop me from escaping. “Now, we can do this a couple of different ways; you can simply follow me and do as I say—”

      I scoff. “Unlikely. What’s the next option?”

      His tone turns smug. “Blindfold.” A sudden gust picks up and sends something clapping in the breeze. A tarp. Fabric snapping against the wind. “I can cover your eyes, then surprise you with the thing once you’re already fully committed.”

      “And just to confirm… this, right now,” I point down at our feet, at the dirt we stand on in the middle of nowhere, “this isn’t fully committed?”

      “It’s not as committed as I want you to be. And I want you to remember that, one, I know exactly what I’m doing, so you don’t have to be afraid. Two, I’m very skilled and you won’t be in danger for a single second. And three, if we’re gonna eventually fuck and get married anyway, then you need to be able to meet me in this facet of my life. It’s important to me.”

      “And this marriage thing…” I tease. “It’s a dealbreaker if I say no?”

      “We’ll start with the fucking first, then  go from there.”

      Stopping in place, Corey turns and steps forward until our toes touch and his hands drop to my hips. His masculine scent hits my nose and tempts me to lean into him. Just rest on his chest, hold on tight, and allow us to make our world a hell of a lot more complicated.

      “If neither of us comes,” he explains, “then I’d hardly think marriage would be anything but miserable for us both.”

      I consider that for a mere second before agreeing. “If you fuck like a rabbit, and I simply have to lie there and not come, then I don’t think we’re gonna work out.”

      “Right. But if I put my tongue on your clit and roll it around for two-point-three seconds and you’re already screaming out in pleasure…” He flashes a wolfish smirk as I pull back and meet his playful eyes. “Well, it’s only sensible that we elope for real and spend the rest of our lives in bed.”

      “So, in your quest to talk me into bed…” My throat is too dry, too raspy with need. “You bring me into the middle of nowhere, in the middle of the night… to discuss shallow graves? You might need a little help with the pillow talk.”

      “No, I wanna show you something else. Remember?”

      Taking one hand off my hip, he brings it up to my face and slowly, carefully, so he doesn’t startle me, places the pads of his fingers above my eyes and gently drags them down until they close and I’m shrouded in complete darkness.

      His warm breath hits my tongue, and his left hand remains anchored to my hip. “It’ll be a hell of a lot less painful for us both if you keep your eyes closed for the next ten minutes.”

      “You said earlier I’m not allowed to close my eyes.”

      He exhales a soft laugh. “Just for ten minutes. But after that, they have to stay open. You’ll thank me at the end, I promise.”

      “The suggestion that I keep my eyes closed for now, on top of mentioning the FBI and illegalities, kind of implies I won’t approve of this.” I keep my eyes shut, even as his hand lifts away from my hip, and his warmth backs away, leaving me all alone in the cold. “Is my assumption correct?”

      “I guess it really depends on a couple of things. One of which is how much prison time is good sex worth to you?”

      I burst out laughing, only to stop when the sound of heavy fabric moving a few feet away grabs my attention. My eyes remain closed, so my ears hone in on every tiny sound. “I’m not sure any sex is worth prison time, considering once I get locked up, the kind of sex I’ll get isn’t the kind I want.”

      “You don’t like looking at women in itty bitty shorts?” He chuckles while he works, grunts as he moves, and though his voice lets me know he’s still close, his panting breath makes me frown.

      “I mean, sure. If a chick looks good, she looks good, and I’m secure enough in myself to admit that. In fact,” I flash a wide grin, “I spent the majority of today with women who look fantastic in booty shorts. Abby, Arlo, Nadia. Idalia looks the best, I gotta say. But that may be because she already has a kid, and her hips are more filled out than the rest. But noticing they have nice butts doesn’t mean I wanna fuck any of ‘em.”

      “You wanna fuck me,” he says with a heaping dose of arrogance. “It’s okay. You can admit it.”

      “I’ve already admitted it. I never once said I didn’t wanna fuck you. I simply said I won’t, because lines are being crossed, and I’m not sure I wanna fuck my brother-in-law.”

      “I’m not your brother-in-law.” His voice grows more distant, and an echo tempts me to open my eyes. “I’m your sister’s brother-in-law. There’s an enormous difference there.”

      “Not as big as you think,” I counter. “Were officially on the same family tree, Rosa, and now that Tabby is knocked up, that baby is Lawrence and Rosa DNA all smooshed up together. That basically makes you my cousin.”

      Corey barks out a loud laugh. “That’s not how that works, but nice try.”

      Gravel crunches under his boots, and though I hear him coming closer, I still jump when his hands touch me again and his breath hits my chin.

      He wraps one broad palm around my hip, but the other, he places over my eyes. “Trust me?”

      “Nope,” I squeak out a nervous giggle. “Not even a little bit.”

      “Pretend to for the next eight minutes,” he suggests. “We’re nearly there.”

      I hesitate as nerves batter my stomach. As my need for him and my general addiction to being wild battle for dominance in my blood. “What do I have to do?”

      “Allow me to lead you,” he murmurs. He’s so close, his breath feathers over my lips and draws my tongue out. “And when I get you where you have to go, I want you to not freak out.”

      “Freak out?” My anxiety jumps and makes my heart flutter. “What would I freak out about?”

      “Well, if I tell you,” he takes a step and pulls me forward, “that’ll give you more time to freak out.”

      “If I’m gonna freak out,” I begin to… freak out, “then perhaps this is not something I want to do—least of all while blind, coerced, and being led by a man I hardly know.”

      “Hardly know? I thought we were cousins?”

      “Har-har.” I roll my eyes behind my closed eyelids. “You’re stressing me out.”

      “You’re only stressed out because you think this isn’t going to be great. Your brain’s trying to fuck you over and rob you of an experience of a lifetime. However, if you trust me, I can give you something very few others ever will.”

      “Like, an orgasm?”

      He’s humored by me, but he sure as hell doesn’t release my hand as he pulls me forward. “We’ll do that soon. This’ll probably make you come too, to be honest. Once you let go of the worry and invite only the exhilaration, what we’re gonna do tonight will bring you to ecstasy. Stop here for a sec.” He places a broad hand on my stomach, and a fast, chaste kiss on my cheek. “Don’t open your eyes.”

      I open my eyes anyway and stare for a moment. It’s hard to know what I’m looking at, hard to understand, despite my qualms. The giant silver tin can with wings should be enough, but no, the giant frickin’ gun on the front is what confirms my suspicions.

      I jump when Corey raises a hand in the dark. Then I jump a second time when he flashes a guilty smile.

      “You were supposed to keep your eyes closed.”

      “It’s a plane!” I bolt under his arm and scramble out of the space he’s pulled me into.

      Dirt kicks up beneath my feet, but I make it only a half-dozen steps outside—outside the effing hill—before a muscular arm wraps around my hips and pulls me off my feet.

      “Let me go!” My stomach whooshes, and damn me, but my nails dig into his arms. I’m fighting like a girl—and sure as shit not like the cool, tough girls I admire on TV. “Corey! You let me go right now!”

      “This is one of those things where I’m gonna decide for you.” He pulls me closer and swings us around despite my kicking feet. “You’ll hate me for the next ten minutes, but after that, you’ll be so glad you did this.”

      “You don’t get to decide this for me!” I scream like a fucking banshee with its leg caught in a bear trap. “You don’t get to decide anything for me, because this isn’t eighteen seventy-three, and you don’t have a goat to trade my father.”

      “Oh, c’mon now. You’re worth at least three goats.”

      Corey is strong; stronger even than the muscular military man I already knew him to be. He picks me up with ease—something I’m ashamed at least one percent of my brain focuses on—but the rest of me obsesses over the non-consent of what is happening to me as he carries me back toward the plane with teeth painted on the front.

      Oh god, there are teeth painted on the front!

      And between the teeth is a gun… a really big, really round, really long gun that is surely too front-heavy and will be the reason we crash to our fiery deaths.

      “Corey Rosa! I command you to put me down right now.”

      “Sorry, princess, but I take orders only from my superiors, or my lovers.” He smacks a kiss on my cheek, then he starts up a fucking ladder on the side of the fucking plane. He climbs one-handed, because the other is too busy keeping me wrapped close and refusing my freedom.

      “I’ll have sex with you. Right now.” My breath comes out on a sob as actual tears burn the backs of my eyes. Real, genuine fear claws at my stomach and presents as dots clouding my vision. “Corey, I will, I swear it. Sex, right now. I’ll suck your dick and make you the most satisfied man on this planet. I promise I will.”

      I choke on my breath when we reach the top of the ladder and he reaffirms his grip around my hips. Twisting at an awkward angle and threatening to drop me the eight feet back to the ground, he climbs into the cockpit—oh god, the cockpit!—of the plane and drops down into the single seat, then he drags me in on top so my legs scrape along the steel can, and my body turns impossibly long, furiously stiff, and unrelenting.

      He doesn’t even bother with the seatbelts. Is that what they’re called in a fucking fighter jet? Restraints? Ropes? Useless, considering we’re dead anyway if the plane crashes.

      “As tempting as that sounds…” His strong hands battle with mine as he works to pull me into a comfortable position inside the tiny space that was made for one human, not two. “I don’t want to fuck you as payment for you to not fear something else. Pretty sure that’s abuse, and no matter my kink in the bedroom, I don’t lean toward control or manipulation just to get off. Only pussies enjoy that.”

      Buckling my hips with a forearm across my front the way a seatbelt would in a car, Corey grunts when I fold in, and all my weight now rests on his thighs. He looks somewhat remorseful, at least. Not enough to release me, but enough to feel bad for the tears streaming over my cheeks.

      “I promise you’re safe.” Stretching his neck around to catch my eyes, he presses a gentle kiss to the corner of my lips. “I swear to you, Jen, you’re safe.”

      “It’s a plane.” I frantically search my surroundings for a release button, for an escape of any kind, but my hands are clumsy, my fingers numb. “You’re just a person! Normal people don’t fly planes. Normal people don’t have planes!”

      “Guess I’m not a normal person, then.” He wraps his warm palm around the back of my neck and attempts to soothe me with a stroking finger, but while he distracts me with his left hand, his right flips switches and has lights flickering on.

      He’s just a guy wearing half a wedding suit—black pants and dress shoes—and though he kinda has the George of the Jungle look going on with the unbuttoned white shirt and rolled-up sleeves, my mind obsesses over the bit about regular wedding guests not flying planes.

      “I haven’t told you about my entire time in Guam yet,” he murmurs, “but I promise you, I know how to fly this plane.”

      As though his actions are complete routine, he grabs a headset and plops it over his head, then remembering me, I suppose, he grabs a second and gently places it over my ears. He’s so tender, when his carry from a moment ago will leave bruises. He’s so gentle now, when tomorrow, I’m certain his forearm will have left a band across my hips.

      His body is strong beneath mine, his thighs hard and unforgiving as he works, and tears flood over my cheeks. “It’s gonna be loud once I start the engines, but you’ll be able to hear me through those.” He taps my headphones with the tips of his fingers. “And I’ll be able to hear you. If you wanna scream,” he pauses for a moment and studies my eyes, “scream. If you wanna cuss me out and call me a million shitty names, then you can do that too. But know that I will always keep you safe. We are absolutely not gonna crash. And also, if you run to the cops after this, we’re all going to prison. So be cool.”

      With another flip of a switch, he closes the door above us—the hatch? The fucking glass dome that’ll give me a front-row seat to the ground hurtling toward us as we dive to our deaths. His breath now hits my ears through the headset I wear, but at the same time, the warm air feathers over my shoulder and sends goosebumps sprinting along my spine.

      “We’re gonna be okay.” He presses a gentle kiss to the top of my shoulder. “I swear it.”

      “I don’t wanna do this,” I whimper. “I’m not a crier, you know this about me. I’m not a soft little whiny chick who cries because the rain messed up her hair. So the fact I’m telling you no right now, the fact it feels like my heart is going to explode, has to mean something to you.”

      “It means you have a genuine fear,” he nods. But while he speaks, he flips buttons. Levers. Fuck knows what else, and after a moment, he starts the engine with a roar and reduces me to a puddle of terror. “It means you’re scared, and I respect that.”

      “You don’t respect it!” I cry out and search desperately for a way out. For a release lever. For a parachute and a big, red, ‘only press in emergencies’ button. “You’re tormenting me.”

      “Torment is not my intention. I only want to show you how magical the air can actually be. If only you’d fly with someone you trust, if only you could feel safe while up there, you’d feel what I feel, and your entire fear would go away.”

      “I don’t trust you! I hardly know you. I have no clue where you got this plane, or if it’s safe. Neither of us has a seatbelt, and even if we did, they don’t help anyway! And god knows where you learned how to fly.”

      “The country taught me.” He reaches around me with ease and does something that starts us forward. He’ll talk me through my fears, but he doesn’t stop moving, doesn’t stop our progress toward death. “The plane… uh…” he clears his throat. “Well, it belongs to the federal government. But we don’t tell them where they can find it.”

      “You stole it?!”

      “We found it,” he snickers. “It was just sitting out in the desert, alone and unwanted and armed to the teeth, so we towed it onto private land, and from that point on, it became privately owned.”

      “If you’re so confident in ownership, then you wouldn’t mind flying to DC and honking the horn outside the FBI headquarters.”

      He laughs and makes us both bounce. “The hog doesn’t have a horn. Unless you mean the cannon at the front. And if we go to DC and make that kinda noise, then we may be considered domestic terrorists. I don’t know about you, Nerd, but I prefer freedom and eating at my own kitchen counter, not in a fucking common room with hundreds of other dudes who maybe stole military equipment too. So, no. I’m gonna choose not to fly this to Washington, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Ya know where else we could fly it?” My voice breaks when Corey has the jet moving forward in the dark outside. How he knows where we are or how not to crash into things is beyond me, but he cruises forward like we’re merely in his truck on the freeway. “We could fly it nowhere at all. Park it right here, and I won’t speak of it ever again. I won’t call the FBI, and I won’t call my father. I won’t tell a soul, and I’ll make good on the sex promise.”

      “I hope you do make good on the sex someday.” He flips a switch and sends the engines roaring that much louder. Deafening and terrifying. “But not today, and not in exchange for freedom. The only transaction you and I will make is orgasm for orgasm. That’s it. Now hold on.”

      “No!” Fresh tears burst from my eyes and stream over my cheeks. “I’m begging you not to do this, Corey. Please, God, please don’t make me do this.”

      “I’m sorry for upsetting you.” He sounds sorry. He truly does. “But I want this for you. I want to gift you with the experience of flying without fear.”

      “But this isn’t without fear! This is all fear. This is lots of fear. So much fear!”

      “But I’ve got you.” He reaches around me and works the controls by my thighs. “I need you to—Can you…” When he tries to use the gear stick… joystick… the frickin’ game controller that turns the wheels, and can’t because of my legs, he stops our forward movement and picks me up like I weigh nothing.

      I cry out and wrap my arms around his neck. My frantic movements knock his headset to the side, but then he sets me back down again so I sit on his lap sideways, my knees almost touching my chest, my arms cinched tight around his throat, and my cheek… my cheek resting on his shoulder.

      “Better.” He presses a soft kiss to my forehead. Fixing his headset and luxuriating in the space he’s made, he starts us forward once more. “You just have to hold on to me and relax. I swear I won’t let you fall.”

      “I don’t want to do this,” I sob. My body turns weak, my arms and legs nothing more than jello and nerves. “I’m pleading with you to stop all this.”

      “And I’m pleading with you to trust me.”

      If this were a standard car, I might describe Corey’s next actions as dropping the clutch and sending us hurtling forward. His heartbeat is a constant, solid thud in my ear, bumping along at a consistent pace that shows he’s neither panicked nor overly excited. But he makes us go faster, faster, faster as tears squeeze past my lashes and soak into his shirt. Then the wheels leave the ground, and my stomach drops out and stays somewhere on the dirt.

      The silence inside the plane feels out of place. The roaring engines are persistent, but the lack of talking… isn’t he supposed to be talking to people about taking off and are the airways clear?

      “Why aren’t you speaking?” I don’t look down. I don’t look out the domed window. I refuse to acknowledge we’re not still rolling along the dirt.

      But my stomach knows the truth—that we’re still climbing higher, higher.

      “Corey?”

      “Mm?” He uses one hand to bring the plane higher into the pitch-black sky, and with the other, he merely holds me close.

      “Why aren’t you talking?”

      “I am talking. Right now. Did you forget what this is?”

      I’m listening to him, but I lose focus when we hit a pothole—but, like, in the sky—so the plane drops a dozen feet in a single second, and a scream escapes my throat and makes my ears ache.

      “No, I meant…” My breath comes painfully fast, so fast my head swims and my eyes are unable to tell the difference between regular dark and passing out dark. “You’re not talking to the people to tell them we’re flying. Isn’t that the rules?”

      “You saw that in a movie, huh?” He slowly, gently, levels the plane out so my stomach stops tugging a million feet below. “I’m not talking to anyone because, as far as anyone else knows, this plane and the people inside do not exist in this moment. Navigation lights are off because we don’t want to be seen. I listened to the weather on the drive out here, and the radio…” he taps his ear and grins when our eyes meet. “Lets me know if anyone else is nearby. We’re safe, Jen. Like I promised.”

      “How can you see?” My pulse sprints so I feel it in every part of my body. My wrists, my throat, my temples, and my gut. Shamefully, I feel it in my core, too. In my chest. In all the deliciously wrong places. “It’s so dark outside.”

      “I can’t see the ground, but I know we’re high enough we won’t hit anything attached to the ground, and I already covered the bit about other planes.” He flashes a wide smile and nudges the stick… the steering stick… the joystick… a fraction to the left and sends my heart into freefall. To him, it’s a mere left turn, but to me, it’s a brewing revolution in my stomach. “It’s open skies, Nerd. No one is gonna bother us out here for as long as you wanna fly.”

      “I don’t wanna fly! So that means we can go back down now.”

      He scoffs. “Not yet.”

      He continues to drive… to fly… to fucking flap his wings and defy gravity… with one hand, and with the other, he works on comforting me. He slides his palm over my thigh in soothing circles, and rests his lips against the top of my forehead. “It’s not so bad, huh? We’re flying. And you stopped crying a few thousand feet ago.”

      “We’re hurtling toward the earth and set to die a fiery death twenty-three seconds from now.”

      “Weirdly specific number of seconds.” He nudges the steering stick to the left once more and hugs me that much closer when my body goes into an involuntary meltdown. “We’re just gonna fly around and around until you stop shaking. You’re gonna learn that I have this completely under control, and when you’re feeling brave, maybe you’ll open your eyes and see what I see.”

      “It’s dark.” Tricked, I sit a little taller and peek into the sky. “There’s nothing out there.”

      When I bring my gaze to him, confused and reeling, I stop to find him grinning.

      “I see you,” he murmurs, his lips lit up by the minimal light coming from the dials in front of us. “Brave as hell and actively participating in what we’re doing. I see you sitting in the cockpit of a fucking jet, practically flying it yourself, and you’re calm as a cucumber.”

      “I’m not calm,” I whisper robotically. “My body is frozen and my heart has actually stopped working. I’m existing much the same way this plane is; I don’t exist, because I already crashed and burned and exploded into a zillion pieces.”

      Pleased, he brings his hand around to stroke my throat. His touch is feather-soft and seductive in how innocent it is, but his eyes go back to his work while his fingers continue their soothing. “You’re alive and perfect,” he rumbles. “You’re one step shy of flying the damn plane yourself, and word at the airport I picked you up from was that you were sick to your stomach and crying about the world ending.” His jaw flexes as he grins. “You’re not sick in this plane with me. You’re not crying.”

      “I told you, I’m already dead. Dead folks don’t spew.”

      “You trust me,” he murmurs. “You know I’ll keep you safe. You know we’re not in any danger.”

      “I know only that I was kidnapped and forced into this tin can, and when I tried to escape, you held me down and made me stay.”

      “Here.” He takes my hand, ignoring my spiel about being abducted, and wraps my palm around the stick of direction.

      My heart truly does stop, my pulse skitters and screams to a standstill, but my hand grips the steering stick.

      After a moment of holding my hand beneath his, he pulls away and leaves me to do it on my own. “Steady,” he whispers so his breath flitters along my cheek. “Take it slow and gentle. Treat it like a dick; you aren’t just gonna whip that all over the place, are you?”

      I burst out in tear-filled laughter. “Maybe. You don’t know how I like to get off.”

      “Gentle,” he repeats on a whisper. “Caress the dick, don’t yank it. Guide the dick, stroke the dick. But if you shove the dick too far to the left, you’ll break it, and everyone will be sad.”

      “Stop calling it a dick.” My eyes overflow with tears, but my smile makes my cheeks ache in the best way. “It’s not a dick.”

      “Guess what, beautiful?” He brings his fingers to my jaw and holds me, not to control my face, but simply to touch, to feel, and then follows them with his lips. “You’re flying the hog by yourself.”

      “Oh god.” My stomach threatens to jump out of my throat. “Oh Jesus. Corey.”

      “Don’t panic.” He slides his hand along my thigh and up to my bent knees. “Don’t jerk the stick, and sure as shit don’t point us at the ground.”

      “How do I know we’re flying straight?” My eyes wheel around the cockpit, then into the darkness outside. “How am I supposed to know, if I can’t see the ground?”

      “Here.” He taps a dial on the dash—is it called a dash when in a plane? “This shows you that we’re flying level with the ground. Keep that one steady, and you’re good to roll.”

      “And you just…” Experimentally, I nudge the stick a fraction of an inch to the left, just like how Corey did it. “Hoooooo. I made it turn.”

      He chuckles. “You sure did. I’m proud of you.”

      “How fast are we going?”

      His eyes jump to the dash again, but his hand goes to my thighs. To my knees. And when he thinks I’m too distracted to stop him, he slides his palm between my legs. “A little over three hundred miles an hour. The hog is slower compared to other planes.”

      “Why?” I feel his hand. I feel his cock beneath my ass, and his warm breath on my skin. But my attention is focused on the plane I’m flying. The plane I’m flying! “Shouldn’t it be fast?”

      He inches his hand along my thigh. Further. Further. “This is a flying bomb.” He holds me tighter when I threaten to spring through the glass above and straight into the heavens. “Massive gun, a heap of explosives, lots of bang-bang-bang, which means she needs to carry all that weight. She’s fast, but not fast like a Raptor.”

      “So, you… you learned to fly in the military? In Guam?”

      He spiders his fingertips along my inner thigh. “I didn’t learn in Guam, but I flew in Guam. I have five thousand flight hours logged in my career—which is not a small amount, considering my age. And if we didn’t steal this plane, I’d be able to log these hours too, which would get me up around six thousand.”

      “I thought you found this plane?”

      He barks out a playful laugh. “We did… behind a heavily locked gate, guarded by security personnel and high-tech surveillance equipment that someone I know had to disable for exactly two minutes and seventeen seconds. At two minutes eighteen, we had to be ghosts, or we were in big trouble.” He waves that off with a scoff. “But those are semantics and best not discussed in polite company. Or around cops.”

      “Of course.” I roll my eyes. “So if we’re caught tonight and we don’t die?”

      “Then you and I are going to prison. But not the same prison, so it’s not like we even get the perks of hanging out all day long and fucking away our lifetime sentences.”

      “I’m certain you’ll still get laid,” I snigger. “But you won’t like it.”

      “And you’ll become the boss bitch of G block,” he smirks. “I know. You’re kinda badass like that.”

      Turning serious, his voice changes as he murmurs, “We’re approaching the edge of our airspace, so let’s just…” he taps my hand to the left, “take her around. We don’t wanna step on toes and bring trouble home with us.”

      “Why do you even have a plane?” I bite my lip when he brings his fingers further along my thigh. Closer to my core. He’s teasing, testing me to see how close he can get. “It’s not something you can conveniently drive to the local store.”

      He shrugs and taps my clit before I realize he’s so close. I jump on his lap and yank the steering stick to the right, so the plane jolts and my stomach lays splattered against the ceiling.

      “Corey! Why would you do that? Fuck!”

      Snorting, he wraps his hand around mine once more. “That was my bad. I didn’t think you’d jump so high.”

      He helps me bring the plane back to a straight line, so the ‘equal with the ground’ dial is steady, and then he releases my hand—but only so he can use his to pull the strap of my shirt down over my shoulder. He exposes my skin and tastes me with slow, steady strokes of his tongue.

      “I love licking you, Jen. And that’s so fucking weird, considering you won’t actually let me fuck you.”

      “I would’ve already if you weren’t a Rosa.” I stare out into the sky. I can’t see a damn thing, but I try, I search for any line on the horizon. “You’re sexy.” My voice turns to a breathy rasp when he drags my shirt further to the side and his teeth come out to nip at my skin. “You’re charming in a super crude way. You’re funny, and God knows, I’m intrigued by the cock pressing against my ass right now. If you were any other guy, we’d have already made a mess of your sheets. But you’re Corey Rosa.”

      “Yes I am.” He bites me hard enough to make me hiss. “That’s my name.”

      “My sister and your brother got married… today.”

      “Yes they did.” He bites again and sends a rush of pleasure soaking through my panties. I’m in a plane, I’m flying the damned thing, and not only am I not freaking out, but I’m actively turned on. This man wields magic like none I’ve ever met before. “The wedding was beautiful. And the maid-of-honor was the sexiest woman there.”

      “Now Tabby and Beck are having a baby.”

      “Yup.” His warm breath bathes my shoulder. “You and I will share a niece or a nephew.”

      “Right! And that’s what makes this weird. If we fuck today and then go our separate ways, things are gonna be weird. When the baby is having his or her tenth birthday party, and I’m there with my man, and you’re there with your wife, and baby Rosa finds out his aunt and uncle fucked back in the day, that’s gonna be confusing.”

      “Bold of you to assume I’ll have a wife to bring.” He tucks his hand over my shoulder and slides it past the V of my shirt. He cups my breast and tweaks my nipple without remorse, but instead of jumping, I merely melt. “Maybe I’ll stay single forever to tempt you into cheating on your man at every family reunion.”

      “The fact you and I are attending the same family reunion is what makes this weird!”

      But I’m losing my resolve. Losing my fight against that bizarre evolutionary tic that demands I mate with this strong, capable, sexy man.

      “Corey, you know I want to.”

      “And yet, you’re gonna keep fighting me on it.” He pushes my headset askew and nips my earlobe, only to snicker when I squirm on his lap. “I like the tug-of-war, anyway. Knowing our luck, there’ll be all this lead-up, and then we’ll fuck and realize there was absolutely no chemistry at all. It’ll be the world’s biggest letdown.”

      “You don’t believe that, do you?”

      He tweaks my nipple and bites my throat until I whimper. “Nope. We’re gonna be like fire. And me getting you to fly a fucking plane is already proof your body will respond to mine, no matter how scared you are. Come on.” Sighing, he pulls away and takes the stick from me. “Time to take her home, then it’s bedtime for us.”

      “Sex?”

      He snorts. “Despite what you think of this Rosa who steals federal property and has no intentions of ever taking a wife, I’m not really into pressuring a woman. So I guess that’s a nope. No sex tonight.”

      I sigh. “Bummer.”

      And I mean it. Sadly, my own overthinking brain is what’ll rob us both of pleasure when we get back to his place.

      “But I wanna sleep in my own bed tonight,” he finishes. “You can sleep in it with me, or you can sleep in the guest bedroom. Totally your call, but I don’t want the couch tonight.”

      “It’s probably best I choose the guest bed. Ya know, to avoid any accidental fuckery.”

      “Bummer,” he parrots my word with a chuckle. “Accidental fuckery is the best kind. Now, hold on to me. We’re gonna start our descent.”

      “Oh god.” My sexual desire instantly dries up and is replaced by anxiety. I wrap my arms around his neck and bury my face against his throat. “Don’t crash. Don’t crash. Don’t crash.”

      “I haven’t crashed yet.” He moves the game controller down so the plane lowers. I don’t have to see the ground to feel the drop in altitude. “I have a one-hundred-percent success rate of landing these things. And once or twice, I did it with a shot-out engine and screwy landing gear.”

      “Wait,” I shove back to stare into his eyes. “What?”

      His eyes are bright, even in the dark, and right now, they stare into mine and send licks of torment slicing through my belly. “It’s war, Nerd. Sometimes people shoot at each other.”
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MY WILLPOWER IS CRUMBLING

        

      

    

    
      Early morning sunlight streams through my bedroom window, and for the second day in a row, I wake to find a beautiful woman sleeping peacefully on my chest.

      And by peacefully, I mean her hair is a rat’s nest tickling my neck, and her soft snores teeter between endearing and what the fuck? She dribbles onto my bare chest, and every few breaths, she mumbles something in her sleep; I might be projecting, but I’m pretty certain she’s talking about Ivan Milat and other such murderers.

      Her friends, I suppose.

      Once we arrived back home around one this morning, Jen made a hard right and turned into my guest bedroom. She would like to sleep with me, she admits, but common sense and survival instincts demanded that she have a few walls and a hallway separating us while we’re unconscious.

      Which, I guess, became a non-issue, considering she’s now camped out on top of me again.

      The scent of coffee coming from my kitchen makes my nostrils twitch, and the ache of my bladder, knowing coffee is coming soon, makes me uncomfortable. But for a few minutes more, I lie still and study the cute pink nails this woman wears.

      They’re not professionally done, and they sure as shit didn’t match her green gown yesterday. But they suit her. They’re chipped and uneven, a few nails are longer than the others… but none are long like how Nadia wears hers. Jen’s are natural, and when I inspect each, one by one, I grin when I get to her pinkie finger on her left hand and find the pink swathed in glitter.

      She’s got a little setup at home, no doubt. A box of spilled and out-of-date polishes. Glitters. Pens that she screws around with to distract her overactive brain while she watches trash TV and eats bad food.

      Jennifer Lawrence—a name that always makes me smile, considering her famous name-twin and the fact they look nothing alike but for the dirty blonde hair—is a complicated woman. She’s high energy and low tolerance for much of anything that doesn’t keep her interest. Her metabolism clearly races faster than most, considering her disgusting diet and her too-thin frame, and her brain does the same.

      Which is why, when most folks step onto a passenger plane and find something to watch on the TV screen in front of them, Jen instead overthinks the turbo engines and what if a bird flew in and blew them up? She wonders about the engineers who approve of each maintenance check, and the pilots who say they’re qualified to fly, though she has yet to see those licenses or proof of competency. Her brain makes her overanalyze things, like her role and mine in our newly formed family tree. In eight months, I’d bet my left nut she’ll be obsessing over the mortality rate of women giving birth to regular, healthy, ten-pound babies.

      That same fast-spinning brain is what helped her create a drug that helps cancer patients, and it’s what now plagues her mind as people are dropping dead in a night club  across the country.

      It’s why she busies herself with true-crime television shows—because she enjoys finding the killer before the end of the episode. And it’s why she’s drawn to me, despite her spiel about family reunions: I’m a mystery for her to solve, an enigmatic militant who is yet to tell her my whole story and assuage her hyper-vigilant curiosities.

      Jen’s undiagnosed—that’s an assumption on my part—ADHD is the best and worst thing about her. Because her fire is what draws me closer, but her overactive mind is what haunts her when she’d be better off resting. The chances of her dying while on a plane are miniscule, and yet, she becomes a sickly, blubbering mess at the horrors her brain tosses at her. The chances of a birthday party ten years from now including her and her man, and me and a wife, are so tiny, I honestly cannot see a time in my life where that’ll ever happen. And yet, she’ll deny herself something her body craves the way an addict hungers for another hit. And she denies it based on an unlikely scenario her intense brain tosses at her.

      Still, I smile thinking of her cute neuroses, and her overactive craziness. And sure, I’m piggish enough to think of what she’ll be like when I finally get to take her body for myself. The passion she’ll bring to the bedroom. Her energy and responsiveness. The demands she’ll make of me, and in return, the things she’ll do to bring me pleasure.

      She’s like a bottle rocket just waiting to explode, and I’m the guy hoping to catch a little of the shrapnel. It may be a suicide mission, or it may be the best thing my stupid ass ever does. But whatever it is, it has to be when she’s ready, and not because she’s bargaining her body to get out of flying in a fucking plane.

      The fact she tried to do just that last night was enough to bring me to the brink of patience and good manners. That she would give away something so precious in exchange for a free pass from her irrational fears was enough to piss me off and make me wonder what else she’s traded for. And who else. What situations has she faced in her adult life where she’s bartered with her body and soul, all to get out of an uncomfortable situation?

      And why does it even matter to me? I want to fuck her, not take possession of her heart and marry up for the rest of my damn life.

      With those uncomfortable thoughts plaguing my mind, I declare my lazy morning over. Gently nudging her to my left, I lever myself out from beneath her as carefully as I can manage, and settling her on my pillow, that pink-nailed hand resting by her nose, I push up to stand and fix the waistband of my boxers. I make my way toward the bathroom, and though my body aches, though my feet sting in reaction to the cold tile floor, I relieve myself with the door wide open and watch her sleep, her back to me, her hair splayed across my pillow, and along her spine, a tattoo that stretches from the base of her neck all the way to the arch of her back.

      I saw the same tattoo yesterday in the dress shop, and while she shimmied into a gown that would fit straight off the rack—just as she predicted—I studied her ink and wondered what it all meant. The long lines, the short dots.

      My mind went to morse code at first, but if that’s what it is, whatever she tried to write isn’t what she ended up with.

      After finishing up in the bathroom and washing my hands on the way out, I allow my eyes to stray to Jen’s narrow hips. Then to the sports bra she wears to sleep, and the boy leg panties that cup her ass the way I wish my hands could.

      I flex them as I pass her. Squeeze my fists closed and deny myself the luxury of sliding back into a warm bed with a woman my dick hardens for. Instead, I push into the hall and move toward the coffee machine.

      I’m cranky because I want her; crankier yet that she said I could have her but my conscience wouldn’t allow it.

      In the grand scheme of things, that’s hardly a good reason to be in a bad mood, so I try to brush it away and replace my disposition with caffeine. Swinging the fridge open, I grab a carton of milk and head toward the already warmed and prepped machine. To my right, a silent alarm draws my attention, and when I make my way to the table where I left my phone overnight, I relax when my security pops up and clears the familiar faces for entry.

      Familiar, yes. But do I want to see them while walking around in my underwear? Not really.

      I walk back into the hall and stop at the end of my bed, while across my home, I hear the soft snick of my front door opening and closing. Jen starfishes my bed, her arms and legs splayed wide, a sheet the only thing providing her with a modicum of privacy. But she’s still out, so I grab a pair of sweatpants and a shirt from the chair in the corner of my room, then I step back out again and pull the door closed with a silent click.

      Stumbling along the hall while I step into my pants, I emerge back into my kitchen with my shirt in my hands to find my baby sister making a cup of coffee for herself, while her man, all seven feet of him, leans back to rest against the island counter, his ankles crossed, his arms folded, and his hungry eyes glued to my sister’s ass.

      “Stop looking at her like that.” I step into the kitchen and go to work shrugging my shirt on. I pass Spencer and let our eyes meet—his, playful, and mine, a threat that if he doesn’t put his eyes on his own ass, I might tear them out for him—then I step to Abby as she turns, and accept the hug I knew she’d offer the moment I was close enough. “Hey there, Cadabby. You’re up early.”

      “I’m all wired up.” She squeezes me tight until she grunts, then she lets go and steps back to meet my gaze. “Today’s an exciting day for us.”

      “Yeah?” I snag her freshly made coffee and wink when her eyes turn to fiery slits. Bringing the mug up to my lips, I sip and step away before she tries to hit me.

      I’m not afraid of her hurting me. But I’m always afraid of her hurting herself. Her childhood cancer and the resulting trauma we all experienced is enough to stick with us into adulthood, so when I say I never want to see my little sister in pain again, I mean I sure as hell never want to see her in pain again. Not even pain she brings upon herself.

      That fear also crosses over to the thought of her ever conceiving a child. I know she and Spence are trying, but if they’re successful, she’ll eventually have to get that baby out of her, and with her husband’s size, the birth of their sure-to-be-twenty-pounds baby just isn’t something I’ll be able to stand around and wait through to see if she survived.

      Irrational imposing thoughts may be something Jen and I have in common, so I cross the kitchen and stand as far from my sister and her man as I can manage, then I lean against the wall and continue to sip my coffee. “Tell me, Cadabby. Why is today an exciting day for you?”

      “Because the tilers are coming through to inspect our waterproofing this morning.” Abby leans against Spencer, her ass to his…well… his thighs, considering their massive size difference. But she bounces in place and barely contains her delight. “That means all the wet areas are almost done, then fittings will go in, shower screens, faucets, and the tub.”

      “The tub is important.” Back in Abby’s youth, when she was being used as a pincushion, her oncology team had banned bathtubs, purely on the basis that her immune system was dead, and bathing in anything that wasn’t sanitized to hospital-standard was simply too much risk. Years later, once she was given the green light, bathtubs became the first luxury she indulged in again. Her new home, I suspect, will have a bath the size of a lake, and when the house is ready to be moved into—which will likely be soon—bubbles will be splashing onto her newly waterproofed tile flooring. “I can see why you’re excited.”

      “After that, we’re finishing the kitchen. My oven is massive.” Her eyes grow larger, wider, and more animated. “Huge! And my fridge is built into the cabinetry, which means I won’t even see it.”

      “You’re so excited,” I chuckle. “When is it time to move in?”

      She shrugs and glances up to meet Spencer’s gaze. “Maybe another month?” Then she brings her eyes back to me. “A few weeks, if we’re lucky.”

      “And then we have a housewarming party and trash your new place?” I smile behind the lip of my coffee and watch Abby’s brows pinch together. “Tear up the new tiles, burn pizza in the oven till the bottom is charred and uncleanable?”

      “No,” she grumbles. “You’re not invited over. Ever.”

      “Liar.”

      “Such a lie,” she giggles. “You can visit all the time. Every single day. Every single breakfast.”

      “Once a week,” Spencer counters.

      “Every single night for dinner!” Abby continues.

      “One dinner a week,” Spence mutters. “Maybe one lunch, too, assuming I’m not there at the same time.”

      “Such a grump,” Abby snickers. “You’ll have keys and an unconditional invitation into my new home. And I’ll keep the guard dog at bay.”

      “Woof.” Spence actually lets out a low, rumbling bark, and ends it with biting my sister’s neck.

      “Alrighty.” Adequately disgusted, I push away from the counter and head into the living room. “Why are you here, Serrano?”

      “Wondering why the fuck you felt it prudent to take the A10 out last night, all to impress a pretty girl.”

      “Language,” Abby hisses.

      “What A10?” I drop onto my couch and relax back in the morning sun, my coffee mug steaming in one hand. “No clue what you’re talking about.”

      “Heh.” Spence only sits on the edge of the chaise and raises a scarred brow. “We all take it out, bro. But not once have you taken a girl for a joy flight. Did she know she was risking twenty-five to life in a federal penitentiary for knowing it exists?”

      “Yup. And me taking her out was personal.” I bring my coffee up and sip. “My reasons for doing any damned thing have absolutely nothing to do with you.” And Jen’s fear of flying is for her to discuss with my family. Not me. “You have a problem with it?”

      “Not particularly.” Serrano sits back on the chaise and pulls Abby into his lap. “We all have skin in that game now, and everyone knows what’ll happen if our pig is discovered. I’m not worried you’ll screw it up.”

      “We’re more concerned with your heart.” Abby’s eyes—one blue, one green—scour my face and search for the answers to whatever is pulsing in her mind. “You’re spending a lot of time with Jen, showing her family secrets Spencer didn’t even share with me for the longest time. Now you’re in your living room first thing on a Sunday morning.”

      “I live here.”

      “You’re not hungover. You’re not asleep on top of a naked somebody. And you’re completely rested. Which means last night was… ya know…” My sister actually blushes a furious red. “You slept alone.”

      “I—”

      “He didn’t sleep alone.” Jen steps into the living room in those boy leg panties and an oversized shirt—my shirt—to push her lie further home. “I’m still here.”

      “Oh!” Abby thrusts up from Spence’s lap and hurriedly fusses with her own shirt. “Oh my gosh. Jen, I’m so sorr—I—” She shoves strands of hair behind her ears. “We spoke about you behind your back, and—”

      “It’s fine.” Jen waves her off and drops down to sit on the couch beside me. Her legs are bare and far too long, so she looks like a grasshopper preparing to jump. She steals the coffee from my hands and tugs the shirt away from her skin so she can get comfortable. “I don’t care if people talk about me. It’s fine.”

      “You… You don’t care?” Tabby blusters. “How can you not care? I care.”

      Sleepy, Jen only shrugs and drops her cheek to my shoulder. “I don’t care all that much what people think of me. Not caring makes life less stressful.” Releasing a long yawn, Jen brings her drooping eyes to mine and smiles. “I’m the first woman you’ve ever taken flying? That’s so romantic.”

      I grin and steal my coffee back. “I have no clue what you’re talking about. And if the FBI knocks on our door, I expect you not to know either.”

      She brings a finger up and crosses her heart. “Secret’s safe with me. Also, I have a question,” she looks to Abby, then to Spencer, then back to me. “How? How are you and her related? I just…” She looks back to Abby. “I adore you, and so does my sister. But how the hell are you and Corey from the same womb?”

      “My parents bought me off the black market.” Abby lowers back to Spencer’s lap now that Jen is less interested in taking offense at being talked about, and more interested in biology. “That’s the only reasonable explanation for how we’re so different.”

      “Not true.” I bring the coffee to my lips and inhale the scent of caffeine. I’m relaxed as fuck, and I choose to believe it’s because of the coffee, and not the woman half-sitting on my lap. “Abby actually has the nastiest temper of all of us. She’s bitter and mean when she gets going, and though she’s the smallest of the Rosa siblings, she’d be the first to level a city to protect any of us.” I lean my head back against the cushion of the couch, but I turn it and meet Jen’s eyes. “She’s small and red, but she’s a Rosa through and through.”

      “Well,” Spencer clears his throat. “Technically speaking, she’s a Serrano now… through and thro—”

      I whip my head away from Jen and stop on my terminally ill brother-in-law. And by ‘terminally ill,’ I mean he’s gonna die at my hands in the next five minutes. “Don’t fuckin’ say it, Serrano.”

      “Language!” Abby growls. “Dang it, Corey. You have a guest, and you’re still going to cuss like that?”

      “She knows I cuss.” I glare into Spencer’s eyes. “You’re on thin ice.”

      Snickering, he only rubs his hand along Abby’s thigh. Too high. Too familiar. “Maybe that means it’s time for us to go.” Standing, the seven-foot-tall ex-military giant lifts my itty-bitty sister without effort, but because she’s shy, he places her back on her own two feet and crushes her in a hug. “Time to go home. It’s almost nine, anyway.”

      I stay put on the couch, but I let my eyes follow my sister and her man. “What’s at nine?”

      “Sex.” Spence jumps away like he knows I’m gonna fly up out of my seat and lay him out. Cackling, he drags Abby through the living room and out the front door. “Have fun, kids. No Hog today if you know what’s good for you.”

      “Mind your business. And leave my sister alone!”

      The door slams—emphasizing Spencer’s complete disregard for my orders—but their exit makes it possible for me to turn to Jen and study her sleepy face with a smile.

      “You slept in my bed.” I cut straight to the chase, and lean forward to press a kiss to her plump lips. We’re not together, we sure as shit aren’t having sex. But her lips, for right now, are mine to taste. “I’m starting to worry you’re unable to sleep alone.”

      “Why would that worry you?” She leans closer, so her bare thighs rest across mine and her hair tickles my shoulder where it dangles.

      “Because when you go home… tonight,” the realization that our time is so limited forces me to clench my teeth. “When you get back to your apartment tonight, alone, I’m kinda led to believe you’ll seek out another human pillow. Seems to me you prefer warm bodies over regular teddy bears.”

      “And that bothers you?”

      “More than I thought it would.” I let her hold the coffee to free up my hands, then I brush her hair away from her shoulder to clear up space for me. For my lips. For my teeth. “Can you stay longer? A week vacation to spend with your sister?” A lie, since I know for a damn fact I’ll force her to stay right here with me. On my couch. In my bed. In my life, secreted away from everyone else until we can work this chemistry out of our systems and go back to living normal, non-attached lives. “One week?”

      “I can’t.” She drops her head back and exposes her neck to me. “Dickie’s been riding me all weekend about Queen. I have to get back to the lab and clean up whatever this mess is.”

      “He hasn’t called you once today,” I smart. “Stay for five days?”

      She snorts and brings her hand to the back of my head. She twines her fingers in my hair and tugs with just enough strength to make me clamp my teeth onto her skin. “I have to fly out at four this afternoon. No exceptions.”

      “Three days?”

      “Seven hours,” she breathes. Her pulse throbs against her neck and touches my lips. “And that has to include a visit with Tabby.”

      “What if I come to where you are?”

      We both freeze at that; me, because I had no clue such a suggestion was in my head, and her… probably for the same reason.

      “What?” Jen pulls back and meets my eyes. Hers are wide and questioning, and her breath is racing, hitting my lips with every exhalation.

      “I mean…” Nerves swarm my veins in a way I’m not sure I’ve ever felt before. “You can’t stay here, but maybe… I dunno. Maybe I can drop in and visit you.”

      “But why?” she whispers. “We already decided…” She swallows and groans when my hand inches further along her thigh. “Same family tree.”

      I lift my hand so it hovers in the air above her leg. She’s saying no, and I’m pushing it despite her clear boundaries. “Okay.” Swallowing, I nod and lift my hand further away until her posture visibly relaxes. “I hear you.”

      “I don’t want to complicate our family,” she whimpers. Warmth stains her cheeks, and her pulse continues to race.

      She wants me just as I want her, but she overthinks things. She overanalyzes every single detail about her life, and unfortunately for me, she’s had a year in her city to overthink me. We’d already met, we’d already started our dance of touching and tasting, but then she went home, I stayed here, and that distance, my absence, allowed her an entire year of picking apart every tiny detail of what she and I can and cannot be.

      She’s already decided. And there’s not much I can do about it.

      “Breakfast?” I ask instead. I flop back on the couch to give myself space to breathe, to get her seductive scent out of my lungs and let common sense flood back into my brain. “Are you hungry?”

      “I could eat,” she murmurs. “I’m kinda craving scrambled eggs.”

      “Alright.” Scrubbing my hands over my face, I draw a deep breath, then I exhale and ready myself to walk away from this couch. Away from this beautiful, half-naked woman who chose, for the second night in a row, to sleep on top of me instead of alone. “Let’s go to the diner.”

      I push up to stand, and groan at my cock pulsing and pushing against my shorts to demand attention. There’s not a hell of a lot I can do about it, except demand we leave this house before my willpower crumbles.

      “What diner do you mean?”

      “Middle of town. Lots of witnesses and less chance of me fucking you on the dining table.”

      I reach out and take Jen’s hand when she offers it. Pulling her to her feet, I sigh as we crash together and her chest slams against mine. Her breath tastes like coffee and sin, and her eyes dance the way I imagine they would in bed, when I’m gliding over her and waiting for her to find her peak.

      And that thought does nothing except hurt me, as my cock grows heavier. Fuller.

      “Showers first?” I prompt.

      Silently, she nibbles on her bottom lip and draws my eyes down.

      “I’ll use the main,” I rasp. “You can use the guest bathroom.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay.”

      I snag her coffee cup in my left hand, hold her hand in my right, then I lead us through the kitchen and into the hall.

      “You’re in here.” I shove her into the guest bathroom. Rougher than I intend, but I’m reaching the end of my rope, and my resolve is decaying faster than a castle in the sand. “I’ll be out in ten,” I call out as I cross the threshold of my bedroom.

      Jen’s perfect scent is all over my bed, throughout my sheets, and in the air I breathe.

      Moving into the adjoined bathroom, I smack the tap on and start stripping down. I need boiling water to peel my skin back and make me feel anything other than sexual desire. Then I need icy cold to wash away whatever dregs remain after the fire.
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SOMETIMES, TIMING IS EVERYTHING

        

      

    

    
      I’m in and out of the shower in under two minutes. Quick dry, wrap my hair up in a fluffy blue towel, and then I step into fresh panties and clothes that do not include Corey Rosa’s shirt.

      My body thrums with need, my nerves so tightly wound, I fear I’m about to snap.

      Tiptoeing into the hall in clean cutoff shorts and an oversized shirt that has the sleeve dropping off my shoulder and exposing my skin, I pull the towel from my hair and gently rub it along the ends to catch the remaining drops of water as I move into Corey’s bedroom. His shower water continues to run, and steam billows through the open doorway until I worry his fire alarms might sound.

      I deposit the wet towel on the end of Corey’s bed and fight against my every instinct when it says to go in search of the man who makes my blood run faster.

      Do not go near him. Do not, under any circumstances, enter that bathroom.

      But I ignore good sense and step from carpet to tile, and after only a moment, I find him through the steam. A glass screen separates us, but the glass isn’t see-through. It’s more of a foggy sheen, so I see his shape. His size. I see him leaning under the overhead spray so water sluices over his shoulders and back, his left arm on the wall in front of him, and his right hand… down there.

      “God.” I let out an involuntary sigh the moment my brain understands what he’s doing. The pleasure he brings himself. The groan he releases that sizzles in my core and sends want flooding my fresh panties.

      He masturbates in the relative quiet, the roar of the shower drowning out a lot of his sounds, but what isn’t lost in the water and steam hits my ears with enough ferocity that my hand comes down to press to my belly. If I allow it to go lower, I’ll end up doing what he’s doing, and the moment I do, I’ll have lost this odd war against sleeping with a Rosa brother.

      Really, the war is against myself and my crazy imagination, but it’s a line I’ve drawn, and the thought of giving in to such simple pleasures and allowing a night of sex to ruin the friendship I’ve created with the second oldest Rosa is enough to make me stop in my tracks. I want him more than I want food or water or air, but strangely, I want his friendship and affections in the future more than I want to get laid in the present, and I just know that if we give in to this temporary heat, we’ll ruin whatever bond we could have enjoyed in the future as family… platonic family.

      But watching him touch himself… that surely falls into a fuzzy gray area of whatever it is we have. I doubt with my whole heart and soul he’ll be mad to find I’ve watched. And watching, to me, won’t violate the line I’ve drawn in the sand regarding sleeping with him.

      So I do what any hot-blooded, horny, and healthy woman would do when faced with such a sight: I press my back to the wall and slowly, silently, slide down until my butt touches the floor, and I keep my eyes locked on the mountain of muscle and strength behind the flimsy screen of glass.

      I’m treated to a view of his shoulders, broad and pumping, and further down, his hand wrapped around his cock. The glass makes it so I only see shapes, I see his skin color—darker than mine—and his impressive strength—far superior to mine. I see his heavy hand, fisted around his cock, and his chest lifting and falling, his back following the same rhythm, until he’s completely and utterly consumed by what he’s doing, and blind to me, his sneaky voyeur.

      My fingers itch to lower my shorts and do the same for myself. My core clenches with every outward stroke he gives, and when he groans, my throat closes up and threatens to choke me—which, I’m guilty to admit, only brings me more pleasure. I could slide my hand into my panties in silence. I could do it without him noticing my presence, and take away the sting of wanting him without breaking the rules I’ve set out for myself. I would only be muddying the waters.

      And maybe, I try to convince myself, I can live with those muddied waters if it means satiating the wild beat in my panties.

      Watching him, listening to him, brings me to a point of desperation that has my breath racing and my heart pounding in my chest.

      I clamp my hands together, rest them on my belly, and forbid myself from touching. We’re already a short step away from finishing off what I’ve started, and I can’t… I won’t… I refuse to let the resolve I’ve displayed so far become a waste.

      “Jen?” Corey’s breathy pant hits me with a smack that snaps me back to the here and now, to the cold hard floor beneath my ass, and better yet, to the man who watches me with such intensity in his dark green eyes that my stomach jumps.

      Water drips along his chest and over his sculpted abs. He’s not built the way a sporty man might be, with the narrow hips and deep V that leads toward his crotch. Corey is broader, thicker around his midsection, and scarred. So many scars are highlighted by the sluicing water.

      My eyes follow the shower stream down to his throbbing cock, purple, engorged, needy, and pointing straight in my direction. His hands flex and his muscular thighs twitch as his gaze drops to my panting breath, my heaving chest, until the hunger in his gaze draws me closer and closer to the limit of what I can experience before I simply start touching to bring myself a little relief.

      “What are you doing?” he asks, his voice low and pained.

      Droplets of water rest on his bottom lip. His eyes search my face, they lower to my exposed legs, bent, and my bare feet, pointed and at war with the want coursing through my blood. He exposes me with his wandering gaze, but without fail, his eyes come back to mine.

      He needs a connection just as I do.

      The shower continues to pulse behind him, the steam wafting along the ceiling and into the bedroom over my shoulder. Swallowing the nerves in my throat, I lick my dry lips and meet his beautiful green eyes. “I didn’t mean to intrude. I heard the shower still running, so I came to check.”

      “You knew I was in here,” he rumbles. “You came in here knowing I was still showering.”

      “Y-yes. I came in here knowing you’d still be in the shower.”

      “And you found me thinking of you.”

      My breath catches at his words. I mean, it’s not a stretch of the imagination that he was thinking of me while touching himself, but for him to admit it so easily, so freely, mid-act and still naked, makes my heart squeeze.

      I allow my eyes to study his impressive form, most of which is now available to my eyes and not hidden behind the glass screen.

      “You wanted me to catch you,” he says. “You wanted me to know you were watching.”

      “You left the door open,” I counter desperately. “You wanted to be seen.”

      “You want to join me in here. I can see it in your eyes.”

      I consider him for a moment. I consider our predicament, and how close I am to winning and losing everything at once. But admitting it changes nothing; we’re both painfully aware our attraction and desire is mutual.

      So I nod. “Yes. I want to join you in there.”

      He takes a step back and offers a hand, completely unashamed he’s naked and I’m not. If he’s self-conscious about his body, he doesn’t show it. He only offers that hand and waits while I remain seated on my side of the bathroom. “Come on over,” he rasps. “There’s plenty of room in here for you.”

      “I know that.” My voice is barely more than a scratchy murmur. “Just as I know I’m the only person stopping us from doing something we really shouldn’t. My willpower is the only thing standing between me and you and sex.”

      “I know,” he parrots with a smile. “I know exactly who’s stopping us, and I’m trying to talk you around to allowing us the one thing we both truly want.” Dropping his hand, he wraps it around his shaft again and squeezes until we groan in unison.

      His pleasure brings me pleasure, and my want only makes him more inclined to tempt me.

      “What if we do this, but we make a deal?” He slides his hand along his cock and steals the moisture from my throat. From my tongue and lips. “A once-in-a-lifetime, never to be repeated, no do-overs, free trial? No matter what happens, it’s once only. No feelings, no emotions, and no seconds.”

      “That’s such a guy thing to suggest,” I snigger. But I push to stand, slowly, carefully, so the blood missing from my brain—because it’s stuck in my panties—doesn’t send me pitching back to the floor. “You just want a hole to fuck. Doesn’t matter who she is.”

      “Not true.” He stands taller as I straighten out. His chest broadens, and when I’m on the same level, his heart thunders in his throat; I can see it. I can feel it. “I want your hole to fuck. I want you. I’ve wanted only you since the moment we met, and I know damn well you want me too. I know you taste good, Jen, and I know you’re dying to taste me in return.”

      His eyes drop to my tongue as it comes out to moisten my lips. But my eyes go to his pulsing erection and the hand that wraps tight around it.

      “It would be a lie if I said I never thought about it,” I whimper.

      “What do you want from me?” Pausing his hand, Corey’s eyes plead with mine. “You know I want you, but I heard you when you said no. I walked away and came in here to get rid of this hunger. I listened to you, no hard feelings, and no guilt-trip bullshit. But then you followed me in here anyway.”

      “I…” Shame washes through my stomach and douses the need in my gut. “I didn’t want to stay away.”

      “I don’t want you to stay away either! But I’m barely hanging on over here. Barely clinging to my sanity. You want me, I want you. You say no, so I walk, and now I’m three strokes away from completion, and you’re standing right there, trembling for me. Your nipples are hard, Jen, and I know your pussy is wet. So what the hell am I supposed to do that doesn’t damage us?”

      “You could finish.” My voice shakes as I take a step away and once more press my back against the wall. The tiles are cold, but the steam billowing above is enough to make me sweat. “I could watch, and we can pretend this doesn’t already violate the not making things weird rules I set down.”

      “You could…” His voice breaks as he desperately searches my gaze. “You won’t fuck me, because we don’t want our future ten-year-old niece or nephew to be confused about our relationship. But watching me pull my dick while thinking of you is okay?”

      I realize how ridiculous that sounds, but still, I nod and unsnap the button on my shorts. “You stay over there. I’ll stay over here.”

      “Fuckkkkk.” Corey presses a hand to the glass screen and uses it to brace himself. He’s weak with want, begging for relief, and all I can offer him is his own hand. “I’m already so close, Jen. Come closer, and I’ll finish just as soon as I get a smell of you.”

      “I’m not coming closer,” I snicker and slip my hand into my panties, only to whimper when the tips of my fingers touch my already throbbing clit. “But I am gonna come as quickly as you. You’ve had me on the edge since I saw you in the airport.”

      Knowing he’s not getting his way, Corey tightens his grip around his cock. His entire frame shudders from desperation and pleasure. His muscled and inked thighs steal my gaze away from his dick for only a moment, as the exquisite detail drawn onto his taut skin begs for me to study, to catalog, and perhaps later, to taste and trace with my tongue. The ink stretches along his hipbones and onto the lower part of his stomach, then around to his left side, along his ribs as a type of track that demands attention from the starting line to the end.

      But as I knew would happen, his hand gliding along his shaft and squeezing until the tip burns a deep red snags my attention back. In response, I wrestle with the tight denim of my shorts, and when I can, I slide my finger deep inside my pussy and zap my body of whatever strength I might have had to remain standing.

      I slide down the wall and hit the tile floor with a thud, but my legs drop open, and Corey’s hungry eyes follow until the breath in my lungs ceases to exist. I’m basically laid out for him, begging him to come closer, and he’s naked and dying to use me up.

      “I need to know what you want from me,” he whispers. “I need you to tell me straight up, because I’m ready to explode, and you’re looking really fuckin’ tasty over there.”

      “No sex,” I whimper. Gliding my fingers inside my pussy, I match the tempo of Corey’s hand. “But I’ll come when you do. Tell me when you’re ready.”

      “I’m already there,” he grunts. “Waiting for you.”

      “Okay.” I draw a deep breath and lay my head back. I close my eyes, but only manage it for a second before Corey’s presence, his body, his warmth, is close enough I can feel him.

      My eyes snap open, and my heart skitters in fear when I find his face a mere two inches from mine. He doesn’t touch me, as promised. He doesn’t even drip water onto my shirt. But the heat emanating from his body is enough that I feel it, and the fire in his eyes is enough to make my stomach jump.

      “Eyes open,” he commands. He kneels between my legs, one knee on the hard floor, and the other at a ninety-degree angle, a brace for his elbow. His right hand remains wrapped around his dick, and when our eyes linger, he starts stroking again. “Don’t close your eyes. If I can’t have you, then I want your eyes while you’re thinking of me.”

      My throat is dry, and my stomach cartwheels with every stroke Corey makes. His eyes drop to my hand, to my jean shorts covering his view, but my racing breath and the soft mewling escaping my mouth means he doesn’t have to see my pussy when he’s close enough to hear my panting breath and smell my desire.

      “Pull your shirt up?” He looks down at my belly, but still he doesn’t touch. He follows my request to the letter—no touching—but that doesn’t stop him from making demands. “I wanna come on you.”

      I can barely gather enough brain cells to say no. So I hurriedly pull my shirt up and expose my stomach. “Fuck, Corey.”

      “Someday,” he rasps, his voice gravelly and dry. “Someday, I’ll get to fuck you. It won’t be today, and it might not be this month, or this year. But I swear to you,” he bites out a groan that almost undoes me. “I swear to you, we’ll get there eventually. When you’re ready, you only have to call, and I’ll be there.”

      “It’s not good for me to know that.” I sigh when my first peak comes. When I step over the ledge and slide into the perfect abyss of pleasure. “If I know you’ll come running, I’ll never be able to find the husband I’m bringing to the family reunion.”

      He coughs out a gentle laugh, but that turns to a whimper as a hot stream of cum lashes across my stomach. “Fuck,” he groans. “Jen…”

      “I don’t want to be stuck on you.” I continue to bring myself to the tip of pleasure, then I step off the ledge, over and over again, as I soak through my panties and the denim beneath. “I don’t want to go home wanting you.”

      “Well, I’m gonna keep wanting you.”

      Breaking the no touch rules, Corey surges forward and slams his lips to mine while his cum continues to slice across my stomach. Hot slashes, fiery passion, and his tongue that intoxicates me to the point of dizziness.

      He brings himself to completion until we can’t go another second without breathing, then Corey breaks our kiss with a gasp. He rests his forehead on mine and searches for breath until it races over my chin.

      “Dammit,” I whisper. A whisper, because I can’t be entirely confident in my anger. “You weren’t supposed to make it so personal.”

      Shaken, he looks down between us; at my stomach, at my hand wedged between the denim and my body. “You followed me in here,” he pants. “You wanted to watch me do a personal thing, and then you started touching yourself. You changed the dynamics, Nerd. Not me.”

      “I’m really mad about it.” And yet, I grin from the euphoria pulsing through my blood. “I’m so friggin’ pissed about this.”

      He snorts and pulls back with blinding speed, only to pop to his feet and drag me up beside him.

      “Wha—”

      “I’m starving.”

      Despite his words, he fists my shirt and pulls it up over my head. He works so fast, my hand tangles in the fabric, and my arm snaps back until I grunt. Unapologetic, he only laughs and unravels me.

      “To go out into public for food means we need to shower and look respectable. Everyone is already whispering about us. We shouldn’t make things too easy for them.”

      Naked as the day he was born, Corey grabs the sides of my shorts and yanks them down to reveal my soaked panties. He lowers to one knee to help me out of them, but when I lift one foot free, then the other, and step back to flat feet, he moves forward instead of back, and buries his nose between my thighs.

      “Oh god.” My knees go weak, and my hands drop to his hair, because if I let go, I might topple over.

      Corey takes a whiff long enough to make my stomach swirl and a fresh new wave of pleasure coat my panties. He doesn’t taste. Doesn’t touch, except for where his nose makes contact. Then when he’s done, he pulls away with a goofy grin that infuriates me, because he’s so damn endearing while being crude and complicating everything.

      “That wasn’t fair,” I pant. I pant! “That broke the rules.”

      “Fuckin’ rules,” he scoffs. “Come on.” He pushes back to his feet and unsnaps my bra with an annoyingly talented flick of his fingers. “No sex. No confusing little kids. Just a shower.” He tugs me into the steaming water and sniggers when I have to lower my panties and leave them in a wet pile on the tile floor. “I’m probably gonna keep those when you’re gone. Don’t pick ‘em up on your way out.”

      “Brute.”

      I reach out for the pump soap and take my second shower of the morning. The fact Corey’s hands rest on my hips, and his cock presses to my ass, means absolutely nothing. For now, I choose to believe that the fact we haven’t had sex means we haven’t complicated our lives or created a bond that may become an issue as time goes on and our families continue to intertwine.

      When I go home today, we’ll say goodbye at the airport, and everything will be fine. When I disappear for months, buried in my work and with no time to return calls, everything will go back to normal. And when I come back for my niece or nephew’s birth in nine months, everything will be okay.

      Tension-free.

      Absolutely frickin’ jolly and fine.

      Yep. I’m confident we haven’t complicated things already.
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      Just as promised, Jen and I spend our day together in complete platonic bliss—well… assuming ‘platonic’ means I make out with her every chance I get, I hold her hand everywhere we go, and when she’s feeling weak, I get to touch her ass.

      Ya know, except around the family.

      There, I keep my hands and tongue to myself, and when I feel my resolve slipping, I make my way to the opposite side of whatever room we’re in, and if I have to, I sit on my hands. It’s not like everyone is blind to the chemistry floating between me and the older Lawrence, but we respect our families enough to keep it together and not make future family reunions sticky.

      Well, hell, maybe Jen’s neurotic overthinking is valid in this case.

      Together, we get a meal at the diner, and soon after that, we visit with Tabby and Beck to check in with the newlyweds and witness their bliss. It’s a full family lunch where the women talk babies, and the guys talk women. We stay for lunch, and though we’re here specifically to see our families—Jen is especially in town to see her sister—I still find our eyes straying away from the conversation, away from the ingredients the women prepared and set on the table, and the plates the rest of us were served, with orders to construct our own burritos.

      Jen can maintain a conversation, answer questions, and toss barbs at anyone who dares slight her, but all the while, she eats her food and studies me across the table. And I do the same. Her long lashes, natural and alluring enough to make my skin tingle as she blinks. Her rosy-red cheeks and stained red lips, a siren to me.

      Fuck me, and fuck her, but her existence alone has already made our families complicated.

      Around two o’clock, we excuse ourselves from the house, and on the way out, the Lawrence sisters say their teary goodbyes. Then Jen and I get back in my truck, and we drive.

      And drive.

      And drive.

      “We’re going to the airport already?” Her bag is in the back of the truck, and in the cab, she wears shorts like the pair I already peeled off her once today. Her legs are bare, her shirt tight enough I can count ribs. And if I’m not mistaken, I’m pretty damn certain she’s without panties.

      But the temptation to look breaks the weird wall of rules Jen has erected, so I clamp my hands around the steering wheel and refuse to touch. “Just driving,” I finally answer. “We have nowhere else to be.”

      “So you’ll drop me off early and walk away?”

      I study her in the afternoon sun and pause on her seductive eyes. Her pouty bottom lip, and then the pulsing beat of her heart in her throat. “I didn’t wanna share you,” I finally admit. “And sitting at the house watching TV would’ve been a waste. So we drive.”

      Considering my answer, Jen swallows and brings her tongue out to wet her lips. The windows are open, which means the wind whips her hair around and forces her to constantly reach up and tuck the long strands behind her ear.

      “Here.” I take my own hat, my special cap I keep in the truck purely for driving, and settling it on her head, I wink when her eyes sparkle with something entirely too complicated for us to discuss. “Keep it for now, and bring it back to me next time you visit.”

      “Really?” She pulls it off for a second, but only to adjust the clip at the back and make it smaller. Sliding it back on, she sends my heart spinning out of control as her long, blonde hair dangles beneath the dark blue fabric, and below the bill, her eyes glitter with a million secrets that’ll muddy everything we’ve tried to keep simple. “Thank you,” she whispers. “I’ll keep it safe.”

      “I expect you to bring it back to me. And don’t make it a year before I see you again.”

      Moisture makes her eyes dance and brings a deep ache to my heart. She’s not crying, but she’s damn close. “I live a busy life,” she hedges. “I don’t know when I’ll get back.”

      “So maybe give me your number.”

      I flex my hands around the steering wheel as we get closer to the city an hour away from home. To the airport that will take her home. And when I walk out again, I’ll drive away and try to forget that she makes me hunger in a way no woman ever has. It’s not even a sexual hunger—I mean, sure, that’s there too. But there’s more. There’s a greed I feel without remorse, an appetite for her snarky attitude, her brilliant mind, her inability to sleep alone at night.

      That final thought makes my stomach ache.

      “You gonna be okay when you get home?” I turn and meet her eyes. “Who will you hug at night?”

      She bursts out in pathetic laughter and brings a finger up to swipe beneath her eye. “Someone must’ve mowed their lawn or something.” She looks out the windows and studies… road. No grass. “Allergies,” she sniffles. “Stupid things make me look so stupid.”

      “Who will you hug at night?” I repeat. I reach across and grab her jaw. I could keep my hands to myself. Or take her hand. I could be a little less demanding, and I sure as hell could choose not to manhandle her. But that’s not what I do. I grip her face and feel mildly guilty when my fingers and thumb squeeze her cheeks. “Who will you hug at night?”

      “I don’t know.” Her words slur because of my fingers. “Probably my pillow.”

      “Another man?” I have no right to demand. No right to complicate this family tree. “Do you have a bunch of ‘em on call?”

      Jen goes to shake her head, but as though the universe enjoys hurting us, her phone rings, and her eyes drop to the device in her lap.

      Bingham is the name on the screen. A weird-ass name, but a dude’s name, nonetheless.

      Instead of taking the call, Jen silences it and pushes my hand away from her face. “Watch the road. I don’t wanna crash.”

      I sit back in my seat and open my legs wide. My body is ready to jump up and fight. My legs ache to move, and my fists beg to swing. But I have nowhere to go, and no one to hurt. “Who was that?”

      “He was nobod—”

      My jaw snaps tight with repressed rage. “Who was it?”

      “A colleague,” Jen scowls. “Actually, he works for a competing lab. He’s been trying to recruit me for the last year, and he knew I’d be flying home today, so I guess he thinks he can continue his crusade, now that I’m back.”

      “On a Sunday?” I hit the city limits but turn before we enter dense traffic. An offramp leads us to the west, toward the airport. “Headhunter for chemists is making calls on Sundays?”

      “No, he’s…” She swallows and sends her throat bobbing. “He and I have been friendly in the past. His calls are centered around recruiting me, but there’s a certain element of informality there that means business hours are hardly a boundary he respects.”

      “You ever sleep with him?”

      “Corey!” Jen mashes her thumb against the screen when it rings a second time—Bingham again—and sets the device on silent. Shoving it into her purse, she folds her arms and glares at me from the corner of her eyes. “You’re already making this weird.”

      “Not weird. I’m just asking a question.”

      “You and I didn’t even sleep together, and you’re already making things difficult!” She grabs the cap off her head and tosses it into my lap. “This is exactly why I said no in the first damn place.”

      “I’m not making it weird! I’m just asking about your life. I’m taking an interest in my friend’s world.” I pick the hat up and change the sizing again so it fits my head. Bringing it down to shadow my eyes, I go back to squeezing the steering wheel and smothering my irrational anger.

      Pissing her off now is the absolute worst thing I can do. To put her on a plane and send her home while mad at me, to send her back to her world after an amazing forty hours together, is plain stupid.

      “I’m sorry if my question was snappy.” I turn to her and fake a smile. “I’m not complicating things, I swear.”

      Twenty minutes after hitting the offramp, we pull up at the airport. I slide out of the truck and go to the back to collect her bag, the bedazzling garish enough to draw every eye that passes us.

      I leave my bad attitude and shitty words back on the freeway, and taking Jen’s hand when she meets me at the back with her purse slung over her shoulder, I bring our joined hands up and press a kiss to her wrist. “We made good time. Not too early.”

      “Because you made a one-hour road trip take nearly two and a half.” But she smiles. And when I pull her closer, she steps under my arm and wraps herself around me. “Are we still being weird, or are you good now?”

      “I’m good now.” I flash a wolfish grin and pull her in for a fast, loud kiss on her temple. “How long is your flight?”

      “Ugh.” And that one word, that single thought, makes her entire body turn tense. “I forgot I was flying today. I got so distracted by you being a weirdo that I forgot the bit about my phobia.”

      “You flew a plane last night,” I remind her.

      We step inside the massive airport and glance up in search of her airline. When I find which queue she needs to join, I pull her to a stop in the middle of a bustling walkway and set her bag to the side. My hat shields me from the overhead fluorescent lights, but leaves me a perfect view of Jen’s eyes. Her lips. Her quivering jaw.

      “You don’t have to be afraid of flying anymore. You flew your own plane and did fantastic.”

      “And if I can fly a plane safely,” her voice crackles with emotion, “then surely the pilots can do it.”

      “Exactly.”

      I glance around us as people pass. As pilots move around with starched uniforms and jumbo coffees. As passengers run from line to line and panic about missing a flight that likely won’t leave for a few more hours.

      When an air hostess in a tiny skirt and high heels passes us with a marker and clipboard in her hands, I reach out to get her attention. “Excuse me? Can I have your marker?”

      Her eyes widen with surprise, then they do the up-down study that women sometimes do.

      In another world, another time, I might be interested in the leggy brunette. But not this time, not this world.

      The woman glances to Jen, to the lifted brow and the dare that she makes a wrong move, then she pulls herself together and hands over the marker before she loses an arm.

      “What are you—” Jen starts.

      “Shh.” I tug my hat off my head and flip it over to reveal the underside. Pulling the marker cap off with my teeth, I go to work in silence and write my cell number under the bill—and because I’m feeling complicated, I add a cutesy little heart at the end before I re-cap the marker.

      Smiling, I flip the hat over once more and plop it on Jen’s head. “You can keep the hat, and now you have my number.” I duck lower and press a close-mouthed kiss to her lips. “If you need anything, any time, no matter what…”

      “I know who to call.” With shaking hands, she reaches up to fix the hat. “What if I just want someone to talk to because I’m lonely? That’ll complicate us.”

      “Call me anyway.” I pull back, pocket the marker, and take her hands. “If you’re lonely, or if you want to video call me and have someone to watch weird true crime shows with.”

      “Not weird,” she pouts. “Not even a little bit.”

      “If you do something illegal, call me, because there ain’t much I can’t do for you, even from afar. If you wanna touch yourself, but you want an audience…”

      She snorts out a pathetic laugh. “I’ll call you.”

      “Definitely call me. And maybe…” I hedge. “When you get answers about this drug craziness, call me then, too. Because I wanna know how it works out for you.”

      “You don’t wanna wait for the family Christmas card update?”

      I snicker and lean in closer. Knocking her new hat up, I press my forehead to hers. I need to breathe her in. Inhale her down to my toes and squirrel away every single morsel I can before she’s gone. “Don’t make me wait like the rest of the family. We’re more than that.”

      “And there you go,” she whispers. “Complicating things.”

      “I came on your stomach this morning, and we’ve slept together for the last two nights. I walked you down the aisle yesterday, and we did illegal shit during date night last night. All that, and we haven’t actually slept together yet.” I press a kiss to her lips and swallow down her sad sigh. “We’re already more complicated than any other relationship I’ve ever had in my life. Complicated is who we are, but that doesn’t mean I’m gonna forget you exist now because you’re walking away.”

      “Ugh.” Rolling her eyes high, Jen steps forward and crushes her face against my neck. “This is how Beckett did it.”

      A long, slow smile creeps over my face as I wrap her up and hold her close. “What?”

      “He’s annoying as hell,” she grumbles. “But he’s got that Rosa charm. This is how he convinced my strait-laced sister to stay in that tiny town instead of coming home to me.”

      “Well…” I grin at her disdain for the man she adores. “Maybe she’s finally, truly home now.” I bend my neck and press a kiss to the top of Jen’s head. “Maybe your city used to be Tabby’s home, but now, her new home is where her heart is, and no matter how cliché it sounds, her heart is wherever Beck is.”

      “Cliché as hell.” But she sniffles and squeezes me tighter. “But so effing wholesome too.”

      “You don’t have to worry about Tabby, okay?” I press one last kiss to her forehead before pulling back and meeting her eyes. “You’re the big sister, the protector, the one with the machete when shit gets crazy. But Tabby is safe with us.”

      Tears well up in Jen’s eyes. They’re so sweet, so wholesome, they make my heart stumble. “I know.”

      “And there’ll always be someone here waiting for you.” I slide my thumb beneath her eye and collect a single fallen tear. “I’ll always have room in my bed for you, room on my couch for you, and no matter what, for the rest of time, if you call, I’ll answer.”

      “So frickin’ sweet,” she grumbles. “Goddammit.”

      I chuckle and pull her in for another crushing hug. “Don’t make me wait a whole year before I see your face again.”

      “Okay.” She wipes her tears on my shirt and acts like she’s not way more invested in this complication than she says she is.

      She was so insistent on not making things weird between us, so insistent on being the cool, collected, unflappable Jennifer, but just a hair beneath that outer shell is a heart so big and beautiful, she has no hope of not making things messy.

      Which I suppose is why she put up that boundary in the first place.

      “Okay. I have to go.” Hurriedly, Jen wipes her face and runs a hand beneath her nose. Pulling away, she sniffles and pats my chest, a type of farewell she can perform and pretend she’s not falling apart. “I definitely have to go.”

      “Yeah.” I take a step back and force that space before we find ourselves unable to walk away. Unable to detangle from each other and move in opposite directions. “Safe travels, Nerd. You have my number, but I don’t have yours. So you have to make the first move.”

      “Okay, Popeye.” She fixes her new hat low over her eyes and sniffles a little more. “I’ll call you as soon as I can.”

      “Don’t forget.”

      I want to step forward. I want to grab on and not let her go. My instincts scream at me to bundle her up and not let her walk away, but common sense says that she and I are two very grown, very independent people, and neither one of us are truly in a place where we can submit to the other and give up the world we know.

      I don’t know every single person and every single workplace in my small town, but I’m pretty damn certain there are no cancer research labs for Jen to work her magic in, and though I could easily find busy-work in Jen’s city, I’m not sure I want to leave the setup I have—my brothers and sisters, Soph and Griff and Spencer and the rest of Checkmate—all for the sake of becoming a bouncer at a club while I wait for Jen to finish work. That’s not who I am, and it’s not who she is either.

      So we’re at an impasse. We can’t move forward, and we’ve come too far to go back.

      “I’m gonna go.” Why the fuck am I emotional? Why does this feel… painful? Lifting a hand, I give the beautiful Lawrence an odd wave that makes her smile, but then I turn away and walk, because if I don’t, I might complicate things a hell of a lot more and demand she stay forever.

      I pass the beautiful air hostess, who was perhaps waiting for me, then I shove through the glass doors of the airport and step into the late afternoon sun as it beats down low and shines straight into my eyes.

      Digging my hands into my pockets, I find the marker I still have, so as I pass a trashcan, I drop it in and then reach up, forgetting for a moment I no longer have my hat, and try to straighten it.

      “Fuck her,” I mumble to myself. “It’s not a big fuckin’ deal, Rosa. We’ve done this before.”

      I cross the pedestrian walk and move into the parking lot where I left my truck, while at my back, planes soar into the sky. I know none of them will be Jen’s; she’s still forty-five minutes away from taking off. But the symbolism is there. The leaving planes, and the fact she’ll soon be on one.

      Beeping my truck open, I swing my door wide and slide in with a huff of impatience, then I slam it shut and pretend, if only for my sanity, that my eyes aren’t itchy as fuck.

      “Stupid fucking allergies.” I search desperately for a field of grass that may have been mowed recently.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, an insistent buzz-buzz-bzzzzzzz that has me blindly reaching for the device. Hitting accept on the unknown number, I bring my phone to my ear.

      “Jen?”

      “Aww man, how’d you know it was me?”

      I release a gust of air and anxiety, and reach up to run a hand through my hair. “Lucky guess. Fuck, it’s good to hear your voice.”

      “Walk with me?” Her voice is shaky. “Stay in my ear and come all the way to the plane with me?”

      “Yeah.” I breathe out a relieved sigh and drop my head back against my seat. “I wasn’t ready to let go, anyway.”

      “Neither was I. Hello there,” her voice changes, turns cheerier. “Here’s my ticket.”
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SAYING GOODBYE IS THE FUCKIN’ PITS

        

      

    

    
      “Rosa?” Sophia Solomon’s sex kitten voice purrs in my ear. But I’m not the only one who hears her; Jay Bishop works on my left, and Spencer is on my right. Together, the three of us lay in the grass atop a weed-covered hill about two hundred klicks east of home. “You got him?”

      “Yeah, we see him.” I lay in the cold, in the evening air, bundled in a ghillie suit made specially for guys like me trying to hide in overgrown grass and not get my ass shot. “We have four hostiles, plus Noxi and his driver.”

      “And another car approaching from the northeast,” Spencer murmurs. “That must be Dickson.”

      “Stupid name,” Jay sniggers. “Or cool name, depending on—”

      “Focus,” Sophia snarls, pulling her man up short and putting him in his place via earpiece. “Those dudes down there might look short and fat, and have stupid names, but they’re responsible for a fuck-ton of dead bodies between them, and Noxi runs a cartel that brings in more pills than any other in the country. So how’s about you get your heads on straight and do the fuckin’ job? Or go home, and I’ll find someone else who can do it properly.”

      “They’re making the handoff,” Spencer murmurs, despite Soph and Jay’s marital bliss. “Noxi to one of the stooges.”

      “The stooge’ll pass off to Dickson, and Dickson will hand over something in return. It’s that thing we want.”

      “And what’s the thing?” I reposition myself in the grass and refocus on the scope of my bolt action TAC-50.

      It would seem precision and shooting are skills that flow through the Rosa family genes—even Abby is a hell of a shot—but just because I’m decent at something doesn’t mean I enjoy it. I lay in the grass with my McMillan pressed close the way, I suppose, I might hold a woman, but I take no pleasure in holding the cold steel against my skin. I don’t enjoy watching my targets through the scope as I wait for them to make a handoff that’ll, at best, end with them taking a bullet in the leg.

      At worst, they’ll earn a bullet through the eye socket and their lights permanently shut out. And I can’t say I enjoy delivering that particular shot.

      I especially don’t fucking like how my phone is always silent these days. An ominous nothingness that leaves my palms moist, and with every day that passes, a cold sweat running along my spine.

      It’s been a week since Jen walked onto a passenger jet with me in her ear and a soft laugh on her voice. A week since she sat down in economy-class—next to a guy, I remember. Jen’s ‘Oops, sorry, excuse me’ as she climbed past him and into her seat by the window. It’s been a week since she continued to talk to me even as he tried to talk to her, undeterred by the obvious signs she’s on the phone and unwilling to converse. It’s been seven days since I heard her ask the flight attendant for a glass of booze, and once she got it, her rebuffs to the guy who clearly wanted her attention growing weaker with every sip.

      It’s been a week since we last spoke more than a few words at a time, and though I got a text from Jen only this morning, it was a simple ‘yeah,’ twelve hours after I asked her if she’d had a good day at work.

      She’s back in her world now, busy at the lab, with Dickie, with Bingham too, probably. Busy with her amazing career and her quest to cure cancer, no matter how impossible that sounds.

      She’s done nothing wrong, technically, so my bad mood is all my own doing and nothing to do with her. She’s replied to texts—albeit slowly—so I know she’s alive and doing okay, and when I’ve called her—twice this past week—she’s answered and spared me a few minutes in which I could pretend she’s back here and readying to come home to me.

      Come home… to me.

      Fuck.

      Instead of my calls lasting hours and ending with her in her bed and her voice in my ear, she would shatter my illusions with a hurried goodbye only a few minutes after we started. She’s busy, but though I called at a bad time, she still wanted to let me know I’m not someone she’s tossing away carelessly.

      She can commit to me only in snatches of time; a few minutes here, a few minutes there. But anything more than that is way too complicated for us, and not likely to happen—just as she promised from the start.

      My hurt feelings are my own, so they’re mine to deal with on my own.

      “The thing,” Soph’s voice penetrates my obsessive thoughts and pulls me back to reality, “is a new drug on the market—or rather, a microprocessor that includes the molecular breakdown of said drug. Noxi wants to buy it, and Dickson, it would seem, has it to sell.”

      “And our job is to steal the thing,” I conclude. “Why? So we can make the drugs and sell them ourselves?”

      “Ha.” I can’t see Sophia, but I sure as shit see her roll her eyes in my mind. “Better for us to have it and never use it, than for either of those motherfuckers to have it and get it into mass production. We’re the Robin Hoods of the party world tonight; stealing from the criminals and keeping it away from the rest of society.”

      “Not quite what Robin Hood did.” Jay smiles. “I love you, Sugar Plum.”

      “I’m eating your dinner right now,” she replies easily. “Can you hear me chewing, Jay Bishop? As your wife, I lovingly made you a home-cooked meal tonight. And now… now I’m eating it.”

      “Fuckin’ dirty,” he growls. “Why are you so unkind to me all the time?”

      “Because you annoy the shit out of me. But I love you, which means we’re stuck in this weird hostage situation that’ll never end.”

      “Till death do we part,” he sniggers. “I love you too, beautiful. Enjoy my dinner. I’m not even mad about it.”

      “You’re gonna get drive-thru on the way home?”

      “You betcha,” he laughs, then sobering just as quickly, he drops his eye to the sight on his Remington. “Dickson has arrived on the scene.”

      “I’ve got him.” I watch the man slide out of a Range Rover in a three-piece suit. “Does anyone know him?”

      “Not me,” Spencer rumbles.

      “Dickson is mid-level gangsta,” Soph says. “He has a body count, but it’s Noxi we’re monitoring. He’s kinda big on the East Coast. He’s not loud and crazy like some others we’ve run up against… He prefers to work in silence and run his empire like any regular, legal conglomerate. But instead of selling cars or office supplies, he’s peddling pills for the college crowd.”

      “Killing our future, one brain cell at a time,” I mutter. “Breast pocket, top left, above Dickson’s heart. Two inches tall, two inches wide. Is that what we’re looking for?”

      “Yeah, that’ll be our microchip. Noxi is buying it from Dickson, which means Noxi’s soldier will pass over cash or something equivalent, and Dickson will reach into his breast pocket for the chip.”

      “Are we confiscating the payment too?” I peer through my scope and watch Dickson move away from his vehicle and closer to the man in the middle. “The stooge carries a briefcase in his left hand, a pistol in his right.”

      “I don’t give a shit about the payment. Money is easy to come by, that chip isn’t.”

      “And do we care if Dickson or Noxi die?”

      “Meh.” Soph’s utter lack of giving a shit about human life is both intriguing and terrifying. “Dickson is a pawn, but Noxi’s death will cause waves. If you take him out, we have to be ready for the mess. Today, the only thing we must do is secure the chip. That alone will destroy his five-year plan.”

      “So we get the chip.” I pull in a deep breath that fills my lungs and touches my toes, then I slide my finger along my rifle, toward the trigger.

      Now I wait.

      “I got this one,” I murmur for Jay and Spence. There’s no point in all three of us taking a shot and decimating the guy when one bullet will do.

      “Soft breeze coming from the east,” Jay murmurs. “Six hundred yards.”

      “Yup, I got it.” I correct my position and prepare to take my shot.

      Ideally, we’ll be in and out before any of the men in the gully below notice our existence, and in two hours’ time, we’ll be home in our beds, fast asleep and dreaming good thoughts.

      “In three…”

      Dickson takes the business-card-sized chip from his pocket with just two fingers. A show he’s putting on, no doubt, to ensure he doesn’t get himself shot by an overeager bodyguard thinking he’s reaching for a piece.

      “Two…”

      My phone trills in my pocket, loud and startling, and when I panic to silence the sound, I lose my lock on Dickson.

      “Rosa! What the fuck?”

      “Shit. Fuck.” I release my rifle and shove a hand into my pocket, and pulling out the device, my heart spasms with an aching sprint when I find Jen’s name flashing on my screen. “What the—”

      “Focus!” Sophia roars. “What the fuck, Rosa?”

      “I got it.” Jay hunkers down and stares deep into his sight.

      Lining up his shot while my brain obsesses around Jen and the call she made in the middle of the damn night, he stretches his finger toward the trigger, and when Dickson pulls the chip into clear view—and opposite him, Noxi’s stooge reaches out to take it—Jay takes his shot.

      A half a second after the boom, the chip explodes in Dickson’s fingers, and along with it, most of Dickson’s hand.

      Chaos breaks out among the half-dozen men six hundred yards away. They’re too near-sighted to realize the shot came from somewhere else, so they pull guns on each other, massacring their own crews until Noxi is the only one running toward his car and diving in.

      He has no chip, and no briefcase filled with money, but he has a car and a driver, and zero regard for the soldiers he leaves behind bleeding on the dirt and dying for the war he started.

      “Head on down to see what you can recover,” Sophia orders coldly. “Get me the fragments of the chip, and I’ll see if I can put it back together. Rosa, you know damn well when you’re in the field, you’re half a fucking breath away from dying. That was total bullshit.”

      “Yeah.”

      And yet, my eyes stay on my phone. On Jen’s name. On her reaching out to me in the darkness. And while Spence and Jay push up to move into the gully, I stay put and dial Jen’s name.

      The first time, the call rings out.

      The second, it ends on the second ring.

      And the third, there’s not even a dial tone. Just a robotic voicemail telling me to leave a message at the beep.

      “Fuck.”
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BACK AT THE LAB

        

      

    

    
      I bustle into the outdated five-story building labeled Burrows and Allan on Wednesday morning with a jumbo cup of coffee in one hand, and my phone and keys in the other. Stepping into the elevator, already late, I stab-stab-stab the close door button and tap my foot to the floor in impatience. “Come on.”

      My phone buzzes with Dickie’s name—not because he’s mad I’m late for work, but because he worries. I suspect he worries about me more than he does about his own daughter.

      “Hold the lift!”

      I groan at the male voice echoing across the tiled lobby. I hear him, I see him, but I continue stabbing the close door button in false hope that I can escape and run away to the floor I love. My home away from home, and my second, less-serious father.

      “Jen!” A hand slams between the closing doors and stops whatever progress I’d been making, then panting, Bingham steps between the half-closed slabs and sidles up beside me in heavy cologne and a sexy three-piece suit. “Geez, Jen. Anyone would think you didn’t hear me.”

      “You called out?” I paste on a fake smile and hit the close button once more. “Sorry, Bingham. I didn’t hear you.”

      “How could you not? I shouted.” He fixes his tie and clears his throat.

      Silence becomes a living, breathing blanket suffocating us both until, finally, he looks away from his own reflection in the steel elevator wall and looks at me. “Everything okay? You seem… off.”

      “I’m not off.”

      The moment the elevator opens on the fourth floor, I step out in heels that click against tile, and in my haste, I leave Bingham in my dust.

      “Have a good day,” I call over my shoulder. “I’ll see you around.”

      “No, wait!” He dashes along the hall behind me, refusing to give up despite my dismissive behavior, but when he grabs my hand and swings me around, the anger on my face makes him drop it again like it’s a hot fire poker. “Shit, what the hell, Jenny?”

      “What the hell?” I clench my fist, then glance down at the hand I’m tempted to hit him with. The hand with keys poking between my fingers, readying to strip the skin from his face. “What the hell what?”

      “Were you about to hit me?! What’s with the bad attitude?”

      “I have a bad attitude, despite you being the one who grabbed me without my permission? Ha!” My voice drops lower. “Don’t touch me, Bingham, and you won’t risk being hit.” I spin away and continue along the stark hallway toward my lab.

      It’s nothing more than a square room filled with a hell of a lot of tile and steel and sanitized work space. But it has Queen laid out on a dozen different slides. I’m testing. Comparing. Changing. Modifying. Since I got home from Tabby’s wedding, I’ve spent every waking moment in this lab, working on my own drug and trying fruitlessly to discover what my thieves have done to turn it into the killing machine it is.

      Because the purple pill being sold in clubs is absolutely, without a doubt, Queen… with a twist. And it’s the twist that’s killing people. But since I can’t simply ask my thieves what they’ve done to my recipe, I’m forced to make my own versions by reverse-engineering my suspicions.

      If I can figure out the fatal component, then maybe I can figure out who stole from me. And if I figure out who stole from me, then I’ll have my chance to rip that person’s scrotum off their body and feed it back to them until they apologize for destroying the legacy I created for my very best friend.

      Gina deserves better than what has happened to Queen, and the patients who use Queen deserve better than to watch the news and hear of any connection between them and the partygoers. So hunting this killer is my new project. Once that’s done, I can go back to my initial plan… which, ironically, is to cure a different killer.

      This is my purpose in life, a goal I intend to succeed in—even at the cost of pissing Bingham off. And worse, not being available to Corey when he texts.

      But then again, I called him last night, and he was unavailable to me.

      It’s fine, of course. We’re in an uncomplicated friendship with no sex but a metric ton of sexual chemistry. We’re non-conforming, non-judgmental, and not needy of each other’s time or attention.

      We’re the perfect example of friends with benefits… but, like, without the benefits.

      “Jen,” Bingham tries again. “Why are you angry?”

      “I’m not angry.” I stop at the door of my lab and turn to meet his eyes, only to slap a hand to his chest when he tries to push on through. “I’m not angry. I’m busy, and you don’t even work here.”

      “I just want to talk.”

      “And I already told you, I’m busy.” I study his eyes in silence for a long beat until he squirms. “I have things to do. I don’t have time to stand in the hall, talking to a guy who wants to tempt me over to the dark side. In fact,” I open my heavy wood and glass door and hold it with my hip, “we’re way beyond a headhunter looking for PhDs at this point. And since I’ve already told you I’m not interested…” I back into my lab and pull in a deep breath; it smells sterile in here, but it’s a smell I’ve equated with home. “See ya, Bingham. Please stop coming around.”

      I let the door close in his face and turn to the mess in front of me. It looks like a bomb has gone off in my lab, but this isn’t a mess someone else made while I wasn’t looking. It’s all me and my frenzied thought process.

      “Morning, Dickie.” Already exhausted, I drop my phone and keys on the counter stretching along the wall, then I double-fist my coffee and make my way to the far corner to find my mentor hunched behind an oversized computer screen. “How’d I know I would find you in here?”

      “Because you got me obsessed.” He fat-fingers the keyboard and enters data into our catalog. “I think…” His overgrown brows move with frustration. “I think they’ve tried to fix the issues by adding more.”

      “And by issues, you mean people dying?” I stop at his side and peek over his shoulder at the database that’s been updated tenfold since I stumbled home last night, exhausted and delirious enough to call Corey on my way to bed.

      He didn’t take my call, but before I could spend too much time getting hurt feelings about it, I was asleep. There might’ve been a return call soon after, a vibrating phone near my face, but I was out, and there was no rousing me till my alarm this morning. Next thing I knew, I was waking up again with the sun and an imprint of my watch on the side of my face.

      “You mean they’re trying to stop people from dying while using this shit?” I prompt.

      Dickie only shrugs and mumbles under his breath, ‘Where’s that damn P?’ “I dunno, kid. But that’s what I see.”

      “But why?” I pull up a rolling stool and hip-bump Dickie’s to the side so I can study the spreadsheet he’s working on. “They’ve got uppers in here, psychoactive compounds, hallucinogens, but then a downer too?” I snag a pen from near the keyboard and chew on the cap.

      It’s a tic no one who truly loves me brings up. When you’re me and you have a million thoughts firing off at once, your body becomes fidgety. So I tap my feet, or click a pen, or spin the ring on my left thumb, or… chew a pen cap.

      “The downer is what’s killing them, Dickie. See how,” I reach out and point to the computer screen, only to turn to Dickie and frown when I find his eyes on me. “What are you looking at?”

      His cheeks stain red. “I’m looking at you. Is that a crime?”

      “Only when you make it weird. What’s up?”

      “Nothing, it’s just that…” He shakes his head. “You’re, what? Twenty-one years old?”

      I snort. “Plus a few. I’m practically an old woman these days, at risk of throwing my back out just because I slept weird.”

      Dickie reaches into his pocket and snags a candy his wife likely left there. Tearing the plastic wrapping off, he tosses it into his mouth and flashes a wide grin. “Well, I’m looking at you because, compared to me, you’re practically a baby.”

      “Okay…” I lean forward and rest on my elbows. “What’s your point?”

      “You’re a frickin’ genius!” He points toward the screen. “You’re a child, and you just identified something I should’ve already known. I’ve been looking at this screen for hours already and I couldn’t see it, but you walk in, sit down for a minute, and bam, you got it.”

      I roll my eyes, then my shoulders, and turn back to the screen. “Fresh eyes and a deep personal need to reclaim Queen for the good guys.” Pointing my mangled pen at the screen, I show him the line of my spreadsheet I’m talking about. “What they’ve done is taken Queen and MDMA, and kinda mashed them together. There’s more in there too, but it’s the eventual downer that’s killing people. Their organs are triggered and crap out within the hour.”

      “Within the hour of what?” Dickie smacks his lips together in thought. “Of taking the pill, or of the pill’s upper ending?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Pushing away from my desk, I roll to the stainless-steel counter behind us and snag the lab’s tablet. Tapping the screen, I navigate to any random news outlet and search for the latest deaths.

      “… twenty-one-year-old Carolee Taylor was a college senior with a 4.2 GPA on track to become a computer engineer by the fall. She leaves behind three younger sisters and divorced parents, though Carolee reportedly maintained a loving relationship with both.”

      I glance up as Dickie pushes off his stool and paces across the lab.

      His daughter is a similar age, and though she’s not taking computer science classes in college, I’d bet anything he sees Kiera and Carolee as being too similar for comfort.

      “Carolee’s movements that night, according to her friends, began with dinner at an up-and-coming restaurant on East Street,” the news report continues. “Francine’s, known for their delicious cuisine and free-thinking staff, is a place for today’s youth to surround themselves with like-minded individuals. After dinner, with her best friend, Carolee attended a nightclub in the same area of town. She was alive and healthy, happily eating and enjoying a glass of wine before eight p.m. But by ten, according to coroner’s findings, this young woman’s life was tragically cut short…”

      “Two hours.” My pulse thunders as I look at Dickie. “For this girl, it was two hours.”

      He nods as he stops at the counter beside me and leans back on his hands. “They’re saying she was eating at eight. And girls talk, right? Especially girls who have a glass or two of wine. So we know Carolee and her pals were in no rush to move from one place to the next. They pay their bill at eight, they collect their coats and bags, drink the last of whatever was in their wineglasses, then they move outside and wander up to the club, since it’s so close to Francine’s.”

      “Could be eight-thirty before they walk into the club. Maybe even nine.”

      “Dead by ten,” Dickie sighs.

      I shake my head and go back to staring at my screen. “It’s not enough time for the drug to get in, work its upper, then for her to come down. At an hour, maybe an hour and a half after taking the pill—”

      “And that’s assuming she took the damn thing the second she walked in that night.”

      “Which is unlikely. But assuming she did, only that far into her high, she should still be floating, maybe experiencing some of the nice hallucinations, feeling the affection, loving on her friends. Maybe even having sex with someone she found at the club.”

      I stop when Dickie’s face pales.

      “What?” My brows draw closer together. “What’s the problem?”

      “You don’t have to talk about her having sex, ya know? She was a baby.”

      “Like how I’m a baby?” I scoff and shake my head. “With the mix of Queen and ecstasy and whatever the fuck else these bastards are selling twenty-one-year-olds, the point is to make them feel good. She was already happy, fed, riding a small buzz from wine… When she took Sniff, her happy would have gone into overdrive. Bet my boobs the coroner’s report shows she had sex before death. If not, then for sure she was making out with someone. She would have put her affections onto someone, Dickie. She’d have felt like a qu—”

      The word sticks in my throat. The sentiment. And with it, the heartache.

      “A queen?” he asks gently.

      Clearing my throat with a cough, I drop my pen and draw a deep breath. “Yeah. She’d have felt like a queen. Happy, carefree, dancing and touching and moving. Then dead.”

      My phone chirps where I left it by the door, and though I walked in here intending to knuckle down and figure out our next step, I push off my stool and wander across the tile to find my screen flashing Corey’s name.

      My stomach gives an odd tug that makes me smile and scowl in the same breath. But I still pick my phone up and swipe to answer. Bringing it to my ear, I turn back to Dickie and make my way toward the computer. “Hey there, Popeye. It feels like I haven’t talked to you in forever.”

      “You haven’t.” His deliciously deep voice is both satisfied and grumpy. And damn him for making my toes curl with his voice alone. “You called me last night, got my ass handed to me at work, then when I tried to call you back, you ghosted me.”

      I drop back down on my stool and smirk in reaction to Dickie watching me with a glower. “I was dead on my feet by the time I called you. When you didn’t answer, I passed out and went on with my life.”

      “Who’d you cuddle last night?” His gravelly voice is enough to make my ears pink and my core clench.

      I know the rules I laid down about not having sex with my sister’s new brother-in-law. I know I was the instigator of the No Sex laws. But I also know he touched me. And I sure as hell remember sleeping on him, against him, sweating where our skin touched, and sleeping deeper than I ever do at home. I remember watching him in the shower, and I remember touching myself while he did the same.

      There are lines drawn between us, but there’s also a magnetic pull that forces us to dance on that line, time and time again. An obsession I feel, and I’m starting to think he feels the same for me.

      “Jen?” Corey’s deep voice pulses in my ear. “Who was in your bed last night?”

      “Just me. What would you say if I asked you to send me one of your shirts in the post? Not a freshly cleaned shirt, but one that smells of you. Then I can wear it and hug myself.”

      He chuckles, low and throaty, proving he’s satisfied with himself. “What if I wear the shirt and sleep in your bed with you? I’ve got vacation time coming up.”

      “Yeah? How’s our niece or nephew today? Good? Growing big?”

      He barks out a loud laugh. “Still a pea-sized fetus and way too small to be confused about its aunty and uncle fucking seventy-three times between now and its birth. We have a clear run and at least eight months before we have to worry about confusing infants.”

      “Seventy-three times in eight months?” I fan my face, and grin when Dickie’s eyes narrow. “That’s a few times a week, every week from now till then.”

      “Or,” he counters, “I visit you every second weekend, and we fuck six times every Saturday night we’re together. That evens out about right… right?”

      “Right,” I breathe out. “Six times a night is…”

      “Inappropriate.” Dickie snatches my phone so fast, he actually gets it out of my hand and turns away from me before my brain catches up. “State your business, son. Then you leave my girl alone. She’s too busy for the likes of you, and I don’t know that you realize, but she’s a damn genius and too smart to fall for your—” He pauses as Corey says something in return. “Oh… Rosa…” Dickie spins back and glares at me. “You’re still being inappropriate. I don’t care who your brother is. That makes it worse!”

      “Dickie!” Amused, I push up from my stool and reach out for my phone. “Stop now.”

      “I will not stop.” He fists my phone and squeezes till his knuckles turn white. “Do you know who her father is, Rosa? Do you know who I am? We’re not to be trifled with, child.”

      “Oh god, stop.” Giggling, I snatch the phone and bring it to my ear, only to catch Corey chuckling too. “Stop laughing!”

      “You got yourself a big bad bear, there, Jen. He a nerd too, or purely personal security?”

      “Har-har.” I roll my eyes and walk away from the computer. “He’s a bigger nerd than me. In fact, he taught me all his nerd ways, so if it’s brains you wanna take to bed, Dickie might be available.”

      Corey only snorts. “Only your brains, beautiful. Whatcha doing?”

      “Working. I only walked in twenty minutes ago, but I think we’re figuring something out.”

      “‘Something,’ like the password to get into your computer, or ‘something,’ like the drug on the streets that’s killing kids and is scarily similar to Queen?”

      He remembered what I told him. He remembered the name of my drug, and he remembered the one and only thing plaguing my heart all weekend. And that, his attention on me, makes my throat tighten with emotion.

      “The second one,” I choke out. “Definitely the second.”

      Sobering, his voice comes through serious and deep once more. “Make any progress?”

      “I don’t know. We’re working through theories right now, since that’s all we’ve got.”

      “And what are your theories?”

      “You mean apart from confidential and belonging to Burrows and Allan?” I wipe a hand beneath my eye. “I can’t—”

      “I don’t know if you know this about me, but I have high security clearance with the government—technically higher than you have at your firm. And I never ever snitched and ruined a birthday surprise when we were kids.”

      “Well, of course you didn’t. Only someone with such a stellar track record of secret-keeping would be entrusted with the hog’s whereabouts.”

      It’s like ice settles across our call.

      “And by ‘the hog’,” he grumbles. “You mean a sexy motorcycle I keep locked in my garage, and absolutely nothing else you might discuss on an unsecured phone line. I know you’re smarter than that, Jennifer.”

      Ignoring his barb, I instead focus on one of my many red flags. “Do you actually have a bike in the garage?” Why, whyyyyyy do flashes of us riding in the night pop into my brain? Why must I torment myself like that when I’m already struggling to say no to his advances? “A real one?”

      “Yeah, but don’t tell Abby. She worries. What have you learned about Queen?”

      I sigh. “I’ve learned nothing about my thief except they’re not as smart as me. I’ve learned that they’re knowledgeable about the base components that make up a typical psychedelic drug on the streets. Makes me think they’re a chemist too. However, they’re mixing chemical compounds and creating poison. Well…” I pause. “The base drug is also a type of poison, but what they’re making is worse.”

      “And it works fast,” he mumbles. “Did you catch the story on that girl? Carolee? Dead in under an hour.”

      “Yeah, Dickie and I were discussing her literally right before you called. She’s the theory we were working on; eating at eight, potentially inside the club at nine. The cops would know what time she walked in, but they haven’t made it publicly—”

      “She walked in at eight-forty-seven,” he cuts in. “Club footage shows exactly what time, and with whom.”

      My eyes narrow to slits. “And how, pray tell, do you have access to sealed footage?”

      Corey makes a clicking sound in the back of his throat. A click I’m certain is accompanied by a smug grin. “I have friends in high places. Better yet, those friends are nerdy like you… but where you mess with chemicals, these other friends mess with computers and the internet.”

      “So you either have someone high up in the police, or you have someone the police is rigorously searching for.”

      Corey stops for a long moment. A pregnant pause. A tension-filled minute. Then finally, he breaks it with a pleased, “Yes.”

      “Noted. Okay, eight-forty-seven,” I turn and speak to Dickie at the same time. “She was dead by ten, which means it took her… Wait,” back to Corey. “Does that footage show what time she bought the pills? Who did she buy them from?”

      “Yeah, she was a kid buying from another kid. The cops have already tracked down your peddler and tossed him behind bars, but he’s not who you’re looking for. He’s just a twenty-year-old asshole making money to pay his bills. There’s someone much bigger, much more powerful sitting atop his shoulders.”

      “Someone mixing drugs and hoping for…” I shrug. “Something. But they’re not getting it. What time did she take the pill?”

      “Nine twenty-seven.”

      “Shit.” I spin back to my desk and drop onto the rolling stool. “So for her to be gone by ten, she was out within half an hour of ingesting Sniff. That’s so fast.” I let my shoulders droop from fatigue. “Half an hour for her to feel that high, then for her organs to shut down.”

      “Jen, you—”

      “Do you think they feel it?” I rest my elbows on my desk and sigh. “Do you think they feel the burn when their kidneys stop working? The pain as their heart struggles to keep up? Do you think they know they’re dying, or are they high until the end?”

      “I just…” He hesitates for a long minute. “I don’t know, babe. I don’t know what they’re feeling, but I know it’s no one’s fault except the guy stealing for his own gain. Which means you gotta think closer to home. Bring your search back to the people you actually know.”

      “Back to…” My brows pinch close together. “Huh?

      “Queen is huge to you, but she isn’t known to the rest of society, or discussed in the media. Queen is a trial drug, and your list of recipients is only in the early thousands.”

      “How do you know—”

      “That means the trial is small, and though it’s showing great promise, it’s still pretty well ignored by mainstream media. That means someone on the inside is—”

      “Wait,” my temper jumps. “How do you know how many trial recipients I have?”

      “My computer genius friend knows no limits. Listen,” he adds seriously. “I know you don’t want to consider it, but whoever your thief is, it’s likely you’ve met them at some point.”

      “What are you—”

      “A doctor you’re working with,” he presses, “someone in the labs at the hospital, a family member of a sick recipient.”

      “Stop cutting me off when I’m trying to speak! And no, it’s not—”

      “It’s not probable,” he cuts me off. “I know. A family member of a sick person is the least likely, but we just never know what everyone is doing outside those hospital walls. Could be a doctor, could be a nurse.” He pauses for a moment, then adds quietly, “Could be Dickie.”

      My stomach drops out from beneath me. My face pales, and my eyes whip to my mentor, even without my permission.

      Dickie and I have been together for years. A lot of years, and though he’s not my father by blood, he sure as hell is as much a father to me as my biological parent is. So when our eyes meet, his darken with something dangerous and sad.

      “Wh-what’s wrong?” he stammers.

      Closing my eyes, my hands shake as I speak only to Corey. “You’re wrong.”

      “I’m hypothesizing,” he counters.

      “Jen?” Dickie insists. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I…” I drop my face into my free hand and stare down at my stainless-steel desk in front of me. “You’re way off.”

      “I’m paid to think of the uncomfortable stuff,” Corey murmurs in my ear. “And I’m telling you, your thief is someone with keys to the shop.”

      “And by the shop, you mean the lab?”

      “Yep,” he pops the P and sighs. “I just want you to stay alert. We think your thief, whoever it is, is gonna come back at some point.”

      “Back where?” I push up straight and open my eyes. “Here? For what purpose?”

      “Their drug is killing people, and you and I both are pretty fuckin’ certain the foundation to that drug is Queen. It’s only been a few weeks, but police reports are showing a faster mortality rate.”

      “And you have access to police reports how?”

      “Connections,” he brushes me off once more. “The drug they’ve created has gone sideways, and the more they try to fix it, the worse it becomes. Now kids are dying within half an hour. Not only that, but more people are dying. A week ago, you told me only the kids with pre-existing issues were dropping. Now, Sniff is wiping out even the healthy consumers. It’s getting in their system and boiling organs, and so they—the drug manufacturers—are gonna want to come back to basics and see where they went wrong.”

      “Which means… back to the source?” I look around my lab, at the unused beakers, and the half a million dollars in tech that Burrows and Allan have supplied for me. Other, better-funded labs have millions in tech, but I make do. It’s all I need to get by. “Why would they come back?”

      Over my shoulder, Dickie watches me with furrowed brows. Though it’s unnecessary, I still lower my voice. “Why do they care if people are dying?”

      “Because…” Corey draws a deep breath. “These types of people have no conscience, Jen. They have no remorse for the kids dying. But they sure as hell care about the bottom line, and killing off their money is a shitty business model.”

      “So they—”

      “They want a highly addictive, highly exclusive, highly psychedelic drug that forces buyers to come back time and time again. Killing those users is killing the income. I just want you to watch your back, okay?”

      A lump of emotion sits balled in my throat, making it difficult to breathe. Because Dickie is at my back, and Corey’s accusation makes my heart ache. “Okay.”

      “Use your eyes, and open your mind to the possibility you know your thief.”

      “Remind me again why you’re so interested in all this?”

      He snorts. “Apart from the fact I have a crush on you?”

      His words, so innocently and easily said, make my heart stop. They make my brain fizz, and despite the severity of everything else we’ve discussed, for this one moment, I smile. “Really?”

      “You have no fucking clue,” he grumbles. “Aside from that, I think you and I may be working two angles of the same problem.”

      “You…” I’m confused. “Huh?”

      “I was out on a job last night when you called. I was to work interference between two men—one was selling a microchip filled with information, and the other is a big-time drug dealer who had a briefcase full of something… money, payment of some sort.”

      “O…kay? I don’t—”

      “The dude was selling information to a kingpin, Jen! With a new drug on the market right now, fucking over our youth, and a kingpin driving around with gobs of cash, what information do you suppose said dealer would like to buy?”

      “I mean…” I know what he’s leaning toward, but, “it could be anything. Sales figures, dropoff points, a list of down-line dealers.”

      “Or a recipe,” he cuts in. “A recipe for Queen or something similar. A recipe for something newer and sexier to hit the market, or another attempt at fixing yours. There may be no connection at all, but while I lay in the dark last night, spying this transaction through a scope, all I could think about was you and Queen and Carolee fucking Taylor.”

      “Through a scope?” I focus on that one point like it’s a thorn in my side. “You mean, like… a telescope?” Not a scope on a gun. Not a scope on a gun. Not. A. Scope. On. A. Gun. “Right?”

      “We both use scopes in our work, babe. Different purposes, same science behind that magnification. Do you know anyone by the name of Noxi? Or Dickson?”

      My eyes shoot to a suspicious Dickie as he glares down at me with impatience. He’s asked me questions, and I’ve ignored him in favor of continuing my conversation with Corey. Dickson and Dickie are similar names, of course, but they’re not the same. “No. I…” I break eye contact with my boss and study the gleam of my desk instead. “I don’t know anyone by those names.”

      “Can I call you tonight when you’re home from work?”

      “Um…” I glance around my lab once more. At my analytical scale, and beside it, my mass spectrometer. In the far right of my lab near the cool room, a lowly printer spits out reports. And spread across every flat surface sit dozens of slides that have been studied and abandoned in the last week. “Sure, I guess.”

      “What time will you be home?” Corey’s voice grows gruffer. More businesslike.

      Are we Jen and Corey from the weekend, the lust-filled, fun-having friends who kinda want to have sex with each other? Or are we Jennifer and Corey, the serious professionals, one of whom works in a biochemical laboratory and dedicates her life to curing cancer, all in the name of a thirteen-year-old’s memory, and the other worked in Guam at some point in his life, flew planes in another, and now apparently has unconstrained access to a genius computer hacker?

      “Jen?” he presses. “What time will you be home?”

      “Wh-what is your job?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your job, Corey. What position do you fill now that earns you a weekly income?”

      “Security,” he answers quickly. Too quickly. Too practiced. “What time will you be home?”

      “Seven.” My throat burns too dry, and behind me, Dickie starts pacing, sending my anxiety notching up. “I’ll be home by seven.”

      “I’ll call you on the dot,” Corey promises. “Don’t leave me hanging, okay?”

      “Because you’re one of those controlling types who make up stories about drug dealers and kingpins to keep me on the hook and answering to you?”

      “No,” he protests. “Because you’re one of those genius types who are actually naïve as fuck, there’s a kingpin out there who probably knows your name, and I’m a worrier. Plus, the crush thing.”

      “Plus the crush thing.” I hate how I still blush. Despite everything going on around me, my face warms and my stomach flutters. “I had fun with you last weekend. A lot of fun.”

      Corey breathes out in a way I somehow know ends with a smile. “I had fun too. Keep in contact, okay? From now until our niece or nephew is born, I’m available to you all day every day. You just have to call me, and I’ll be there.”

      “Only until the baby is born?” My brows pull closer together. “We have an expiration date?”

      “You tell me!” He laughs. “From the way you were carrying on at the wedding, I’ve been left to believe you’ll be married to someone else by the time the baby is here, and it’s my job, my duty, not to complicate things for you.”

      A soft snicker tickles my chest and throat. “That’s right. Don’t make things weirder than they already are.”

      “I came on your belly, Nerd. I have that claim, and I’ll do whatever the fuck I want with it for the rest of time.”

      Footsteps sound behind him, then muffled voices. After a moment, Corey says to me, “I have to go. But stay in contact. You can send me texts about anything at all, and I promise, I’ll answer every single one.”

      “Even if I tell you about my tuna salad for lunch?”

      “Even then,” he chuckles. “But also, gross. If I don’t hear from you before tonight, I’ll call you at seven. You must answer.”

      “I must?” My left brow—also known as my brow of defiance—shoots high. “And if I don’t?”

      “I’ll worry,” he answers quickly. “And if I have to worry too long, I’ll come searching for you. I won’t mind coming for you, especially if you need my help, but if I get there and find you eating your tuna salad and ignoring my calls for the sake of being a jerk, then I’ll get mad.”

      “And what happens when Corey Rosa gets mad?” I’m flirting. I’m teasing. For fuck’s sake, if I can get through today and offload a little stress, I might even call him tonight and make him talk while I orgasm. “Do you spank?”

      He chokes out a playful laugh. “I make it hurt in all the best ways. Don’t play with fire unless you’re ready to be burned, Jennifer.”

      Another voice on his end calls his name.

      “Okay, I seriously have to go. Talk to you soon, Nerd.”

      “Okay. I’ll talk to you later. And, Popeye?”

      He’s already checked out of our conversation—mentally, at least—but he remains physically present, still holding the phone. “Mm?”

      “If you see Tabby today, make sure she’s happy. Make sure she’s not worrying about me.”

      “I gotcha, mama bear. She never has to worry now that she’s family. Talk to you later, beautiful.”

      Taking the phone from my ear and ending my call, I remain planted heavily on my stool and take a moment to simply breathe. I have to turn to Dickie in a second; I have to explain that conversation. Soon, I have to go back to my new reality, as teens and twenty-somethings continue to use Queen, and within half an hour, die from it.

      Setting my phone on the desk, I run my hands through my hair and tug just hard enough to feel the ache. My eyes burn, and my heart stutters in my chest. Add in Corey’s accusation that my thief is someone I know… could be Dickie… and I force myself to count to twenty before opening my eyes once more.

      Drawing in one last deep breath, I let it out again and turn on my stool to meet my mentor’s eyes.

      “Shit, Jen.” Dickie’s jowls waggle and lend more to his worry. “What’s happened?”

      “Nothing, I…” I shake my head. “My friend apparently has other friends who can access records we can’t.”

      “Your friend being Corey Rosa?” he asks seriously. “Your most recent lover.”

      I force a snicker. “We actually never had sex, so no on the lover part. But yes, my friend is Corey. He said his other friend has the club footage, and it places Carolee walking into the club, picking up the pill, and thirty minutes later, she’s dead. Thirty minutes, Dickie…” I shake my head and tap the mouse on my desk to awaken the sleeping computer. “That’s insane.”

      “Thirty minutes is straight up toxicity. What the hell have they added to it?” He places a scarred and leather-skinned hand on the desk beside mine and leans over me to study the database we’ve been working on. “Anyone’d think they’re adding arsenic at that point.”

      “No arsenic found.” But I scour the data already entered and search… for something. For anything. And I pray for answers other than the possibility of knowing our thief. “I might have to go out and buy a new sample. The pills I bought are from two weeks ago, they’re the slower-killing purple pill, but now there’s obviously something new out there. And sitting in here, studying old mixes, is a waste of time.”

      “So you’re just gonna… you’re…” Dickie blusters that way he does, fatherly and indignant. “You’re not going into a club to buy killer meds, Jen!”

      “Well, despite your threats to ground me for behaving badly, I think I’m gonna have to risk it. We’re studying outdated information, Dickie. What’s the point in all this if our findings are useless anyway?”

      Dickie shoves away from my desk and throws his hands in the air out of frustration. “You can’t just walk into a club, search for a drug dealer, and think everything will be safe! You’ll get hurt.” He turns back to face me. “And you’re a crappy liar, so they’ll know you’re there to trick them.”

      I scoff and go back to studying my computer. “I’ve already done it once, silly, I can do it a second time. I’m the target market for these people, so why would a small-time dealer give a damn who he’s selling to? He’s there to make money, not friends.”

      “It’s unsafe!” He grabs my shoulder and spins me back to face him. “I wouldn’t send my daughter into a club like this. I know you have your own father to take care of you, but that doesn’t mean I don’t get a say. It doesn’t mean I haven’t also raised you for the last decade.”

      “It’s not really up for discussion.”

      When shadows fall across the hallway outside the lab, I press a finger to my lips as my one and only warning for Dickie to stop losing his shit, then I place my elbows on my desk and lace my fingers together as Davey Burrows the Third—named for his philanthropist grandfather, of course—walks in ahead of three other staffers in stark white coats.

      Burrows might be younger than Dickie, and hell, he might even be about my age, but he and Frank Allan are the masters of our universes. They pay our salary, they fund this research, and if someday I choose to leave—or worse, I’m fired—then everything I’ve done while employed here stays here. My research is proprietary intellectual property, which means I’m more committed to this company than I ever will be to a man.

      And hell, that sucks a little bit.

      But knowing I’m working for a family who once chose the greater good over the bottom dollar means I can find comfort in the fact they’ll always remain loyal to their roots. Queen will continue to help people, and eventually, when I cure cancer, that’ll hit the market the same way: affordable for all, and saving lives instead of paying dividends to stockholders.

      “Mr. Burrows.” I remain seated, but straighten my spine and push my smile bigger. “It’s not often we see you in here.”

      He can’t be more than thirty-five years old… and that’s a stretch. “Ms. Lawrence.” Davey stops at the side of my desk while his shadows remain a few feet back with their notebooks and pens. “I wonder if I have to tell you why I’m here?”

      My stomach tingles; worry and anxiety. Hatred for what has become of Gina’s legacy, and fear that my entire project will be shut down as a result. “Queen, sir?”

      He licks his bottom lip and leans against the desk. “It’s not looking good, is it? The media have no clue what they’re talking about… yet. But we know better, don’t we, Jen? We know where this Sniff may have come from.”

      I swallow my nerves and nod, short and sharp. “I have my suspicions. I’ve had them for a couple weeks.”

      “And you didn’t think to let Mr. Allan or I know of your suspicions? The implications this could have on our company are serious, Ms. Lawrence. If the media gets wind of where it’s coming from, we all have a hell of a lot to lose.”

      “Well, it’s…” And right this moment, at the glint in his eyes, I get my first clue that I might be in trouble. “I didn’t… it’s not like we’re manufacturing and distributing the purple pill, Mr. Burrows. We’re not selling it for fun.”

      “But it’s still B&A property, is it not?”

      “Well, yeah… I think so.” Sighing, I push up to walk across to my printer. Tearing off the last reports I’ve run, I show them to my boss and point at the chemical breakdown of Queen compared to Sniff. “It started out as a hunch when news reports kept piling up. With no other way of knowing, I got a sample and ran some tests. The—”

      “You got a sample?” Davey lowers the report and shows off a pointed chin, a baby-bottom-smooth shave, and above that, a nose made for holding glasses. “How did you get a sample?”

      I grit my teeth and spare a guilty glance over to Dickie. “I bought it.”

      “You…” His lips form an O as his eyes glitter—with anger? Fear? Surprise? “You simply… bought drugs from a drug dealer?”

      “That’s what I have a problem with too,” Dickie growls.

      “It’s not how it sounds.” I have to duck a little lower to catch Burrows’ eyes. “Please don’t report me for fraternizing with drug dealers. That would look awful in my file.”

      I pause when the man flattens his lips. He doesn’t appreciate my sense of humor the way others do—and by ‘others,’ I mean only my baby sister. “Yes, in the most simplified, literal sense, I sought out a drug dealer and spent a third of my paycheck on a pill. Which, technically,” I flash a hopeful smile, “could be reimbursed as a company expense.”

      When Burrows stares at me, deadpan and unimpressed, I amend, “A tax deduction, then?”

      As the seconds pass and he shows no sign of giving in to my bullshit, I drop back into my seat and search our outdated and clunky computer for the most recent file Dickie and I have been working on. “See here? Queen and Sniff share twenty-seven out of thirty properties. That confirmed my suspicions that Queen is involved somehow.”

      “The fact you’ve sought out drug dealers, and now Queen is killing people…” Burrows raises a brow when I turn to meet his eyes. “Doesn’t reflect well on us, Ms. Lawrence. And when something represents Burrows and Allan in a poor light, it’s my job to find the source of that issue and make it better.” He places the report back on my desk and studies me. “You’re the common denominator in this situation.”

      My pulse jumps in my throat and cuts off my air.

      He’s not here to play, and right now, I’m his target.

      “I didn’t sell, share, or in any way distribute Queen or her chemical formula to these people, Mr. Burrows. I’m not the reason this drug has hit our streets. But I am trying to find out who, what, and when so I can stop it from becoming worse.”

      “So you’re a private investigator in your spare time?” he prods. “Instead of sharing with Mr. Allan and myself something that could, in the wrong hands, destroy this company, you thought you would take the law into your own hands?”

      “No, I—”

      “You will not speak of this to anyone else,” he commands. “You will not be the reason Burrows and Allan suffers their worst media scandal in over seventy-five years.”

      “D-do you want me to stop?” My stomach whooshes with an ache I’m unfamiliar with. “Would you prefer I hand what I know to the police, and—”

      “To the police?” he asks incredulously. “Did you not just hear me? Not another soul! Not a single person outside this room is to know of our potential connection to this deadly outbreak, Ms. Lawrence. Do you understand me?”

      “You’re asking me to not tell the police?” My throat burns dry. Aching and sore, it makes it difficult to breathe. “You want me to keep helpful information quiet?”

      “It’s helpful to no one,” he snaps. “Knowing the chemical formula of our most promising discovery is of no consequence to the police when they’re simply trying to catch a criminal. But on the flipside, if the media catches wind of our potential connection, we’ll be destroyed. Our labs, our subsidiaries, our everything will be dragged through the mud.”

      “People are dying, Mr. Burrows! If I can help the police stop that, then—”

      “More people will die when you no longer have access to this laboratory,” he growls. “When you go to the cops and destroy us all, the people your future research might’ve helped will miss out. The cancer patients you might’ve saved will die, because you will never reach your goal of finding a cure.”

      “You’re threatening me?” I place my hands on the stainless-steel desk and breathe through my rage. “You would have me set aside my morals for the sake of a job?”

      “I’m not threatening your livelihood, Ms. Lawrence. You are the one threatening this company. I won’t be able to hire or fire anyone if Burrows and Allan no longer exists, and if the media finds out that pill came from here, we’re all out of a job. I insist you consider that before your morals impede those future cancer patients.” Pausing, Burrows looks to Dickie and asks, “You’ve been here a long time, Mr. Tinker. Do you agree with my assessment on the matter?”

      Dickie’s eyes flicker between me and the man who pays our salaries. His jowls move as his gaze shoots back and forth. “I agree Jennifer is to remain safe and in her lane.”

      I spin on him and snarl. I’m not sure it’s a sound I’ve ever made in the past, but the feral wrath pulsing in my blood is something completely other. “Stay in my lane?”

      “For your safety.” He lifts his head and straightens his spine, and staring into Burrows’ eyes, he nods. “We understand the company’s stance on this. We will do everything we can to ensure the future of B&A.”

      “Excellent.” Snatching up the report on my desk, Burrows folds it neatly in half, then in half again. Finally, he nods in return and spins to meet his collection of bootlickers. “Let’s go.”

      The second they’re in the hallway and the door closes them out, I turn back toward Dickie and let my temper rip. “Stay in my lane?” I smack his shoulder, then a second time when the old man yelps. “Stay in my lane? What the hell patriarchal bullshit is that, Richard?”

      “Stop hitting me!”

      “Since when did you become one of the misogynistic twonks I hate so much? Huh?” I smack him again. “Your wife and daughter would be ashamed right now!”

      “Hey!” He grabs my wrist when I wind up for another shot. “Don’t pull my family into this.”

      “Why not? You’ve pulled sexism and good little girls and lanes—lanes!—into this. Gloves are off, Richard!”

      “Stop calling me Richard,” he growls. “And calm the hell down for a second. Jesus, woman.”

      “Yeah, because telling a slighted woman to calm down is always a good idea. Who the hell are you, Dickie? Who is this person in front of me?” I push away the thought that he might be my thief. I shove it away and refuse to be the second person in this lab to sink so low today. “I don’t recognize this man who assigned a fucking lane for me to stay in.”

      “I’m saving you a hell of a lot of grief.” He releases my wrist with a heave and steps away as my torso twists from the momentum. “I’m saving you from threats in the workplace, and discrimination from a tight-ass boss.”

      “If you consider what you just did doing me a favor, then hey, don’t do that ever again! I’m disgusted, Dickie.” Pressing my hand to my stomach, I hate the genuine tug of pain swirling inside. “I’ve never felt this way about you before, but after that…” I swallow when he turns with eyes heavy with anguish. “I’ve never…”

      “He wasn’t here to ask your opinion, Jen! He needed you to tell him exactly what he wanted to hear. Anything else…” Dickie drops down into a chair and rests his face in his hand. “Anything else would’ve gotten you fired. Don’t you understand that?”

      “So you toss me under the bus?”

      “I bought you space!” Uncovering his eyes, he studies me with slow sweeps. “I had to speak Ol’ Boys Club to get him out of here.”

      “Yeah, but Ol’ Boys came so easily to you.” I bring a hand up and swipe it beneath my eye. “I had no clue you were fluent.”

      “Easy now, kid.” He sits back and stares at the ceiling. “I said some nasty shit, but now you have space again to do what you’re gonna do.”

      I stride across the lab and stop so I’m towering over him. “What?”

      “Keep doing what you’re doing. Keep searching for answers, but do it carefully. Because now you have more than one threat. If your drug dealer figures you out, you’re gonna get hurt, and if Burrows hears you’re not doing as he asked, then we’re both on our asses.”

      Twisting his body away from mine and standing tall, Dickie turns back in clothes his wife no doubt bought him six or seven Christmases ago. Worn and thin, a little saggy in some places, and a little tight in others. “Be careful, Jen, and be quick. I’m gonna worry about you till this is all tidied up.”

      “Yeah.” He’s the second man today who’s told me he worries. He’s also the second who doesn’t try to lock me in a gilded cage for safekeeping. Instead, he sets me free and asks for check-ins to ensure my safety.

      There’s hope yet that he’s neither a misogynist, nor my thief.

      “I have to buy the new sample.” I pull a deep breath inside my chest until it expands, then I let it go again and meet Dickie’s eyes. “I have to go out tonight and get it.”

      Silence envelopes the lab for a full minute while Dickie rubs a hand over his face.

      He’s searching for that gilded cage. He’s looking for a way to keep me home and safe, without tying me down and robbing me of my liberties.

      Finally, he drops his hands and nods. “Call me once you’re home. I won’t sleep until I know you’re inside and safe.”

      “Deal.”
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        * * *

      

      Stepping inside the club named Molly’s at a few minutes before seven, I pass a crowd of dancing couples, gyrating and drinking, others are eating and talking.

      Strangely, business doesn’t seem to be affected by the slate of connected deaths on the news. In fact, the press may have only drawn in the morbidly curious for a closer look.

      I wear a short dress and heels that pull attention and make my tall frame so much taller. Men’s eyes slide along my slender frame, and women’s eyes take stock of my outfit. When I stand as tall as I do, as naturally thin as I am—despite my terrible diet and lack of exercise—gazes invariably scan me until I feel the heat of their stares and the curiosity that plagues them: how much does she charge? Is she easy, or do I have to pretend for a few minutes to be a nice guy?

      Making my way to the bar, I take my phone from my purse and open the text app. And because of the time, I select Corey’s name, open the chat, and type in: I’m not home right now, but I will be in an hour. Call me then.

      Taking his call inside a darkened club won’t do either of us any favors, and telling him I’m out won’t end with him cheerfully bidding me a pleasant time. He’ll demand answers like where the hell am I, and who am I out with—not necessarily details I’ll keep to myself once we chat at eight, but while I’m here, inside the club and trying to come across a dealer, it’s not exactly a conversation I can be having.

      So I send the text and slide my phone back into my bag, then I sit down at the bar and turn my face to the left, only to find a guy watching me with dancing eyes.

      He’s got the just left the office thing going on. His suit is dapper and expensive, but I see how his collar isn’t as stiff as it would have been ten hours ago. His cufflinks shimmer under the overhead lights, pointing out wealth, and his haircut is sharp enough that it’s obvious he had it done within the last couple of days.

      He has beefy hands, strong and broad. And I look at his left hand—I always look—to find no indent from a wedding ring. There’s no suspicious tan line, no markings at all to indicate he’s committed elsewhere. So because of it, I smile back and play my role inside a club hopping with drugs.

      “Hello.” His voice is smooth, refined, and further proof of his wealth.

      It’s an odd thing to describe, that a rich man has a rich voice, but it’s anecdotally accurate in my experience. Those with money are simply smoother, and those without, come with a twang that always appeals to me more.

      Perfection isn’t something to strive for, when imperfections make for a far superior personality.

      Suits turns on his stool and offers a manicured hand. “Are you here alone tonight?”

      I bark out a laugh that is both playful and dismissive. “Quite the opening question.” I take his hand and pump once, twice, then release. “A woman announcing she’s without an escort is dangerous, don’t you think?”

      “I completely agree.” He picks up his small glass—bourbon, I think, and ice—and brings it up to sip. “But in my world, that makes you a damsel I should protect. If you’re alone, then I know to keep watch and to make sure no harm comes to you while here.”

      “Assuming you’re a trustworthy watchman,” I counter with a smirk, only to flash a wide grin when my unsubtle barb makes him scowl.

      Behind the bar, the server stops in front of me and waits.

      “Soda water, please.”

      “Designated driver?” she asks. “Those drinks are free.”

      “Even better. Free is in my budget. Thank you.”

      “You’re not drinking?” Suits draws my attention back around to him. “Not even one to take the edge off a stressful day?”

      “Who says I’ve had a stressful day? I feel pretty relaxed, to be honest.” I accept my drink when the bartender hands it across, then I turn back to Suits and settle in for an hour of sleuthing.

      Corey may be getting a little cranky right now, considering the way my purse vibrates against my thigh, but he’ll get his call soon. I’ll get what I need just as soon as I find a dealer, I’ll be home in an hour, and the moment I get to hear Corey’s voice, I intend to slide my hand into my panties and bring myself a little relief after a stressful day.

      Suits is right that I need a release. But it won’t be with him or whatever alcohol he thinks he can ply into my system.
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EARLIER THAT DAY

        

      

    

    
      My cell vibrates with an unknown number, but although I don’t particularly want to take a call from someone I don’t know, my gut instinct demands I do exactly that, considering the area code points directly at the city Jen lives in.

      Hitting accept, I bring the device to my ear and allow my brows to pull closer. “Corey Rosa speaking.”

      “Good,” a deep voice, gruff and crackling, rumbles through the line. “I was hoping I’d catch you.”

      “State your name and business.” I walk away from Spence and Abby’s shooting range and make my way toward the half-built home in the far corner.

      The land is on an easy couple of acres, just outside town, but the small, sub-divided plot for their home is far enough away that my sister and her husband are skirting the rules set down by the adoption agency.

      It’s no bueno bringing an adopted baby home to a shooting range. But bringing it to a brand-new home that just so happens to be located next door to a shooting range is, apparently, okay.

      “My name is Richard Tinker, and I work with—”

      “Jen. Yeah, I know about you, Dickie. What do you want?”

      He pauses for a moment, taken aback by my words. “What do you know about me?”

      “I know you’ve worked for Burrows and Allan for the past thirty-five years, you’re up in Jen’s space on the regular, and if we’re being straight shooters, I’ll tell you I suspect you’re involved in this drug situation with Sniff and Queen.”

      I continue my long strides and smirk in response to Dickie’s indrawn breath. “I had you run, Richard. You’re mid-fifties. Two hundred pounds, according to your driver’s license, though we both know that’s a load of shit. You have a degree the same as Jen’s, but different schools, different decades. You have a wife and daughter, a pet schnauzer, and a 401k that ain’t gonna keep you comfortable in retirement, which only lends to my suspicion that you gotta make quick money now. Why are you calling me?”

      “You think I’m involved?” he growls. “As in I’m the damn asshole selling that girl’s hard work?”

      “It’s a theory I’m tossing around. Especially since my search found you’re falling behind on your mortgage. Last chance, why are you calling me?”

      “We’ll discuss this another time,” he snarls. “You looking into my business and making bullshit accusations.”

      I shrug and step over the newly built fence surrounding Abby’s future home. “I’m available to discuss it whenever you want. Till then, you’re on my short list and not to be trusted.”

      “Fuck you,” he sneers. “You’re lucky I’m even calling you right now.”

      “Am I?” I make a beeline for the front door of Abby’s two-story ranch. “What do you want, Dickie?”

      “Boss-man just got done dressing our girl down for what he considers her involvement in all this. She has a moral compass as straight as a sword, and her conscience insists she make this all better.”

      “And the boss-man’s opinion?”

      “He says to leave it all alone and turn a blind eye to what’s happening. He doesn’t want bad press to damage the company.”

      “And so…?” I step up to Abby’s newly constructed porch and slow on a squeaky wooden slat. “She’s not gonna turn a blind eye. We both know that.”

      “Nope. Not only that, but she’s heading out tonight to see if she can buy a little more of the product.”

      “Aw, for fuck’s sake.” I bite off my curse and continue through the front door.

      Construction crews work hard inside; some install flooring, and another works on the stair banister. Plumbers head on up to the second floor, and through it all, my tiny little sister leads a younger guy around by tugging the hem of his shirt.

      The dude’s name is Tyler; I know only because he tried to pickpocket me a year or so ago and got his fingers broken because of it. Before that, turns out he was squatting in my sister-in-law’s home. The first offense was enough to get Nadia and Mitch’s attention, and the second put him on my radar too, but instead of handing him over to the cops and compounding an already dicey situation for him and the kids who depend on him, I handed him to Spence; got him put to work to keep him as straight as a kid can be when mentored by the likes of Spencer Serrano.

      Ty’s fingers ached for a month or two because of me, but he survived, and at the end of it all, my sister gets free labor from the guy who’d rather take than give.

      Abby loves nothing more than to love on the exact kinda guy she should be nowhere near—starting with her hard-ass brothers, and ending with her criminal husband. She takes in delinquents the way the pound takes in mutts, and when the sun goes down each evening, every single delinquent she knows walks away with a meal, a hug, and all sorts of pillow-fluffing.

      “She’s heading out tonight,” Dickie says in my ear as Abby and Dom head into the half-constructed kitchen. “Brags she’s done it before, but that doesn’t mean I like it. Things are getting hotter over here, folks are dying, and now Burrows is trying to put a cap on it. If you know Jen the way I do, you’d know that cap is only going to act as rocket fuel to her. She needs answers, and she doesn’t much care for the damage she does to herself in the meantime.”

      “Alright, well…” I stop in the doorway to the kitchen and rub a hand across my face. “Fuck. Okay. I’ll take care of it. She’s gonna call me at seven, so I’ll talk to her about it then.”

      “Seven?” He laughs in my ear. “Dollars to donuts she doesn’t make that call, boyo. You best figure out a more direct approach, because sitting on your recliner at home waiting for her ain’t gonna earn you a damn thing except the highlights reel at the end of the night—assuming she makes it home safely.”

      “What do you want me to do? I’m a full day’s drive away.”

      “I dunno,” he grumbles. “But I did the best I can, under the circumstances. I can’t stop her from going out, and telling her to sit down and stay in the quiet lane will only end with a man getting beat. Let me know when you’ve got a plan, because right this second, I have nothing that’ll shield her.”

      Hanging up, Dickie leaves me standing all alone at the entrance to Abby’s kitchen. The place is filled with people, and yet, I’m as alone now as I was on the drive home from the airport a week ago.

      “Corey?” Abby’s voice comes from somewhere far away. Concern and question, wonder and worry. She makes her way closer, leaving the young thug on the other side of the island counter, and stops in front of me. “Hey?”

      Blinking to bring my focus back to the here, the now, I look down at my sister and study her bi-colored eyes.

      “Are you okay? You look like you just got terrible news.”

      “No, I…” I draw a deep breath and let it out on a sigh. “Not bad news. But concerning news.” Taking a step back, I look over Abby’s shoulder, to Dom. “Is Serrano onsite?”

      The kid—long ago done with high school and possessing a twang to his speech that tells me he’s had his fair share of pops to the mouth in his couple decades—shakes his head and leans his hip against the counter. “Haven’t seen him yet today.”

      “Don’t leave here till either he or one of my brothers gets back.” I nod toward Abby. “She doesn’t stay on a construction site without one of you guys, got it?”

      Indignant, my baby sister drops her hands to her hips. “I don’t need a babysitter, Corey!”

      Dominic reaches up and tugs a pencil from behind his ear. “I got it.”

      “Alright.” Leaning in, I press a kiss to Abby’s cheek, then without another word, I turn away and quick-step it toward the front door.

      Once I’m on the porch, my step turns to a jog, then my jog turns to a run, and before I know it, I’m in my truck and heading for the freeway.

      “Fuck me.”

      This is why I’ve gone thirty years without crushing on a woman. Caring brings stress, and stress means I’m about to drop my credit card on the desk of an airline worker, just so I have half a chance of arriving before Jen doesn’t call me at seven.
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        * * *

      

      After two flights, a layover that lasts longer than both flights combined, a chatty older woman sitting beside me for four hours, and a screeching baby who clearly wasn’t getting what he or she wanted, I make my way through the airport on Jen’s end of the country and bypass the luggage carousel.

      I didn’t bring any clothes but for those on my back, which saves me time as I take my phone from my pocket and hit dial.

      The massive clock on the wall fifty feet above where I stand reads 18:50, and it takes a minute before I cotton on to the fact I’ve jumped time zones by flying here. I’ve gained time; a blessing, considering my layover in the southwest would’ve made me late otherwise.

      Stepping into the dark outside, I listen to the dial tone of my call and wait… wait… wait for Jen to answer and tell me she’s at home in her pyjamas. I know she’s not, and I know unless she answers this call, I’ll have a fuck of a time finding her without outside help. But that doesn’t stop me from hoping.

      As soon as my call predictably dies out and her voicemail picks up, I turn to the line of cabs and slide into the backseat of the one at the front. “Head toward the center of the city.”

      Bringing my phone back in front of me, I dial Soph—my nerdy computer genius—and bring the device to my ear.

      “Yeah?” Soph doesn’t worry herself with pleasantries. And she sure as hell doesn’t care about getting her hands dirty or breaking the law to get her way.

      Generally, she uses her powers for good, but God help any motherfucker who pisses her off.

      “Can you cross-reference a hunch for me? I need to find someone, and I need to find her quickly.”

      “Sure.” Soph moves around her home—or office, or a high-tech, secure, bomb-proof building, perhaps… I don’t know where she is, but a laboratory Pinky and the Brain style seems apt. Dropping down onto a squeaky chair, she exhales. “Who are we looking for?”

      “Jen. Tabby’s older sister.”

      Just because the sisters aren’t best friends with Soph doesn’t mean Soph doesn’t know exactly who they are. It takes one meet for Soph to catalog everything there is to know about anyone, and in the Lawrences’ case, they’re watched closer, purely because they’re in the inner circle of my family.

      Sophia takes care of her team, and more than one Rosa is considered family to the hacker-ballerina extraordinaire.

      “She’s in a club somewhere, trying to buy drugs,” I continue. “And I have it on good authority she ain’t gonna be all that safe doing it, so I wanna find her before she screws up.”

      “She’s at a club called Molly’s.”

      “She…” Surprised, I sit back in my seat and watch as streetlights flash through the inside of the cab. “How’d you know? I didn’t even give you my intel yet.”

      “No need, she handed over her credit card to set up the tab already. She only got a soda, and that was free, but still, the card is in the system, and because of it, I got the alert. She was served only…” she pauses for a moment, as though to check the time. “Three minutes ago. She’s fresh, and only ordering soda. No booze for our drug-seeking lover.”

      “Not my lover,” I grumble. “She said no.”

      “Ha!” Soph barks out a loud laugh. “And you’re legit cut-up about it. How’s it feel to be one of the better-looking Rosas, and yet, girls still say no?”

      “Fuck you.” I roll my eyes. “And thanks. I always assumed I was the better-looking Rosa.”

      “Certifiable. Third only to Abby and Romeo.”

      “Fuck outta here! Abby, sure. But Troy? Nah.”

      “Sibling rivalry is so hot sometimes. Tell your cab driver you wanna head to the lower east. Molly’s is where you’re stopping. And since you’re likely spending the night, I’ll text you Jen’s address. She can continue to shut you down in the privacy of her home.”

      “Not very sisterly of you to give a guy her address when the woman is specifically saying no.”

      Soph scoffs. “She slept at your place two nights in a row. And I’ve seen her; she’s strong enough to continue to tell you no. Besides, I know you, and I know your soft ass doesn’t take what isn’t given freely.”

      “I steal shit all the time.” The warthog being the one that’ll put me away for a long time. “I’m not as honorable as you seem to think.”

      “You don’t steal from women; not their bodies, and not their possessions. But hey, if you wanna be extra noble, go for it. I won’t text you the address. You can ask her yourself and see what happens.”

      It annoys me that I feel better knowing I won’t get Jen’s address without her permission. That streak of nobility is gonna be the reason I get in trouble someday. Worse, that streak of nobility, when it comes to Jen, is what’s gonna get me hurt or dead.

      It’s as certain to me now as the sun rising in the east.

      Ending my call with Soph, I meet the cab driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror. “Molly’s, please. Do you know the place?”

      The guy is of Mediterranean descent, with slicked-back black hair and a jaw that stands forward. He nods and reaches to the passenger seat for a bottle of water. “Not safe for women,” he says shortly. “Drugs and rich men.”

      “It’s a hotspot for money?”

      He brings the water bottle to his lips. “Expensive sex, expensive drugs, expensive mistakes. I do not go in there, and neither does anyone I know. We’re not in the right tax bracket.”

      With that thought, I look down at my jeans. My shirt. I look decent, clean and tidy, but do I look Fortune 500 rich?

      “I suggest you get a suit before you go there,” he says, reading my mind. “It would be a smoother evening for you.”

      “Will they not allow me entry in jeans?”

      He shrugs. “I think they’ll let you in, but they might not be very nice to you. Depends who is on the door, I suppose.”

      “You know a lot about a club you’ve never been to.”

      He smirks and refastens the lid on his bottle. Tossing it to the passenger seat, his eyes again come to mine in the mirror. “Most people don’t see me when I drive them. They talk, they kiss, they do whatever they want in my backseat, and most often, they speak secrets they would never dare speak anywhere else. To them, I am—”

      “Invisible,” I finish for him. “Yeah. I hear you.”

      Checking the time, my heart jumps when my phone chirps with a text. Jen’s name pops up on my screen, but before I can get too excited about her making contact, I read her words and scowl at her brushoff; she’ll call me around eight.

      The fuck she will.

      “How long until we get to Molly’s?”

      The cab driver’s eyes remain trained on the bumper-to-bumper traffic in front of us. “Thirty minutes. Maybe thirty-five.”

      “Shit. And we have to hit a pawn shop before we get there.”

      Tapping Jen’s name on my phone, I try calling her back. I know she’s there. I know she’s ignoring me. But when the call rings out, I hit dial again and crush the phone in my hand as the second call goes to voicemail.

      “Fuck.”

      “Twenty-five minutes,” the driver murmurs. Taking a sharp right, he swings us into a backstreet and picks up speed. “I’ll get you to your friend soon.”
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IRONY

        

      

    

    
      Club soda is non-alcoholic and totally legit for a super sleuthing biochemist looking to save the world in her spare time. But my club soda, this world-saving biochemist, seems to be in trouble, because my head swims with alarming speed, and at the ends of my abnormally long arms—why are my limbs so long?—my fingertips tingle.

      “Are you okay?” Pete—the rich, suited guy—leans in to catch my eyes. “You look a little… ill.”

      “My soda was funky.” I swing around with uncoordinated movements in search of the bartender. My scowl screams accusation, but she’s not here. I can’t see her. And the suit guy, who smelled fantastic ten minutes ago, now smells too much. His cologne is too invading, too sickly. “I’m gonna go—”

      “You look like you might want to barf.”

      “I think maybe I do.” My eyes water as I slip off my stool and onto shaky feet. My heels tremble beneath my weight, and my skirt sits precariously high. But I push away from the bar as sweat breaks out along my brow and more slides down my spine. “I’m gonna go to the bathroom.”

      “Here, let me—”

      “No.” I swing my hand away from his and earn a grumble from the guy on my right for hitting him “Sorry.” Nausea rushes along my throat and stops only because I clamp my lips shut. “Oh god.” I grip my purse in my hand and stumble toward the bathroom. “I’m gonna… I’ll…” I slam into couples. Dancing people. Talking people. No one cares that I feel unwell. They only care that I stagger into their space and interrupt their grinding.

      My hands feel fat and numb, fumbling and weird, but I search my tiny purse with a desperation I’m not sure I’ve ever felt before. Snagging my phone, I quickly unlock it and bat grabbing hands away when they try to stop my stomp through the dark club. Hitting dial on the first number I see, I shove my way through the heavy bathroom door and turn back in time to catch Pete’s concerned eyes as he waits in the hall.

      “Jen?” Corey’s gruff voice is like a hug in the cold. “Hey, where are you? I’m—”

      “Help me,” I rush toward the closest toilet stall and drop to my knees in the filth of a nightclub bathroom. “My drink was spiked.”

      “What?!” From calm to enraged, Corey changes, in my mind, from Bruce Banner to The Hulk. From Oliver Queen to The Green Arrow. From The Ant Man to Paul Rudd. “Where are you?”

      “Sick.” Vomit races along my throat and splashes into the toilet. Bile burns my esophagus as my stomach rejects whatever I’ve ingested. My hair hangs in my face, and to my right, the bathroom door creaks open so the music outside grows loud enough to hurt my head.

      “Hey now.” A deep voice winds its way through my mind and brings momentary safe haven. Strong arms wrap around my torso, and though it’s impossible, I still hope somehow the arms could belong to Corey.

      He’s on the other side of the planet. Unreachable. But when those strong arms twist me around and into his hold, I search for my phone. Missing. Gone. On the floor, maybe.

      “Come on, now. I’m gonna take you home and clean you up.”

      “Corey?” I pull a deep breath into my lungs and try for a moment to picture him in my mind. “Is that you?”

      “You can call me Corey.” Another voice. Another set of arms. Cologne that makes my stomach turn. “Close your eyes, sweetheart. I’m gonna help get you home.”
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RACING THE CLOCK

        

      

    

    
      I sprint past the bouncers and into the club with the massive Molly’s sign above the door. Muscled fuckers try to step in my way, but I sidestep their advances and skid to a stop in the middle of what I guess is the dancefloor. It comes with chairs, with patrons sitting and chatting, but others dance. And to the right, a long bar hums with activity as bartenders move from customer to customer.

      The stools in front of the bar are all occupied, the space busting at the seams as men and women flirt and drink and work off a week being cooped up in an office.

      My left hand crushes my phone, the call I had with Jen still live, but she’s gone, so the line offers only static and an echo that implies tiles.

      The bathroom is my best guess, so I search for signage that points me in the right direction. When I don’t find that, I simply search for hordes of women.

      “Where are the bathrooms?” I grab one dancing woman and swing her around to me.

      Her eyes register my size, and change from rage, to fear, to appreciation.

      I shake her when she turns toward me fully and leaves her date in the shadows. “Where are the bathrooms?”

      “That way,” she tilts her head and flashes a grin that says she’ll follow me, if only I asked. “You okay?”

      Releasing her, I push past and run in the direction she indicated, only to hit a dark hallway where couples take advantage of the anonymity in darkness.

      Men crowd the women against the wall. They rub up against their dates, regardless of their sobriety or consent, and others touch. They touch in ways that would get them arrested if they were on the street. I charge toward the bathroom, but each time I catch a flash of blonde hair, I stop and separate the couple to make sure the blonde doesn’t belong to Jen.

      Dark eyes follow me. Sexually charged couples frustrated at my interruption. Each time I make certain the blonde isn’t Jen, I rush on to the next, until I find myself at the bathroom door.

      Pushing it open a crack, I call out, “Jen?”

      Nothing.

      So I try again. “Jennifer? Are you in there?”

      When no one answers, I call out one last time. “I’m coming in there. Cover up if you don’t wanna be seen.”

      Shoving my phone into my pocket, I push the door wide and step in to find a single woman at the sink, washing her hands and watching me with nothing more than a curious glance.

      My eyes shoot to the toilet stalls, of which there are three, but only one of them has a cell phone sitting on the tile. Rushing forward, I snatch up the device and check the darkened screen to see our call has been live for eight minutes, and though the timer continues to push on, Jen is nowhere to be seen.

      Hanging up, I squeeze the phone in my hand and turn to the lone woman at the mirrors. “Almost six feet tall, probably wearing heels, so she’d be taller. Blonde hair. Silver-gray eyes. She’s got a bad attitude, and she was puking in here just a few minutes ago. Have you seen her?”

      The woman allows her eyes to scan me, from my scarred boots up to the shirt the cab driver suggested I might want to change.

      Inside this club, I suppose it might appear like I’m the deadbeat ex-boyfriend looking to track down a woman who doesn’t want to be found.

      “If I had seen her,” she starts, confirming my suspicions, “what makes you think I would tell you?”

      “She’s not safe.” I start forward and meet the woman at the sinks. “She was drugged, and now she’s not here.” I point toward the toilet. “She’s not where she’s supposed to be.”

      “But I’ve heard this story before. Especially here.” The brunette woman with three nose rings and dark eye makeup turns to me, unafraid, and folds her arms. “We’re in Molly’s now, and though you might be forgiven for assuming a sweet old lady named Molly started this place, you’d be wrong. Molly’s is named Molly’s because it’s where everyone comes to get high.” She flashes a wide grin. “If your friend came here on her own, it’s because she intended to have a little fun with someone else who also wanted to get high.” She drops her arms and steps around me. “Who’m I to stop that?”

      “You’ve seen the news.” I spin to keep her in my sight. “You know people are dying, and you know the deaths are coming out of this club. Why would you allow that to happen?”

      “I’m not allowing anything to happen.” She grabs the doorhandle and glances back over her shoulder. “I don’t even know for sure this person exists. I don’t know if she bought pills. And I don’t know who you are. But I do know that I’m not gonna hand a chick over without knowing if you’re good for her or not. How’m I supposed to know if you’re the hero or villain in her story?” She tsks. “Why would I send you to her if you’re only going to hurt her?”

      “Because I’m trying to save her!” I surge forward so fast, the woman backs up against the door and desperately tries to minimize her size. “She was puking in here. The woman who owns the discarded phone, she needs help, and you might be the difference between her being okay or not. Why would you willingly step between her and safety? Huh?”

      I push her to the side when her lips remain closed, and open the door with a rip on the handle. Music hits my senses first, then perfume, alcohol, the sounds of pleasure.

      Instead of turning right and heading back toward the belly of the club, I turn left and move deeper into the dark. I have to find her, and if she’s hurt, the motherfucker responsible is about to learn what his own intestines taste like.

      “Move.” I shove one guy to the side. Then another.

      “She left with a guy,” the woman from the bathroom shouts along the hall.

      Skidding to a stop, I meet her eyes from twenty feet away.

      “He wore a suit, dark hair, biggish arms.” She points toward her tiny biceps. “He’s not as big as you, but he’s not tiny either. They’re probably in the alley on that,” she nods toward the west, “side of the building. It’s where the suit types park their cars.”

      “He has a car here? Fuck!”

      Spinning on my heel, I sprint along the hall and shove through steel doors at the back of the building. Signage says there are fire alarms attached, but none sound as I slam the doors open and send them bouncing off the brick exterior.

      The lighting out here is next to nonexistent, but one side of the courtyard is lined with a brick wall, which means I turn in the opposite direction and run toward the sound of cars on the road. I swipe my newly acquired Glock 9 from the back of my jeans and hold it tight in my right hand while I slow my run and search the shadows.

      I’m not alone out here, and Jen isn’t the only woman who’s been led into the dark, but I bypass those who carry no resemblance to her at all, only slowing whenever I glimpse blonde hair.

      My mind stays focused on my mission—find Jen!—but there’s a part of me wondering how many of these people have taken the purple pill tonight. How many won’t live to see tomorrow?

      “Nope.” That voice, her voice, draws my eyes the way a gazelle might catch a lion’s attention on an open plain. “Don’t wanna…”

      A shiny black sedan sits at the dark end of a half-empty parking lot, the back door open, the interior lights on, but Jen’s legs are all I see, her creamy white thighs shining against the darkness as a guy stands between them and pushes her back against the car. His lips are on her neck, his hands on her hips, her thighs, her ass.

      A red haze of rage washes over my vision as I speed up. From a walk to a run, from a kick in the gut at seeing her, to a sprint that has me reaching them in two seconds flat.

      I grab the back of the guy’s head in one hand, yank him backward until his entire body stiffens with fear, then I shove him forward and slam his face against the open door until it explodes with blood. On the next blow, his nose crunches, and the corner of the door catches his lip and tears it open. Teeth sprinkle on the concrete like snow in the winter, and on the third slam, his legs drop out beneath him, and he falls to the ground like a sack of shit.

      The second he’s out, my eyes go to Jen’s. To smudged makeup and lipstick faded because of that asshole. Her eyes water; tears, fear, nausea. Her skin carries a green tinge that makes my stomach twist, but her shaking hands, her quivering jaw… those are what make my heart ache.

      “C-corey?”

      Without warning, she drops, just like her attacker, but I catch her before she hits the ground, and sweep her into my arms so she’s cocooned against my chest. Holding her close, I glance around the dark and wonder what the fuck I’m supposed to do. Where do I take her?

      “Hey, guy?” A voice at the other end of the parking lot draws my attention until I lock onto a yellow cab and my Mediterranean friend. “I have a ride for you.”

      Relief and worry wage a war inside my gut. Fear that Jen’s taken something she can’t recover from, and respite because of the way she wraps her arms around my neck. She’s in there; she’s unconscious but aware that I’m close, and she’s trusting me. And now I guess I’m trusting the cab driver.

      Leaving the predatory asshole behind with a face that’ll never truly recover, I make my way toward the dirty yellow cab under one of the few streetlights.

      “Whoa!” Surprising me, the driver jumps back and stares, wide-eyed and terrified, at my hand.

      Glancing down, I find my Glock still tightly in my grasp. “You’re safe,” I tell him. “I won’t hurt you.”

      “Accident?”

      “Never. Help me.” I step toward the back door and wait for him to open it, only to pause for a moment and consider the logistics of getting her in.

      Knowing I have to hurry, I simply slide in with her in my arms, but when the cab driver tries to help with her legs, touching too much, too close, a vicious snarl tears along my throat until he releases her and throws his hands up in surrender.

      “I’m trying to help, like you said.”

      I clench my jaw, give a fast, jerky nod, then tuck us the rest of the way in. When I have her comfortably cocooned on my lap, the driver slams the door shut and races around to the front, while crowds begin making their way out the back door of the club.

      No doubt, word got around inside of a tussle. Maybe the cops have been called.

      Sliding into the driver’s seat, the Mediterranean guy watches me in the rearview mirror. “Where to?”

      “Just drive for a sec and let me think.”

      Reaching into my pocket—a difficult feat, considering Jen’s weight on top of me—I take out my phone and dial Soph’s number for the second time tonight. Bringing the device to my ear, I glance down at Jen’s face while I wait.

      I study her hair, hanging over her cheek, and on her neck, markings that make my stomach clench and turn. He had his lips on her; he was taking something not freely offered, and despite her saying no, he marked her.

      Finally, the call connects and Soph answers. “Alarms are going off at Molly’s, Rosa. Cops are on their way. What did you do?”

      “Which way are they coming from?”

      “The cops?” Soph taps her keyboard. “They’re three streets away, north of the club.”

      I look into the cab driver’s eyes. “Turn right here, then turn right again.”

      “You got it, boss.”

      “Soph, she’s been drugged, and I don’t know what the fuck to do.”

      “Hospital, maybe? Fuck, Rosa! I don’t know. You shoulda called Mitch, not me.”

      “Hello?” Like magic, my younger brother’s voice enters the fray. “What’s up?”

      “Mitch?” My brows pinch close. “How did you—”

      “I pulled him in,” Soph says. “We have someone who’s been drugged. Corey needs your help.”

      “Fuck.” Put straight to work, Mitch hisses. “Okay. Conscious, or no?”

      “No. But she was a few minutes ago. When I arrived, she dropped.”

      “Did she hit her head?” His voice is calm, collected, unhurried, and completely professional. “Is she unconscious because she fell?”

      “Nope, she’s unconscious from drugs and maybe a little shock.”

      “Okay. How’s her skin?”

      “Green and sick.”

      “How’re her eyes?”

      I reach forward and slide her right eyelid open, only to frown when her pupil shrinks from the minimal light. “Small, and highly reactive to light.”

      “Fever?”

      I press a hand to her brow and shake my head. “No fever. She’s not warm at all, and she’s not sweating either.”

      “I think she was roofied,” the driver says from the front. He wasn’t asked, but I meet his eyes anyway. “I drive around this club, remember? I see the different women.”

      “Whoever the fuck that is,” Mitch rumbles, “I’m leaning toward the same. How’s her heart rate? Fast? Slow?”

      I place a finger on Jen’s throat and wait. “Normal. Not racing, not weak. Maybe a little bit on the slow side, but not enough to panic.”

      “She was roofied,” the driver says again.

      “I think she was roofied too,” Mitch says. “Pinch her.”

      “Huh?”

      “Make it hurt,” he says. “I wanna know if she’ll react.”

      “She’s unconscious! I’m not gonna fuckin’ hurt her.”

      “Pinch her, asshole! Hard enough it’ll leave a bruise.”

      “You’re insan—”

      “Agh!” Jen skitters closer to me in her sleep, away from the cab driver’s pinching hand reaching between the seats.

      “Hey!” I slam my boot against the guy’s forearm and pin it so hard, the cab swerves and his eyes flare with panic. “Don’t fuckin’ touch her again!”

      “He wants to know if she’s had a roofie or that other new drug.” Yanking his arm free, he scowls in the mirror. “Now you know. Besides, the people dying from the new drug are partying until the end. They drop and die. They don’t sleep for a bit first.”

      “She reacted,” Mitch murmurs. “And what drug is he talking about? What’s going on? Where the fuck are you?”

      “New pill on the market,” Soph supplies. “It’s an upper that shares similarities with ecstasy, but a hundred times worse. Mitch, have we safely established she’s ingested Rohypnol and nothing else?”

      “Yeah, I’d say you’re in the clear. Keep her cool, keep her safe, keep her hydrated, but don’t let her chug water. Let her sleep, but check on her all night. She oughta wake up tomorrow with the hangover of her life.”

      “Hospital or no?”

      I can’t see my brother, but in my mind, I see his shrug. “If this was all legit, then sure, I’d get her to the hospital for monitoring and potentially to pump her stomach. But considering you’re yet to tell me where the fuck you are and Sophia is on this call, means something shady is going on. At this point, I’m wondering if you’re legally allowed to step inside the hospital.”

      “Of course I am,” I grumble. “But if you think we’re clear, then I’ll get her home and keep her safe. Soph? Can you get me that address? I never got to ask her.”

      She snorts and taps at her computer. “You struck out, Casanova. You’re damn lucky you know people like me. Alright, Jennifer Lawrence—not to be confused with the actress—lives at one-five-three—”

      “Jen?!” Mitch explodes so loud, even the cab driver jumps. “Jen is the one who is unconscious right now? Jen,” he repeats louder, “as in Tabby’s sister?”

      “Yes, Tabby’s sister, but considering Tabby is both a worrier and pregnant, you’re gonna keep your mouth shut and not say shit to her or Beck.”

      “Tabitha deserves to know!” he roars. “You know damn well we’d wanna know if it was Abby.”

      “Yes, but it’s not Abby, and telling them does nothing but hurt them. For now, until the situation resolves itself, Tabby stays in the dark, and Jen is given space to get better.”

      “What situation?” Mitch snarls. “The situation where my brother is somewhere in another part of the country, despite the fact I had breakfast with him this morning? You didn’t mention shit about going away, Corey! Or is the situation that Jen is with you right now, drugged and unconscious?”

      “Believe it or not, there’s a third, worse option,” I growl. “Jen’s about to tear down a fuckin’ drug empire, and it has nothing to do with the dude who roofied her, and everything to do with all those dead bodies on the news. So give me some fucking space to work. I can’t afford to be distracted right now.”

      Hanging up on them both, I wait for the text I knew would be coming—Jen’s address—then I relay that information to the cab driver.

      Twenty-five minutes later, we stop outside a mid-level apartment building that’s a step up from a slum, but ten steps down from the lofts in the fancier side of town. Here, it’s likely Jen encounters the criminals who haunt the night, but because she lives here, they probably have a buddy system and a pact not to upset the locals.

      Jen’s safety, it appears, comes in the form of knowing the less-moral members of society.

      I toss money to the cab driver with enough of a tip to thank him for his assist tonight, then I carry Jen inside the shoddy foyer area of an apartment block built somewhere in the middle of the last century, as evidenced by the light brick walls, concrete stairs, and the bank of mailboxes lining one side.

      Soph’s text says Jen is apartment 3A, so I start up the stairs and pass nosy neighbors who neither call me out for carrying her, nor do they call the cops. They simply watch. And when I stop at the door to her apartment and slide the key into the lock, the onlookers scurry away when I turn back to count how many are loitering.

      “Come on,” I whisper… for Jen? Maybe for me. “Time to get you better.”

      Stepping backward into a tiny apartment with a dated couch and an old box TV, I close the door and exhale an exhausted sigh.
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HANGOVER FROM HELL

        

      

    

    
      Darkness pulses against my closed eyelids, and yet, I feel the heat of light from somewhere nearby. My brain thuds inside my too-small skull, and when I swallow, I haven’t enough energy to stop myself from choking on the ache.

      “Shh…” A deep voice whispers near my ear. A moment later, a warm hand presses to my forehead. “You’re okay,” the owner of the voice murmurs. “Everything’s okay.”

      “Corey?” It hurts to speak. Like razorblades on already burned and stripped skin. “Z’at you?”

      “Yeah.”

      After a moment, I realize I’m lying on a body, hard and unforgiving, yet immeasurably comfortable.

      Lips press to my brow, and with a gentle kiss, soft breath feathers over my skin. “Keep sleeping.” Fingers stroke my hair and send prickles of sensation racing along my skin. “I’ve got you.”

      “Hurts.” I moan when that single word stings like acid on an open wound. “W’happened?”

      “Sleep,” he insists instead. “When you’re awake for real, I’ll tell you all about it. Do you want water first?”

      I nod. Well, I think I move my head. But the movement makes my neck ache and my shoulders scream in agony.

      “Here you go.”

      I feel Corey’s body shift beneath mine. His powerful muscles, and his smooth skin. I feel his pulse race just a little faster, then his broad hand comes near my face.

      Instead of making me move, he brings the end of a plastic straw to my lips. “Just a little sip,” he whispers. “Not too much.”

      I pull shaky sips of water into my mouth, but though I expect a reprieve from the burning, the water turns lava-hot instead and makes my throat throb so much more.

      Whimpering, I release the straw and turn my face away as the last of the boiling water dribbles along my throat.

      My body yearns to yawn, but my subconscious demands sleep. My entire moment of wakefulness and talking to Corey is, in reality, half a minute, in which my eyes remain closed and my stomach turns at every new scent that invades my senses.

      Someone somewhere nearby burns toast, and someone else, another apartment, cooks with too much garlic.

      “What time is it?” I croak.

      “Lunchtime,” he answers in the quiet. “You’ve been asleep all last night and all today.”

      “That’s…” Not me, I try to say. I want to defend my laziness, but my brain struggles to connect one thought to another.

      Listless, I give up with a sigh and wander back toward sleep. “Why are you here? You don’t live here.”

      “Because I have a crush on you.” Warm lips press to the top of my head until he exhales. “Go back to sleep. You’re safe.”
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        * * *

      

      I wake over and over, though if mere minutes go between, or full hours, I don’t know. My eyes remain closed, but the light attempting to infiltrate them grows weaker as time passes. All the while, Corey remains with me, curling me into the shape of his body, and stroking my hair like he knows—he knows!—that’s how my mother soothed Tabby and me when we were small.

      His natural scent is enough to ward off the worst of the food smells cooking outside this room, and his heart beating beneath my ear is more soothing than any playlist he could have provided me. His hand lies limp now against my hip, his breathing so even that I know without opening my eyes he’s either asleep, or deeply meditative.

      My stomach continues to dip and swirl, and though I remain utterly still, my head swims enough to make me think we’re floating somewhere on the ocean. My eyes burn hot and painful, and when I work to crack them open, my brows pinch close together at the pain that is dry eyelids on dryer eyes.

      It’s like a hundred-year-old window in an ill-fitting frame.

      Swallowing my groan and clamping my lips shut lest I wake Corey, I glance across the part of the room I’m able to see without moving. I knew I was in my own apartment—the scents were too familiar, the energy too obvious for me to be somewhere else—but how did I get here? Why do I feel like roadkill? And more important in my mind, why is Corey here, in my apartment, when I never told him my address, and we never truly discussed him coming here?

      Confusion mixes with exhaustion, and as I carefully push up to separate my sweaty skin from his, I close my eyes again as nausea sprints through my body and threatens to make a mess all over my room.

      I feel three steps from death, and my lack of memory regarding why I’m this way only makes it worse. The last thing I remember is sitting at a bar, club soda in hand, and my eyes cataloguing Suits’ every move; he didn’t seem the type to take no as law when a woman says it.

      Molly’s is becoming infamous for its shady dealings, despite its wealthy clientele, so it’s not like I wasn’t expecting someone to make a shitty move. But the fact I don’t remember that move, when I watched my glass with eagle-eyed precision, stayed seated and sober, and I was firm but friendly in my rebuffs, means I’m clueless now how the hell I ended up here with Corey.

      Pushing up a little further, I sneak a glance at the sleeping form of the man in question. I allow myself a fleeting moment to study his stubbled jaw, the stubborn lines between his brows, and higher up, the hair he keeps just on the other side of perfectly trimmed. He’s a treat to the eyes, more so because he’s asleep and vulnerable, but when I can’t put it off any longer and my nausea threatens to escape my throat, I hitch my leg over the side of the bed and step onto tender feet.

      A soft cry of pain escapes my lips, despite my willing it not to, and as I cross the shoddy carpet of my bedroom, my feet are sensitive to every fiber beneath their soles. Every speck of dirt. Anything that isn’t fabric readying to soften the blow of my feet touching the concrete beneath them.

      My bladder aches, begging to be emptied, and as I make my way into the hall, I glance down in the almost darkness and find I’m wearing a bra and panties.

      Only a bra and panties.

      Corey undressed me—I swear, it better have been Corey, and not the guy from the bar—but I remain covered enough not to freak out. In fact, I’m as dressed now as I was the two other times we shared a bed.

      There’s a part of me, I’m sure, that should be panicking; where did he come from? Why am I in underwear? And why the hell does my head throb the way it does? But above all that is my more demanding need to pee before I burst.

      Stepping into the bathroom on cold tile, I whimper at the pain radiating through every pore of my body. The ache pulsing behind my mostly-closed eyelids, and the headache thudding just inside my temples. I haven’t been this hungover in… ever. And the worst part is, I didn’t even go out and party. I didn’t drink. I didn’t dance. And I sure as hell didn’t enjoy a wild night of flirting and vodka and swinging around light poles.

      I’m being punished for a crime I didn’t commit.

      Lowering my panties, I drop onto my toilet with a thud, then in the silence, I close my mouth to keep the sickness in, and let go of my core muscles to release God knows how many hours of stored-up pee from my bladder.

      My apartment is deathly silent, not even a fan turned on for white noise. There are no TV sounds coming from the hall, no foot traffic on the stairs. There’s just me, my hangover, and my obnoxiously loud bladder.

      Finishing with a sigh of relief, I wipe and clean up, and though I intend to pull my panties up and head back to bed, I stumble toward the shower instead and flip the taps on.

      My skin is sweaty and sticky. My hair is matted and gross, and no doubt my face carries the leftovers of old makeup, smudged to within an inch of its life. I desperately yearn to wash away the remnants of a terrible night, so I stand in place and wait for the water to warm.

      It takes a minute, but eventually it turns hot, and steam billows through my bathroom, so I strip what few scraps of material I wear and step into boiling water.

      I should’ve closed the door. I should search for some semblance of dignity and privacy while Corey Rosa sleeps just along the hall, but I can’t find a single ounce of enthusiasm to care. Instead, I stand under the lava-like water and tip my head back to allow the stream to sluice through my hair. I close my eyes and remain in the relative darkness, and it’s in the darkness I find a small slice of normalcy when my throbbing head eases and my swirling stomach slows.

      Blindly searching for soap, I scrub my face and moan as the waterproof mascara tugs at my eyelashes. I could be gentler, I could go slower, but the longer I stay in here, the more desperate I am to wash away the dregs of Molly’s club.

      After this, I can search for food and water.

      I finish washing my face, then my body. I work quickly, dispassionately, then only a few minutes after starting, I flip the taps off again and step back onto cold tile. I slip into my wraparound towel—the kind with the elastic edging and Velcro tabs, so it becomes somewhat of a strapless dress—then I grab a second towel and go to work blotting the excess water from my hair.

      Walking out of the bathroom while working, I move in the opposite direction of the bedroom and make my way into the kitchen. I live cleanly, minimalistic, so there’s rarely clutter. But today, my purse sits on my round dining table. The fabric of the purse is dirtier than I remember—perhaps it was dropped during the part of my night I have no recollection of—and beside it, my phone.

      Hitting the screen, I sigh at the two missed calls from Tabby, and the flashing 2% battery life. Grabbing the device and plugging it into the outlet near my fridge, I grab a bottle of Gatorade and, leaning back against the counter with my hair still dripping on my shoulders, I sip and study the rest of the mess on my table: a male’s wallet, though I guess it’s safe to assume it belongs to Corey. A pocketknife. Spare change. Spare condoms, too, since he’s classy like that. And the pièce de résistance… a fucking gun, just sitting there in my fuck the NRA home, like it thinks it belongs with the salt and pepper shakers.

      Well. Salt. Because pepper is as welcome in this home as guns are.

      Closing my eyes, I let my head drop and my body to have a mini nap while I hug my Gatorade to my chest. The space between my ears—my brain, I suppose—throbs until I’m reduced to barely more than a tearful mess. My legs ache deep in the bones, and my fingers barely register the weight of the bottle.

      If I sleep too deeply, I’ll drop the blood-red liquid to the floor and create another mess for myself to clean. So I refasten my grip and draw a deep breath while silver stars flash behind my eyelids.

      At my back, my phone chirps with a new call, and though I probably should ignore it, Tabby has her very own ringtone set up so I always know when she’s calling, and ignoring her a third time—when I give her such a hard time about making me worry—is cruel. So I fumble for my cell and pull it closer to my ear, only to remember the charger cord when my entire body jerks around from the whiplash.

      Turning and leaning my elbows on the counter, I slit my eyes open only wide enough to hit the accept icon, then I bring the phone to my ear and close my eyes once more. “Tabby Cat.” My voice is rougher than I expected, forcing me to clear my throat. “What’s up, baby sister?”

      “Where’ve you been?” She’s not panicking the way I would after three missed calls. Rather, she’s generally curious. “I’ve tried calling a couple times today.”

      “Working.” Tears squeeze between my eyelashes as I yawn. “I only just got free. Everything okay on your end?”

      “All good here.” She’s happy and bubbly, free and untroubled as she putters around her home with her brand-new husband. “Just finished dinner and cleaning up, so I figured I’d try you again. I’m glad I caught you.”

      “Me too. How’s that baby coming along? She walking yet?”

      Tabby snickers. “He or she,” she emphasizes, “is a six-week-old fetus the size of a grain of rice, so it’s still gonna be a while before we get movement.”

      “Beckett taking care of you?”

      “Beckett. Troy. Mitch and Nixon.” She sighs. “They’re treating me like I’m made of glass. Corey does that a lot too, but he wasn’t at dinner tonight.”

      Nope. Because he’s in my bed.

      “But what he’s missing out on, Spencer is making up for. Mitch is being extra extra, though, staring at me all the way through dinner like I’m going to spontaneously explode, so I’m not sure I could handle another Rosa in my space today.”

      “Well…” Despite how lousy I feel, I still manage a soft giggle. “I’m never gonna be sad they’re taking care of you.” When my knees shake and I’m at risk of dropping, I reach across the small kitchen and drag the closest chair over for me to sink into. “Morning sickness?”

      She makes a non-committal sound in the back of her throat. “Nah. Though Beckett insists I eat every two hours, so I bet that’s keeping the nausea at bay.”

      Just her using the word ‘nausea’ makes mine rush forward like the tides of a tsunami. My lips clamp shut out of a natural physical reaction, and my eyes drop closed. My headache, forgotten for a blissful moment, comes back twice as brutal as payment for the minute of respite.

      “Jen?” Tabby’s voice sounds far away, at the other end of a long tunnel… and in that tunnel are flying monkeys and shitty men in dark suits. “You there?”

      “I’m here,” I push past my sealed lips. “I’m listening to you.”

      “Are you…” she pauses for a moment. “Are you okay? You don’t sound so great.”

      “I’ve caught a bug.” Lie. Lie. Lie. But it’s what I do to shield my little sister. It’s the motherly role I long ago accepted, after our mom died and our father became that much more of a closed-off recluse.

      Justin Lawrence is not a bad father. He’s just one of those guys who was never taught to understand or process his feelings. So while he freely gives love and protection, he has no clue what to do with grief or confusion. He thinks tossing money at us when we’re curled over from our periods is a solution, so God help us all when Tabby has that baby and he’s expected to hug a sweet infant.

      “That really sucks,” Tabby murmurs, still on my fictitious stomach bug. “Can I do anything to help? Send you dinner?”

      “No, I’m…” I glance up at a movement to my right and find Corey standing in the doorway.

      He wears jeans, the button undone and his black boxers standing higher so I see the branding written on the waistband. His chest is bare but for the ink that has pulled my attention every single time I’ve seen it, and his biceps bulge—especially when he reaches up and holds the top of the doorframe.

      He tests out a small smile, prodding and curious, only to turn it up when I flash him a middle finger and turn back to the counter.

      “I don’t need anything, Tabby Cat. In fact, I have this new sinfully sexy neighbor who likes to bring me soup and back rubs.”

      “Har-har.” I don’t have to see her to know she rolls her eyes. “Tell him you have a protective sister who knows how to perform all sorts of surgery on large animals. If he steps over your boundaries even once, I’ll remove his kidneys and eyeballs and swap them around.”

      “So long as your stitchwork is neat,” I force out a pathetic laugh. “I’m gonna hang up now, Tabby, because I have a feeling my stomach bug is about to make itself known all over my kitchen floor, but I’ll text you later if you want.”

      “Alright. Well…” she pauses. “I miss you.” Her voice turns sad. “I know I only just saw you last weekend, but I miss you so much, Jen. It actually hurts my stomach that I miss you this much.”

      “Aww.” My jaw quivers from the sadness in her voice. “You’d think we’d be used to this by now. It’s been a while since you left.”

      “I know, but I swear it’s torture being away from you. We were never apart before I came here.”

      “And then you had to fall in love with a douchebag.”

      “Stop it!” she sniggers. “Mark and I broke up forever ago. Stop being unkind.”

      “Beck is the douchebag I was referring to, but okay. Let’s discuss Mark if you wanna.”

      “Asshole,” she releases a cathartic snicker. “Alright, I’ll let you go. Call me tomorrow so I know you’re feeling better. And if the sexy neighbor thinks he can bully his way in now while you’re weak, let him know I know how to empty a horse’s bowel with my bare hands.”

      “You’re so gross,” I laugh. “I’ll call you tomorrow, Tabby Cat. Scout’s honor.”

      Pulling the device away from my ear, I have to close one eye so I can focus on the red icon and hit it to end my call. Then tossing the phone to the counter, I rest my arm on the laminate countertop, and on my arm, I rest my head.

      “What the hell happened to me?” My voice is weaker than a mumble. Sadder than I allowed Tabby to hear. “What are you doing in my apartment? And did you have fun stripping me while I was unconscious?”

      Corey’s eyes warm the side of my face with the intensity of his stare. “I enjoyed it less than I thought I would,” he answers on a low rumble. “I brought you to your apartment, and whatever sexy neighbor you’re referring to, I wouldn’t count on him to feed or protect you, considering I carried you up here and not one single fucker stopped to help you.”

      “And my first question?” I let my eyes flutter closed and my breathing grow slower. I’m seconds from sleep, if only I would allow myself the luxury. “What happened to me?”

      “I’m thinking some prick in a suit roofied you.” His tone is angry now.

      Pushing through the doorway, he grabs a chair and drags it across the floor so the scraping makes my brain bleed. Setting it in front of me, he drops down and places his hand under my face to help take some of the weight of what feels like a one-ton anvil.

      He sighs as I give him some of my weight. “I got to the club right after you called me.”

      My brows pinch closer together. “I called you?”

      “Yep, and the way you begged me to help you damn near shredded my heart.” He slides his calloused thumb beneath my eye. “Scared the hell out of me, Jen.”

      “So I just…” I try, I swear I do, to go back and remember. “So I call, and somehow, you magically appear?”

      He laughs gently under his breath, and his air bathes my skin. “I’d already come looking for you after I got a concerning phone call from a mutual friend. This person said you had it in your head to be some kind of undercover investigator, prowling shitty clubs and hoping to catch a killer.”

      “Ugh.” That mutual friend, I suspect, was Dickie. “I wasn’t looking for the killer,” I murmur. “Just another sample of the pill. I need up-to-date data. Without it, I’m wasting my time.”

      “Perhaps, but what you actually found was a prick who wanted a free ride and didn’t much care for consent. How could you put yourself in that situation, huh?” His palm grows tighter until I open my eyes and meet his. “Terrible things could have happened to you, babe. Things even worse than death.”

      “I don’t… I didn’t mean…” Boiling tears pool in the corners of my eyes and threaten to spill over. “I didn’t mean for that to happen. I was being careful.”

      “Not careful enough, considering I had to collect you from a parking lot.” His eyes bore into mine, passionate and terrified. “He had you at his car, Jen. He was touching you, and though you were saying no, you had absolutely no way to fight him off. You put yourself in a situation you could not control, and if I hadn’t come…” He looks down into his lap, breaking eye contact, and breathing through the rage I feel pulsing in the air. “If I hadn’t arrived at that exact moment, I don’t—”

      “You want me to thank you?” I retort. “You want me to call you a hero and grovel at your feet for the rest of my life?”

      “No!” His dark green eyes flip back to mine and send my stomach jolting. “I want you to be more careful! And I want you to stay inside this apartment from now until I have to go home again. Stay in here and be safe, be with me, watch TV and feel better from the fresh hell you’re feeling right now. And when I go home, maybe you’ll consider coming with me. Tabby wants you with her, Jen. So why the fuck shouldn’t you come back with me?”

      “Er… because I live here.” Pushing up from my chair and remembering my towel only when the fabric splits and my thigh tingles from the fresh, cool air, I turn back to the counter to snag my Gatorade, then I stumble into the hall.

      Now that Corey is up, I can go to my room and dress, and once I’m dressed, I can slump down onto my couch and not worry about flashing the poor guy with everything I own, all because my brain is working too slowly.

      I’m forced to press my free hand to the wall as I walk, and the moment I cross the threshold to my bedroom, my nose twitches from the smell of stale sweat and bad decisions that must have eked from my pores overnight.

      Making my way to the window, I have to use more strength than usual to nudge the heavy glass open, but the second I crack the seal and allow fresh air to whip in, I exhale and turn back to my messy bed.

      My Gatorade warms in my hand, and my body yearns to go back to sleep, but instead, I set my drink down on the bedside table and, snatching up a pair of shorts from my not-clean-but-not-dirty pile in the corner, I stumble into the tight fabric and groan as my brain rattles around inside my skull.

      I quickly pull the shorts up beneath my towel, then toss the towel onto the bed and stand in the middle of my room, the top half of my body naked for the minute it takes to find a shirt. My brain aches as I move, and when I pull a loose shirt over my head, I accidentally tug my hair and send bolts of pain ricocheting through my soul.

      Just like Corey said, I’m existing in hell, and my every cell, my every nerve ending, is on fire in the very worst way.

      Straightening my shirt and pushing my wet hair to my back, I snag my Gatorade once more and leave my room, including the mess, the unmade bed, the sweaty sheets that need to be changed, and the towel as it sits damp on my comforter.

      I move into the hall, and though I pass a silent Corey, I say nothing as I make my way to my living room and slowly, painfully, drop down onto the couch with a sigh.

      Blindly fumbling for the TV remote, I find it wedged between the cushions—exactly where I left it yesterday—and pointing it at my old television set, I switch on the news.

      Immediately, I’m greeted with the very thing I really shouldn’t watch.

      “This is Lisa Robson with the seven o’clock news. In the last twenty-four hours, there have been eleven additional deaths unofficially linked to the killer substance on our streets—however, exclusive insiders are telling us here at KNTW, those deaths are likely to be added to the verified tally in the coming hours. With those eleven, the total bodycount now sits at one hundred and eleven, and experts are saying there are many more to come.”

      “You shouldn’t watch that.” Corey steps into the living room and sits on the arm of my couch. He would sit on the cushions, but my feet are there, and I’m not willing to move just yet. “It fixes nothing, and you’re torturing yourself by internalizing those numbers.”

      “Torturing?” I wrinkle my nose and shake my head. “Nah. I’m not internalizing those hundred and eleven people who are dead now on the back of something I created. I’m absolutely not thinking about those hundred and eleven people who might have a little sister like I do, except no matter how much those little sisters beg, their dead sibling will never come to visit them again.”

      “Jen—”

      “I’m definitely not torturing myself with the hundred and eleven families who’ll have an empty chair during the holidays this year. What if some of those hundred and eleven are from the same family?” I stop and stare deep into Corey’s eyes. “I mean, it’s great, because then we have fewer families grieving, but it sucks for the doubled-up and tripled-up families, because then they have that many more empty chairs.”

      “Jen,” he tries again. “Stop—”

      “I’m absolutely not internalizing the fact that most of the dead people are college age, unlikely to be married or have kids yet, which means my drug has not only killed those hundred and eleven people, but it’s also changed the future of the families that will never actually come to exist now. On the back of Queen! A drug I created.”

      “Stop it!” Corey bounds to his feet and stands over me with a face that shouts rage. He’s not angry at me, but he’s angry at the torment I put upon myself. “You created something that helps people.” He crouches down, close enough his shoulder touches my knee and his hand rests on my turbulent stomach. “You created something that brings hope to dying cancer patients and their families. If you go back to them and ask if what you did was a blessing in their lives, they’d say yes. Every single one of them.”

      “Not the people who died of the new drug.” I lift my chin higher, pushing it forward in stubbornness. “They won’t be thanking me.”

      “You didn’t create the new drug! Someone else did. Someone else took something beautiful and pure, they bastardized it, and they’re the ones who are killing people now. That’s not on you, and no matter how guilty you feel, it’s not your job to solve this crime and make it all better.”

      “Yes, it—”

      “The stunt you pulled last night almost got you killed.” He leans closer… closer… until only a few inches separate us. “If you die, not only will the grief at our dinner table be enough to cripple two families, but I won’t get better.” He leans another inch closer. “I can handle you wanting to be independent. I can celebrate your amazing mind and the genius things you do in a nerd lab. I can be cool with you living alone and not giving a single thought about commitment or relationships. But what I can’t handle is your martyrdom getting you killed. I can’t live my life knowing you were once a part of it. And I cannot walk away from this without knowing you’re safe.”

      A single tear spills from my eye and slides over my cheek. “Corey, I—”

      “Today, we’re gonna stay in and rest. You’re gonna drink at least four more Gatorades, we’re gonna order food, and we’re gonna watch anything except the news. I’m gonna try to touch your tits a little bit later, and if you’re feeling better, I might kiss you a bit. From now until bedtime, you’re not a fucking undercover sleuth trying to solve a mystery. You’re just Jen, and I’m Corey. We’re gonna hide out here and see how long we can go before we fall asleep. And tomorrow…” He exhales a frustrated breath. “Tomorrow, we’ll figure the rest of this shit out.”

      His rage is endearing, his need to take care of me is enough to draw a genuine blush to my cheeks. And when he scoops me up without warning, chuckling when I squeal from the surprise, and turns back to drop onto the couch with me in his lap, my heart kicks in my chest when he positions me in such a way that I fit under his shoulder and my cheek rests against his chest.

      He makes me feel small and delicate when no other man has achieved that before.

      Then he grabs the remote and searches Netflix for a moment, only to pick up within a second that all of my ‘recently watched’ are true crime documentaries. Grinning, he scrolls, scrolls, scrolls until he finds one that doesn’t have a ‘watched’ tick beside the image, then he hits play and tosses the remote as the CSI-esque music fills my living room.

      “Tomorrow, we’re gonna talk about everything that’s happened,” he tells me. “But tonight, we’re doing this.”

      “Like a date?” My smile grows big enough to make my cheeks ache—but that ache replaces the thudding behind my eyes, a welcome reprieve. “Are we on a date, Corey Rosa?”

      “Looks like it.” Nodding toward the TV, he asks, “Who did it?”

      Glancing across, I consider for only a moment before answering. “My bet’s on the evil mother-in-law. Bitches be crazy when it comes to their baby boys. Wifey stopped tolerating his and mother-in-law’s bullshit, so she draws a firm but fair line in the sand. Little prince tattles to mommy dearest, Mommy kills the wife and tries to keep the grandkids for herself. She always wanted to relive her glory days as head-bitch of the P&C, and now, she gets that and the wife out of the way. Twofer.”

      Surprised, Corey brings his head around and his eyes down to mine. “Have you seen this episode before?”

      “Nuh uh.” I drape my arm across his stomach and snuggle in. “But I always try to pre-plot these before they start, then I make a game of how close I get to what actually happens.”

      “You can’t just…” He raises a questioning brow. “Watch the show like a normal person?”

      “Nuh uh,” I repeat. “Being normal is lame and overrated.”

      “And this…” he exhales, defeated and exhausted. “I’m willingly, knowingly, walking toward this.”

      I get the feeling he’s talking to himself. More importantly, I don’t think he requires a response, so I relax into his side and allow my brain to switch off for a moment.

      I try to focus on the show, on the introduction of the mother-in-law and the grieving, widowed husband. I try to focus on nothing at all, but it lasts only seconds before my mind goes back to my aching stomach. To my throbbing head. To the nausea that’s settled low in my gut.

      “Corey?”

      He presses a gentle kiss to the top of my head. “Mm?”

      “What happened to me? What don’t I remember?”

      He crushes me in a too-tight hug, then inhales the scent of my freshly washed hair. “I found him trying to put you in his car. You were saying no, but you were weak.”

      “Did he…” I swallow the bile that tries to race along my throat. “Did he touch me?”

      “No.” Corey shakes his head. “Not like that. He didn’t get a chance. But he would’ve if he had you alone for much longer.”

      The knowledge that I was so close to something that is, in my mind, truly worse than death, makes me lightheaded. “Rohypnol?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I figure. I can’t know unless we head up to the hospital for testing, but a roofie is my best guess.”

      “And the guy…?” Pushing up with my hand on Corey’s stomach for stability, I meet his intense eyes and swallow. “What happened to the guy?”

      “His face was rearranged in the most painful way possible.” Leaning forward, he presses a feather-light kiss to the very corner of my lips. “I joke about wanting to fuck you, Jen. I act like I’m gonna take whatever I want, whenever I want, but I—”

      “Not the same.” Lowering over him, I rest my face in the crook of his neck and wrap my arms around his torso. I’m not wearing a bra beneath my slouchy shirt, and as I lean into him, I crush my chest against his and absorb every single slope and curve of what we create together. He’s the most comfortable stone I’ve ever rested on. “Never put yourself in the same category as people like that guy. It’s not the same.”

      “I’ve demanded things,” he murmurs, “even after you’ve told me no.”

      “But not once, ever, have you taken without permission. It’s okay to joke with me, Corey. Because we both know where the line is, and everyone who knows you knows you’re an honorable man.”

      “You wouldn’t call me honorable if you knew the things I did to get to you last night. The things I would’ve done if he’d already herded you into his car. There’s no end to what I would have done to ensure your safety, Jen, even at the expense of others. Even if it meant innocent casualties.”

      “That’s called love, I think.” I smile and inhale his aftershave as he freezes beneath me, tenses and wraps me that much closer. “You can love people simply because they exist. You don’t have to be in a romantic relationship to feel that way, and you don’t have to panic about commitment just because you have love for someone. There’s love between families, and love between friends. There’s love between lovers, and there’s love between people like you and me, even if we don’t know what we are to each other yet.”

      “Jesus. You just… you said love, and now I’m readying for someone to tie on their shoes and bolt the fuck outta here.”

      “You or me?” I snigger. “Which one of us is more afraid of normalcy?”

      “I don’t know.” His chest bounces with muted laughter. “I had no clue I wasn’t normal. But now I know you, and I’m starting to think we’re both anomalies in the circles we run. You made me this way.”

      I twist my head in a gentle rocking ‘no’. “You were always the way you are. You just didn’t realize how uniquely crazy you were till we stood back-to-back, Charlie’s Angels style.”

      “I’ve never stood like that in my life,” he grumbles. “It’s lame.”

      “You’d do it for me.” Pulling back just far enough to see the TV, I snag the remote and turn up the volume just a little. “Let’s watch this bitch get her just desserts. Then let’s order dinner and get fat. I want a minute of our normalcy before the world catches fire again.”

      He studies my eyes for a moment. Staring deep into mine in a way that I swear means he’s saying something in his head he’s not quite willing to discuss out loud. Eventually, he nods and presses a soft kiss to the tip of my nose. “I want burritos for dinner.”

      I choke out a soft laugh. “That’s a happy coincidence, because there’s an awesome place that delivers near here.”
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      Corey and I watch that bitch mother-in-law crumble under the pressure of a brutal police investigation. The senior officers in charge of the case break down not only her, but the weasel dick husband too, and in the end, the poor dead woman’s sweet little kids end up living with Mom’s best friend.

      Mother-in-law tries to blame the dead wife for everything, and when that gets her nowhere, she rolls on her son and tosses him under a double-decker bus. As soon as he’s hauled in and word gets out that mommy dearest snitched him out, he rolls on her and tells the cops it was her plan all along.

      In the end, both go to prison, and the family of the deceased finally get the closure they’ve been begging for.

      Burritos were delivered to my apartment somewhere around eleven, food was consumed at lightning-fast speed, and then Corey and I fell into my freshly changed bed… and that’s where we stayed, curled up in each other’s arms, sexless and content as hell, until the sun came up this morning.

      Since that moment, we’ve spent hours on hours consuming coffee, eating more calories than either of us really should, and with that time and food, we’ve been working on a plan.

      “So I walk back into the club…” I pace my living room, snack bar in one hand, the other on my hip, and on every pass I make, I glare at Corey as he lounges on my couch and rests his feet on the edge of my coffee table. “I walk in, do better than last time, and I find my purple pill?”

      “Well, as much as I’d prefer you stayed away from that place, I don’t know that anyone’s gonna sell any pills to me, so…”

      “Because you always look cranky,” I tease. “You have a permanent scowl. Did anyone ever tell you that?”

      “Yup.” He easily shrugs off my jab and crosses his arms. “That makes you our bait, Lawrence. How do you feel about that?”

      My stomach flutters from nerves, but the worry doesn’t come. I know it should, especially after last time, but having Corey watch over me makes everything feel safe. He had me flying a plane, for Christ’s sake. Walking into a bar will be a cakewalk in comparison. “It’ll be okay. We’ve got this under control.”

      “I’ve got a courier coming your way,” Sophia Solomon—a woman Corey knows—chats to us over the phone. “Should be there in a bit. Since stupidhead over there left town with nothing but the Jockeys holding his balls in, I’ve sent you guys a few communications goodies. GPS, in case someone tries to stuff our girl inside a car again, earpieces so we can hear and speak to each other. I tossed your Beretta in, Rosa, since I know you’re attached to it and don’t want to rely on the gun you got from a pawn shop. And I’ve added a camera for Jen so we can see what she sees. For that to work,” she speaks to me, “you have to wear a top that has buttons.”

      “A top with buttons?” I stop in the middle of the room and mentally catalog what I have in my closet. “Dark or light fabric?”

      “The darker, the better,” she mumbles in response. Somewhere on her end of the call, wherever she lives or works or exists, she types at a computer keyboard so the tap-tap-tap echoes into my living room. “But whatever you’ve got, we can make it work. You’re our bait, Jen, which means you’re the only one who’ll be visible in that club tonight. That makes you vulnerable.”

      “It’s okay. I’m not sc—”

      “It makes you a target,” Sophia presses. “It makes your face the common denominator, considering this’ll be your third time in. I know you went in before last night, to get a sample for your tests. That means when shit hits the fan, there’s more chance someone might remember you. That paints a giant red target on your back, and though you think you’re tough, I’m not sure you know what kinda heat that brings.”

      “And you do?” I don’t know where I get my burst of defiance. I don’t know why I question the woman inside the phone, but her constant disbelief that I’m okay with this fucks with my ego. “You’re not just another nerd, like me?”

      “I’ve danced on the laps of kingpins,” she says easily. “I’ve been eye to eye with the exact kind of assholes you’re searching for, but I’ve done it in a thong and heels. I’ve killed them with my own hands, and when one slammed me against the ground and damn near split my skull open, I pushed a blade through his jugular.”

      She stops while my mouth hangs open. But she doesn’t give me long to recover.

      “I’ve tortured men, held a blowtorch to the penis of one until he was a eunuch. I’ve done what I needed to do to bring down the likes of who you’re searching for tonight, and I did it all because I had a purpose. I knew who I was fighting for. I knew my reasons for being in that war, and those reasons were enough to propel me to the very edge of losing my soul. What’s your reason, Jennifer? What are you fighting for? Because ‘I wanna do the right thing,’ or ‘I’m mad they stole my recipe’ isn’t gonna fuel your fire when you’re feeling weak.”

      “But I—”

      “They’re noble reasons, for sure. They’re sweet, and if I was there with you guys, I might pat your head and make daisy chains with you. But when you’re hurt, when you’re tired, when you’re flirting with the edge of insanity and you need to remember why you put yourself in that situation in the first place, ‘I wanted to be a superhero and help people’ ain’t gonna cut it. You’ll quit,” she grits. “You’ll cry and beg to undo all the shit you started, and that’s when people like me and Rosa will be in danger, because then we have to wade into the shit and get you out again. Will it be worth it, Lawrence? Will the bullets he’ll take for you be worth it?”

      My eyes flip to Corey’s. To his grinding jaw. To his flexing hands.

      “Will it be worth me leaving my husband and kids to come find you?” she demands.

      I swallow down the sickness oozing along my throat. The anxiety. The fear.

      “Will it be worth it?” Sophia snaps. “Because if not, then we can call this off now and let the cops do what they do. They won’t be quick about it, and folks will still die. But at least those folks won’t be us.”

      “I know my reasons,” I insist.

      “Hmm?” Sophia is less than inspired by my words. “What’d you say?”

      “I know my reasons. I know why I’m doing what I’m doing, and I know why I started this in the first place.” My eyes go to Corey’s. “I never asked for either of you to get involved. I never asked to be saved the other night. And later, if I drop myself into trouble, I won’t ask to be saved then, either. I know why I’m doing this, and the why is important enough to push me through the tough times.”

      “I sure as hell hope so,” Sophia growls. “Your package has arrived.”

      At my back, a knock on my door makes me jump, and Corey’s lips curve up on one side. He’s serious, he’s cranky, but there’s a part of him that gets off on high-intensity craziness, and watching me act tough one moment but quiver the next humors him.

      “Go answer the door, Lawrence. Get your shit, then I’ll talk you through how to use it.”

      “I got it, boss.” Corey drops his feet to the floor and picks up my phone from the table. “I’ll get her set up with the tech. You’ll know when she’s switched on anyway, then we’ll bring you in and head out to Molly’s.”

      “You just wanna touch her boobs without me watching,” Sophia argues.

      While they chat, I stumble my way across my apartment and through my kitchen. Opening the door without first checking who’s on the other side—a rookie mistake, I’m certain—I cough out an exhale when a deliveryman shoves a box into my hands and turns away without a signature… without any kind of confirmation at all. He doesn’t much care for documentation or proof that he’s done his job.

      But as I close my door and head back toward the living room, Soph’s voice works its way past my fog. “Delivery has been made. There’s at least ten thousand dollars in tech in that box, Lawrence. Don’t lose any of it, and don’t let anyone else have it. If you find yourself puking in the club bathroom again and you drop your tech into the toilet, you best believe you’ll be swimming for it and bringing it home again. Don’t waste my money, don’t waste my time.”

      With that charming goodbye, she hangs up and leaves Corey and I all alone in my living room, a box of allegedly expensive things between us, and though I’m certain he knows what he’s doing, I’m at a complete loss.

      “Um…” Setting the box down, I slice the tape from the top and slowly open the cardboard flaps to reveal several smaller packages. “You know how to use this stuff?”

      “Uh huh.” He tosses my phone to the couch and steps forward to snatch his gun.

      Another gun in my house, another way for people to senselessly die, checked and tucked into his jeans.

      Reaching back in, he collects a small white box from beside larger boxes. Taking the first out, he pops the lid open to reveal a tiny cream-colored disk. Pinching the small device between his too-large fingers, his eyes come to mine as he uses his free hand to push my hair back.

      “This is your earpiece. Pretty self-explanatory, I think. It’ll fit to the shape of your ear, and when it’s in, no one will see it unless they know to look. Inside Molly’s, with the lights down and assholes drinking, no one will notice it.” He sets the piece inside my ear with the gentlest touch. “You’ll be able to hear us, and Soph and I will wear ours too, so we’ll hear every single thing you say.”

      “Where’s the bit I talk into?”

      “It’s all here.” He’s close enough that his chest touches mine, and his breath bathes my chin. “We’ll hear you clearly, so don’t try to contort your mouth the way I know you will.”

      His smile makes me stop stretching my lips. “Okay.”

      “Is that comfortable?” He takes his hands away, but the rest of him remains close enough that we share the same space. The same air. The same synced breaths. “It’s not switched on yet, but it will be soon. So if you have something to say that you don’t want Soph to hear, now might be the time.”

      “Something like…” I swallow and think of this man… and me… closer. Closer. “Like what?”

      “Like,” he presses a kiss to my cheek. “If you’re afraid, or if you’re nervous.”

      “I’m not afraid.” I study his eyes. “I’m a little nervous, but mostly because I don’t want to lose these things in a public bathroom and have to go searching for them.”

      He exhales a soft, smiling breath. “You’ll be okay. I’ll be watching you tonight, which means no one will get anything in your drink without me seeing.”

      Leaning to the left, he takes out another box and holds it between us. This one more resembles a jewelry box. Popping it open, Corey smiles and presents me with a beautiful pair of gold hoops. They’re not massive, but rather the sleeper kind that hug my ear and come with the added accent of a line of tiny diamonds.

      “Wow, uh…” Surprised, I study the diamonds. “You shouldn’t have. I didn’t get you anything.”

      Corey chuckles and takes one from the box. “These are beautiful, sure, but they’re functional too. They come with a GPS tracker that is accurate to within ten feet of wherever they are. Wear them tonight, and I won’t lose sight of you for a single moment.”

      “How do you know this stuff, huh?” I allow my brows to pinch tight in suspicion.

      “About earrings?” He slides one through the hole I had pierced when I was six years old. “I have a sister.”

      I roll my eyes. “Planes, piloting, GPS trackers, a computer nerd on speed dial, a gun on my kitchen table.” I angle my neck and give him room to work on my second earring. “You haven’t exactly been forthcoming since we met. You and your family are secretive, Rosa—only half of them have regular jobs where I could say with certainty where their paycheck comes from. But yours…” I close my eyes when his hand slides along my neck. “Troy’s… Spencer’s.”

      “Spence isn’t a Rosa. And his income comes from the shooting range.”

      “He owns a shooting range where his main clientele consists of eight paying customers plus all his friends, who I doubt hand over cash to use his space. You think Tabby hasn’t told me that Spence and Abby are building a brand-new house?”

      Corey’s brows pull together. “Abby is a successful business owner.”

      “Yeah, and Spencer is a brute and not one to allow the little lady to pay his way. Money flows into that town, into your family… and I’m not saying you’re doing anything illegal or unethical. But you know too much about what you’re doing right now not to be more than personal security.”

      Pursing his lips, Corey finishes with my second earring and studies my eyes. “The things I do for work often cross into illegal and unethical. You don’t wanna know about that stuff, babe. It won’t help you sleep at night.”

      I scoff and turn away. I have to get dressed, and staring into his intense eyes right now helps no one. Least of all me. “I sleep just fine.” Heading into the hall, I make my way into my room and close the door most of the way. Stripping my shirt off, I search my closet for something dark with buttons. “I sleep infinitely better with you in my bed.”

      “But you won’t let us be together,” he argues. “You cite complications and confusion for a child who doesn’t fully exist yet.” I glance across my room and startle when I find Corey standing in the doorway, his eyes on the side of my breast, his bottom lip pulled between his teeth. “You want to sleep in a bed with me, but sleeping with me is too complicated?”

      “Or perhaps sleeping with a guy I don’t actually know is what’s complicated. I don’t know where your money comes from, Corey, and I don’t know what you do on a day-to-day basis. Regular people with regular jobs can’t just hop on a plane and come hang out with me the way you have, and regular people don’t have their own plane sitting in a hangar in the middle of nowhere.”

      “You know I was in Guam,” he rasps. “You know I’m ex-military.”

      “Yes, but what branch of the military? For how long? Where else did you go? What did you do while in the service? And what exactly do you do now that you’re out?”

      “Those are all things I’ve kept to myself. Not even my sister knows the whole truth.”

      “Such a cop-out,” I scoff.

      Glancing back to my closet, I take down a black minidress that has buttons along the front and shows off a hell of a lot of cleavage, depending on how many buttons I neglect. Drawing in a deep breath, I drop my pyjama pants and stand in front of Corey in nothing but panties.

      Some might expect him to push forward like a mongrel dog and try to take a little of what he sees. But I know him better than that. Despite his self-admitted lifestyle of secrets and lost ethics, I know he won’t touch me without my consent. Not in a million years, not even if we were the last two people on Earth, and not even if he was moments from dying.

      He will not victimize me and take something I’m not willing to give.

      I step into my dress and pull the sleeves up over my shoulders. “I’m not Abby.”

      Corey’s eyes remain on what I do. “Huh?”

      “I’m not your little sister,” I say again. “I’m not to be protected, and I’m not to be shielded from the truth. I will not—ever,” I add with extra emphasis, “get involved with a man who doesn’t treat me as his equal. That means honesty always. It means telling me the hard things, even if you think saying nothing is keeping me safe. It means telling me about Guam, and your soldier friends, and whatever it is you do now. It’s about explaining to me the knowledge you have about these earrings and this earpiece I’m wearing, and it’s about not lying to me, because I give no one a chance to lie a second time. If those terms are unacceptable to you, then I guess we’re at a stalemate.” Turning to the mirror in the corner, I go to work buttoning myself up. “And that stalemate is what complicates us.”

      Corey draws a deep breath, big enough to fill his lungs and expand his chest, then he releases it again on a groan. “I’m what some might describe as… uh…” He furrows his brow. “Well, I suppose you could say I’m hired muscle at this point.” He walks into the room and stops behind me so our eyes meet in the mirror. “I’m contracted out for a certain dollar amount, and in exchange for that money, I do whatever needs to be done.”

      My fingers shake on my buttons, but I act like I’m unrattled. “And what are those needs?”

      He swallows so his Adam’s apple bobs. “I’ve protected vulnerable people. I’ve terminated others.”

      “Terminated?” My heart comes to a standstill, and sweat trickles along the skin beneath my breasts and down my spine. “As in, you kill people?”

      He allows a small, almost imperceptible nod. “I’ve killed people. Inside the military, and out. When I was in,” he explains, “I was part of a certain specialty unit whose primary mission was to infiltrate enemy organizations. When I was ordered to collect intel, that’s what I did. And when I was ordered to pull the trigger, I pulled the trigger.”

      “Were they…” Tears burn my eyes and threaten to make me look like a fool. “Were they ever good people?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m sure if you ask their families, they would say I’ve committed the worst of all sins and should burn in hell. But if you follow the intel I collected beforehand, you’ll see that these people hurt others.” He steps closer, so the warmth from his chest touches my back. “Innocents. These people started wars, or they hurt women. They sold things—weapons, drugs, people—and they bought those same things, all in their quest to gain more power. I never ever killed a man I hadn’t actually seen commit those crimes. But yeah,” he reaches up and tucks in my dress tag. “I’ve killed men.”

      “And now?” My voice is entirely too husky. Too scared. “What do you do now?”

      “Pretty much the same,” he rasps. “I have a new boss now, but that boss is arguably smarter and more thorough than the last. She—”

      “She? Is it Sophia?” I turn my back to the mirror and look up into Corey’s eyes. “That woman who just snapped at me about being ready and being brave, the woman my sister has told me is a fucking ballet teacher… she’s your boss?”

      He nods and tucks my hair behind my ear. “She’s got her reasons for doing what we do. She knows who she’s fighting for, and she does a damn good job of it. Sophia looks after the little people, and takes pleasure in wiping out those who want to stomp on them. She is a coordinator of sorts, and I… well, I go where she tells me to. I do the job she asks of me, and in exchange, she sends me money through legitimate enterprises so the IRS is none the wiser.”

      “So, you…” My brain washes blank. “Do you…” I’ve got nothing. “What?”

      He chuckles and takes my shaking hands in his. “It’s not as bad as it sounds. Most of the time, my job is to protect people and, or, stop certain deals going down. Company policy is that, if we can, we giftwrap these motherfuckers and hand them over to the cops. We know police now who do the job right, who don’t bend under certain pressure from the rich and manipulative. So we hand ‘em over, they say thanks, and we move on to the next one.”

      “But you would pull the trigger? If Sophia was in your ear,” I point up to mine, “if she said ‘smoke this mofo because I said so,’ you would do it?”

      He barks out a loud laugh that only piques my bad temper. “No one ever says smoke, and Soph would never say because I said so. She would, however, present to me her proof for whatever action we take, and in the end, she leaves the decision up to me. If I’m not comfortable, if I’m not sure of that person’s complete and utter guilt, then I step away, and we go back to the drawing board until I am comfortable.”

      “So you’re… you’re…” I exhale. “You’re a hitman. But with a conscience?”

      “‘Hitman’ is a crass word. I prefer to call myself a private investigator with a brain. The rest falls under ‘other duties, as expected in the course of a day.’”

      “You think you’re so clever, huh?” I tear my hands from his and step around him to go in search of my shoes. The sluttier, the better. “You think playing with words excuses the things you do?”

      “I think you’re judging something you have no clue about.” He follows me into the hall. “I think you’ve got an image in your head of what you think it is I do, and now you’ve scared yourself.”

      “I’m not scared.” I swing through my kitchen and snag the same shoes I wore two nights ago. Pressing one hand to my table, I use the other to pull my heel on. “I don’t get scared. But I’m a little disgusted.”

      “Oh please,” he rolls his eyes. “You’re not disgusted. Nobody says a damn when we’re contract killers for the government. It’s called ‘serving our country,’ and often, we get a medal or some shit for best hits. But in the civilian world, where we’re actually making a difference, you wanna call it something else. That’s your moral compass telling you something is off—but you forget that the moral standard was set by society.”

      When I finish with one heel, step onto that foot, and go to work on the other, he continues, “The issue here is that you’re not typical like society either. You don’t fit into the norms, and you’ve always felt like an outsider. That’s why you do what you do, it’s why you keep a wall between you and Tabby. You adore her,” he adds when my fiery eyes snap to his, “you’re as close as sisters can be, but you keep her at arm’s length to protect her.”

      He scoffs and steamrolls over whatever I might say to defend myself. “You’re the chemist who would walk into a fucking club on her own to take down a fucking cartel. You’re the person who would sit on my lap, fly a stolen Warthog A10, and cream on my fingers! You’re as normal as I am, Jennifer, and the fact you’re wet right now even after I told you my truth bothers you. Society says I’m a monster, but your pussy pulses for me. It has since the moment we met, and that bothers the hell out of you.”

      “Fuck you.” I finish my second heel and face him square-on. “Fuck your twisted morality. Fuck Sophia Solomon, and fuck your A10. Don’t talk about my sister anymore… and since we’re going, don’t talk about my pussy either.”

      “Look me in the eye and tell me you’re not desperately tempted to go touch yourself.” He stands taller, broader, and stares deep into my eyes. “Tell me you’re not going crazy inside your head right now, warring with what you think is right—according to society—and what you consider actually right? Hence your fucking dress and heels and plans for tonight. You’re the same as me, Jen. You’re exactly the fucking same, but instead of carrying a gun, you bring me along to do it for you.”

      “I’m doing this for my dead friend, because she deserves better than Queen being used for evil. I’m doing this to stop people from dying!”

      “What the fuck do you think I do it for? To get off? To satisfy my murdery fucking fetish? Wake up, Lawrence. We’re exactly the fucking same! Now come here, let me put a camera on your tits, and then we can go out and do what needs to be done.”

      “I’m never gonna sleep with you.” I’ve moved beyond brains and reasoning, and straight into pettiness and pouting. “Our siblings and our mutual niece or nephew aside, I’m never letting you touch me. I don’t sleep with killers.”

      “Uh huh.” He hooks me around the hips and yanks me forward until we crash together. “We’ll see, babe. We’ll see what our future brings.”

      Presenting a tiny, button-sized camera, he smirks and tears the top button off my dress so the threads snap. “Once I switch this on, Soph will see and hear us. You done bitching me out yet?”

      “Fuck you, Rosa. I hope you take a bullet in the shoulder for me.”

      He chuckles. “You don’t mean that. Bullets hurt, and you’re no sadist.”

      He’s right. But damn him, I’ll never admit it.

      “I’m gonna push my finger into the bullethole. Asshole.”
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OPERATION KEEP-JEN-FROM-KILLING-HERSELF

        

      

    

    
      “All units on standby. Target is entering Molly’s.”

      “Calling me the target doesn’t feel good.” Jen’s murmured response moves through the earpiece and into my head. “Makes me feel like someone’s gonna shoot me in the back.”

      “Literally no one is shooting tonight,” Soph says. “Calm yourself and stop speaking. People will think you’re strange.”

      “I am strange,” Jen simpers. “Allegedly, I’m as morally corrupt and weird as Corey, so really, a random dude at the bar thinking I’m weird for talking to myself is basically… day-to-day for me.”

      “Shut it,” I growl and follow her in. I stay back an easy twenty-five feet, but I maintain visual contact, and if my eyes drop to her ass every second step she takes, then that’s no one’s business but my own. “Do what you did the other night,” I coach. “Find a seat at the bar and settle in for a few minutes. I’ll watch your six and make sure everything is safe.”

      “Hi there.” Following none of my instructions, Jen stops by a group of men—three of them, all in their mid to late twenties—and not a single one of them doesn’t drop his eyes to her exposed chest.

      As she settles in and smiles for them the way she’s smiled for me when she’s teasing, I circle around until I can see her face. Her smirk. Her eyes that declare anarchy and defiance.

      “You guys are cute.” She offers a hand to the biggest one. The broadest. The leader of their pack, I suppose, and because she wants to fuck with me, she giggles and leans in when he pulls her closer for a peck on the cheek. “My name is Cora, and I’m new to town.”

      “Hi, Cora.” The big guy doesn’t release her hand. But he sure as fuck pulls her around and puts his back to his friends. He’s not sharing, so they’re shit out of luck when it comes to the new-to-town Cora. “I’m Justin. Born and raised here.”

      “Ha,” I bark out a laugh, drawing the eyes of a server passing me. “Same name as your dad. How does that taste, Cora? You turned on right now?”

      “Shut up,” she’s speaking to me, but she smiles at the guy and sidles in closer. “I lost my virginity to a guy named Justin. Ain’t that the funniest thing ever?”

      “Is that true?” Soph asks. “Not that it matters for this op, but I’m curious as hell.”

      “I don’t fuckin’ know! Jen, walk away, or I’m gonna come grab you and end this bullshit.”

      She only flashes a wide grin and takes the drink from Justin’s hand. He’s drinking straight liquor—bourbon, perhaps. And though his eyes widen when she tips the glass back and drinks the remaining little bit, he only smirks and accepts the glass back when she’s done. “Well, alright. Are you out with friends tonight, Cora?”

      “He wants to isolate you,” I hiss. “Say yes, Jennifer. Say yes, or I’ll come over there and whip you till you learn to listen.”

      She lets out a girly snigger and wraps her arm over Justin’s shoulders when the music changes and he sways. “I’m all alone. I was nervous as hell when I was walking in here, but now I’ve met you, and suddenly, things aren’t so scary anymore.”

      “I’m gonna kick your ass,” I threaten. “Swear to god and all that’s mighty, I’m gonna leave my mark on you.”

      “What do you do for work?” Jen allows the prick to hold her closer. Tighter. And when his hand drops to her ass, she only smiles and encourages his bullshit. “I’ve had a bad run with men lately. Their jobs aren’t always, ya know, normal. So I swear, I’m at the point where a banker is appealing.”

      “You told her what you do?” Sophia asks. “Stupid ass.”

      “I was being honest! I was showing her my truths, because I can’t lie to people I care about!”

      “I’m actually a sportscaster.” Justin’s hand moves lower on her ass. Tighter. “Not exactly a banker, but a good job nonetheless.”

      “That sounds so cool,” Jen pumps up her bimbo personality. “What sports do you do?”

      “Mostly baseball. I’ve dabbled in others, but baseball is what I call home.”

      “Most boring game on the planet,” I growl. “Means he talks about mundane shit and never shuts up. Congratulations, Jen, you found your soulmate.”

      “I love baseball,” she purrs. “All those athletes. All that muscle and running and hitting.”

      “You have no clue about baseball,” I snort. “You’ve literally never watched a game, have you?”

      “My cousin played for the Red Sox for a few years.”

      “Is that true?” Soph asks again, but unlike the virginity thing, she taps at her computer and searches for the answers herself. “No,” she sniggers. “Zero family tree overlap with the Lawrences and any player, past or present, on any major league baseball team in the entire country. You’re telling porkies, Cora. Can we get back to our mission now? My daughter wants to go to bed soon.”

      “How long are you in town?” Bravely, Justin slides his nose along Jen’s jawbone, her neck, then down to her shoulder, and twenty-five feet away, my blood sizzles to the point of explosion. “Where are you staying?”

      “He’s a textbook fucking creep! Are you here alone? Where are you staying? He may as well just say he’s a rapist and move along with his shitty life.”

      “You asked me the same questions when I arrived for Tab’s wedding.”

      Startled, Justin pulls back and studies Jen’s face. “Huh?”

      She only giggles. “I haven’t checked in anywhere yet, I only just got into town. Saw the lights for this place from the bus station, and now here I am.”

      “There’s actually a bus station within walking distance of the club,” Soph murmurs. “Good cover story.”

      “I’ve been traveling for days,” Jen rambles on, “so I want to wind down for a bit, have a couple drinks, a little dancing, a little fun.” She bites her bottom lip—bites the fucking thing!—and draws his eyes down the same way she does mine. He wants to taste. He wants to own. And he’s so fucking close, my temper frays at exponential speed. “Where do you live?”

      Even a creep knows when a woman is looking for somewhere free to stay. These situations are usually beneficial; he gets laid, and she gets a bed for the night. But this creep doesn’t blink at the way the succubus woman is looking to use him. “I’m over on fifth. Couple minutes in a cab, and I’m home.”

      “Hmm.”

      Just as he leans in to press his lips to hers, Jen spins away, but she pretends her avoidance is simply a part of the dance. Spinning back in, she presses her face to his shoulder, and taking his hand, she places it straight back on her ass—a consolation prize for him, I suppose.

      And another tether snapping inside me.

      “Do you know of any nice hotels near here?” she asks the hulking douche. “Not too expensive, I don’t have loads of money, but I have enough. I have my savings.”

      “Why are you here? Where’d you come from?”

      “Idaho,” she answers easily. “I’m here to try my luck as a singer. I’ve been singing my whole life, so all I needed was a little cash to buy studio time. I’ll make my demo, get it in the hands of someone important, and voila, it’ll all have been worth it.”

      “I know important people.” Justin pulls back and places his hand under Jen’s chin. “I know all sorts of folks in the entertainment industry. I could probably help you out.”

      “Ohmygosh! Of course you do! You work in radio.”

      “TV,” he corrects her with a smug grin. “I work in TV, and I’m always attending galas and such.”

      “Can you just…” Jen places a hand on her chest and draws the stupid schmuck’s eyes straight down. I’m the schmuck. “Can you just believe my luck? I get off the bus, I walk into this club, and I run into you. What are the chances? Seriously?”

      “Maybe it was fate.” Schmuck Number Two buries his lips behind her ear—the ear with a piece in it. I can tell, because Jen tenses up. “I feel like it was serendipitous of us to meet like this,” he whispers. “Like, destiny or something.”

      “Or something,” Jen agrees… sort of. “It feels crazy that I met such a nice guy just as soon as I walked in here. I just… it feels wild.”

      “I’m feeling kinda wild myself.” Justin pulls back and studies Jen’s pouty bottom lip. “I like wild and free and serendipity. Don’t you?”

      “Right hand,” Soph snaps in my ear. “He’s reaching for his right pocket.”

      “Shit.” I’m on the wrong side. I’m too focused on Jen, and not at all on the guy trying to take her to bed. “I’m moving.”

      “Get a little space, Lawrence.” Soph’s voice is machine-like. Cold and hard. “Get a little space for safety and so I can see.”

      “Wh-what is that?” Jen plays up her clueless act and glances down as Justin shows her what’s in his hand. “I don’t know what that is.”

      “Purple pill,” Soph bites out. “He’s got a baggie with one inside. She fuckin’ picked him from the get-go.”

      “This is like…” Justin considers for a moment. “Pot, but a lot more fun. I figured…” The couple still sway. Still dance. Still move together. But in the middle of the room, hidden in plain sight, the fucker presents a killer pill like he has no clue his date will die in an hour if she takes one. “We could try it together. Have a little fun. Hang out. And then later, we can work out the rest.”

      “Th-the rest?” Jen lost her cool back when she saw purple. Now she’s a stammering mess. “What else is there to figure out?”

      “Your accommodation.”

      “Take that pill,” I growl, “and the morgue is your next stop.”

      “Are you game?” Justin is easily an ex-college quarterback. He’s three times wider than Jen, two or three times heavier… so him taking a pill, and her taking the same pill, will end up with two wildly different outcomes.

      He’s looking to fuck her up, and he’ll enjoy the benefits of a woman who can’t say no—which makes him no better than the prick who roofied her two nights ago.

      “Just one,” he presses. “I’m told it kicks in pretty quick and leaves you floating for a few hours. Makes sex amazing,” he groans. “Rolling orgasms for the rest of the night.”

      “Really?” Jen’s breathy voice turns somewhat… sensual. Like she’s actually interested. “Constant orgasms?”

      “Don’t you fuckin’ dare,” I snarl. “I will remove you, Jennifer. This isn’t a game anymore.”

      “Constant,” Justin promises. “That’s what everyone’s saying.”

      “Is-is it safe?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know anyone yet who’s had a bad reaction. Are you willing to try it?”

      “Just… like…” She looks around at the crowd. Nervous. Fidgety. Genuinely fucking cagey. “In here? In front of everyone else?”

      “Sure.” He takes the purple pill from the baggie and lifts it between them. It’s a capsule with a plastic outside, while the goodies are encased inside. He taps the end of it against Jen’s bottom lip and grins. “We’ll start here, then we’ll catch a cab home and see where our night takes us.”

      He taps again, but this time, she opens her mouth.

      My heart stops. My breath catches. And for a moment, I swear my brain explodes.

      Jen takes the pill between her lips and closes them once more. Then she swallows so her throat bobs, and my entire soul withers with dread.

      “What did you do?” Fear skitters along my spine, and pain squeezes my heart.

      Despite the fact I don’t often blow ops, I push away from my wall and bowl through the crowd. Justin’s back is to me, so while Jen’s eyes widen on my approach, the quarterback doesn’t notice me until I slam him aside and grab Jen’s arm.

      “Security, ma’am, and I have it on good authority you’re only seventeen years old.”

      I watch Justin’s posture tighten as the air is sucked out of his sphincter. As far as he’s concerned, not only has he been feeling up a minor, but he just drugged one.

      Taking that as his admission of guilt, I release Jen’s arm, spin back, and slam my fist against the underside of his jaw till his head snaps back and his two-hundred-and-fifty pounds crash to the floor.

      “Rosa!” Soph shouts in my ear. “What the fuck?”

      “Get us a medic.” I grab Jen’s arm again. “We have to get it out of her.”

      “Cops are incoming,” Soph says instead. “Three units dispatched and on their way. Move it, Rosa!”

      “What the fuck are you thinking?” I bruise Jen’s arm with my tight grip. I hurt her, but my fear of her lying dead in an alleyway thirty minutes from now is enough to release me from that guilt and propel me forward. “Jennifer?”

      I bring her through the club doors and into the darkness outside, then catching sight of a yellow cab across the street, I rush us in that direction and shove her into the backseat.

      Sliding in behind her, I meet the cab driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror and do a double-take when I recognize the eyes.

      “You again?” he quips. “You have a habit of bringing blonde women out of that club.”

      “Same woman both times. Take us to the hospital.”

      I turn to Jen and jam my thumb against her eyelid. Forcing it open, I scan her pupils, looking for anything that may be off, then I grab her chin and shove her head back, searching for a fucking pulse. I have a decade of medical experience in a fucking war zone, but my panicking heart stops me from making smart choices.

      “Spew it out, baby.” I press my hand to her stomach and push harder than I should. “Throw up and get it out.”

      “What’s going on?” Soph demands in my ear. “I have you on satellite support, but what’s happening inside that cab?”

      “She took the pill, Sophia! She took the fuckin’—”

      “This one?” Jen pokes her tongue out and presents, on the very end, a purple pill. Reaching up and taking it between her fingers, she grins like the Cheshire cat and studies the small drug. “I didn’t swallow it.”

      “He-he-he-he,” Soph exhales a nervous laugh. “What the fuckkkk?”

      “You didn’t…” I snatch the pill from her hand and bring it up to study in the dark. “You just…” Angry, I meet her eyes. “You faked it?”

      “I got us a sample.” She pulls a piece of gum from her breast pocket and unwraps it with delicate movements. Tossing the piece into her mouth, she plucks the pill back from me, wraps it in the foil packaging, and slides the sample back into her pocket. “Mission accomplished.”

      “To the hospital, ma’am?”

      Smiling, Jen looks at the cab driver and shakes her head. “Take us to Burrows and Allan Laboratories, please. I have a little work to do.”

      “You’re the same woman from the other night, yeah?”

      He follows her directions, but he chats with the woman I thought was dying only seconds ago. And when I thought that, I thought I would go with her. I thought my life would end the moment hers did.

      And now… now, instead of relief that she’s okay, all I feel is rage. Because she tricked me. She lied. And she proved to me, without a doubt, I now have a weakness.

      “Same woman,” Jen shrugs. “I assume. Though I can’t be entirely sure. This man lacks morals sometimes, so maybe he travels in cabs with a plethora of blonde women. I may not be as special as I like to think I am.”

      “You did that to hurt me?” My voice is low. Dangerous. Feral and on the edge of blowing up. “You did all that as revenge for the truths I told, after you insisted I open up?”

      “No.” Sitting back in the cab, she folds her arms and crosses her legs. Then she smacks her gum and smiles for me. “I did it because we needed results. Shitting on your morality is something else entirely. I’ll continue to do that until I feel better about being in love with a ki—” Her eyes widen, and in her mind, I’m certain she reconsiders calling me a killer. “A person like you,” she amends.

      “She’s in love?” Soph barks out. “What the hell have I missed? You haven’t been out of town that long, Rosa!”

      Reaching up without a word, Jen tugs the earpiece out of her ear, then she grabs my hand and turns it palm-side-up. Placing the earpiece in the center of my palm, she goes to work next on the button camera. “I’m done with these tonight. Thank you, Sophia. Thanks for helping, but now we got the sample, which means I have work to do, and I don’t particularly need a recording of all the fights Corey and I are about to have. I’m certain there will be a few, they’re gonna be nasty, and they’ll be loud. We don’t need an audience for that.”

      “She’s cutting me off?” Soph barks in my ear. “Just like that? I’m invested in this, dammit!”

      “Thanks for your help, Soph.” Tugging the piece from my own ear, I put it with Jen’s, then I push the lot into my pocket.

      Silence envelopes us all the way to Burrows and Allan. I guess Jen doesn’t want the driver to be witness to our words either, which means she remains silent but for the popping of her gum. However, the further we move away from the club, the more she relaxes, swinging her foot and tapping the toe of her heel on the middle console between the front two seats.

      She’s at ease, staring out the window into the dark, and most of the time, she wears a smug little grin that says she’s got the world by the balls and knows it.

      “You can pull around back,” she tells the driver as we approach. “There’s a loading dock out there. We’ll use that entrance.”

      “Sure thing, lady.” Following her instructions, the Mediterranean man takes a sharp right and heads away from streetlights and moves into darkness.

      No security personnel walk the perimeter. There are no rent-a-cops waiting to catch a sneak, and as we pull up at the dock, I do a quick scan and find nothing but dummy cameras. Burrows and Allan have made it look like the place is secure, but budget, perhaps, or a lack of caring means that the cameras are fake and this place is as secure as tissue in water.

      Finally, Jen looks at me again, but only to flip her hair over her shoulder and open the door on her side. “Pay the man, Rosa. You’ve got money, dontcha? I heard your line of work is quite lucrative for those who are good at it.”

      Before I can answer, before I can even take out my wallet, she slams the car door so hard, the entire cab rocks on its wheels.

      The driver whistles under his breath and works the little payment machine on his dash. “I don’t know what you did, Boss, but you’re in a hell of a lot of trouble.”

      “I did nothing but tell the truth. She’s the one who’s fucking around and pissing people off.”

      I press my card to the machine and wait for the beep, then setting it back in my wallet, I place my hand on the doorhandle, only to stop when a pair of eyes catch me in the mirror once more. He has that look… a look like he’s about to smack me down.

      “What?” I demand.

      He chokes out a belly laugh. “She might be the troublemaker, but I assure you, you’re the one who’ll be punished. She said she loves you, man.” He holds up his left hand—wedding ring on—and continues to chuckle. “Welcome to the rest of your life. We love to hate ‘em.”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Pushing out of the cab, I slide my wallet into my back pocket and close the door with a little less rage than what Jen showed.

      She stayed put on her side of the vehicle, just on the outside. So as it drives away and leaves us in the dark, I step forward and stop in front of the woman determined to send me to an early grave.

      “You fucked with me in that club, Lawrence. Starting with the star quarterback, and ending with you sliding a killer fucking pill into your mouth. What made you think you were so invincible?”

      She smirks and turns toward the building’s back door. “You don’t scare me, Rosa. And Sniff is a hard-shelled gelatin capsule. Means it will eventually break down and free Queen into a user’s system, but it takes a few minutes before that happens.”

      At the back door, Jen inserts a key and opens the steel door to reveal a dark hallway. Waving me in and past her, she turns back and locks up once more. Then she takes my hand—not in a lover’s embrace, but to steer me onto the closest elevator. The moment the doors close, she releases my hand and hits the button for the fourth floor.

      “I was, of course, running the risk of the capsule dissolving too soon, or there being traces of the drug on the outer casing, but the risk was small, and the rewards were much higher. So I went for it.”

      In front of us, the door dings open, and Jen grabs me once more.

      “It was a controlled risk. One that paid off in the end.”

      “Right. Okay.” I’m still fucking pissed. “And the ass grabbing? Making out with a douchebag?”

      She scoffs and stops in front of a glass-doored laboratory. Letting herself in, Jen flips on lights and waves me past, and as she did with the back door, she waits for me to pass, then she turns back and locks us in.

      “I didn’t kiss anyone, Corey. You and I both know that. Letting him grab my ass was, I admit,” she turns back to me with a smirk, “a tactical move on my behalf. Give him a little something to keep him on the hook and piss you off at the same time. And pissing you off, I’ve discovered,” she stops in front of a clunky, outdated computer and powers it up, “may be my new favorite hobby.”

      “Of course it is.” I throw my hands up as Jen grabs tiny sheets of glass—slides, my high school self reminds me. “So you go into an op, you have an objective set out by your team,” I emphasize the word, “then you do your own thing anyway? Right down to the stick of gum in your pocket to wrap the pill in once you had it?”

      “The gum was a happy coincidence. And for the record, kissing is special. Lips. Mouths. Tongues.” Her eyes come to mine. “That’s intimate as fuck, so never again accuse me of kissing someone I didn’t. You’re better than that. You know the damn truth, and you know I have standards.”

      “You kissed me.”

      “Yup.”

      Taking the pill from her pocket and carefully unwrapping it, Jen breaks the capsule open and taps a miniscule amount of dried powder onto three separate slides, then crossing the room, she comes back again with a bottle of liquid I can’t identify. Dropping a little onto each sample, she adds a second slide on top until the contents squish and flatten.

      Next, grabbing another tool—which looks a bit like a hairbrush, but with a flat end instead of bristles—she rubs it on her desk where she was working, and on her shirt, and finally on the tips of her fingers. Taking that tool to a machine across the room, she hits some buttons, and then comes back to where she started while the machine does whatever the machine does.

      “I kissed you more than once. You’re the only person I’ve kissed in…” She draws a deep breath and exhales on a sigh. “A long time. You’re also, it turns out, someone my heart fuckin’ yearns for. So how’s about you don’t be a douchebag, and instead, give me time and space to grieve.”

      “Grieve? What the hell are you grieving?”

      “My single life.” Grabbing one slide, Jen places it under a microscope and takes a peek. “My heart,” she continues. “My independence. The fact I didn’t test out as many other suitors as I should have. And now it’s too late, since I’m gonna be stuck with you.”

      “Stuck with me?” I glance around the sparkling laboratory at the shining silver counters, the stark white floor, and the machines that surround us. I have no clue what ninety-nine percent of it does, and what I do know—microscope and desktop computer—are so outdated, I could almost be certain they were stolen from a high school science lab. “What the hell does that even mean, stuck with me?”

      “I’m in love with you.” And she’s anything but happy about it. “Means I’m gonna stay faithful to my heart. Means I’m gonna do what I’ve gotta do to either live long and happy with you, or piss you off enough that we break up and complicate every single thing I said we really shouldn’t complicate.”

      “How can we possibly break up? We’re not together. And can we go back to the part where I’m pissed at you? Because you’ve completely skipped that shit like it doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter.” Jen cracks her neck—left, then right—then she goes back to studying her sample. “It matters a lot, since I’m not interested in any kind of one-sided bullshit. That means we both win, all the time. Not just you, and not just me. It means your feelings are valid and the fact you’re mad is certainly important. But the reason you’re mad… the reason you went ballistic back there.” Standing tall, she turns her head and meets my eyes. “Is because you love me too. And though I didn’t mean to make you worry as much as you did, the fact you did is proof.”

      My head is spinning. My gut is churning. And somewhere in the back of my mind, I acknowledge my heart is pounding. “Proof of what?”

      “That you love me too.” She rolls her eyes.

      Behind us, the machine Jen started beeps and draws her attention, so turning away from me, she skids across the lab on her heels and snatches the spilling reports.

      “Fuck,” she hisses.

      “What?” I cross the room and stop close enough that her scent goes straight to my lungs and renders me damn near dizzy. “What’s the problem?”

      “They keep adding shit, then taking shit away. See this?” She points at numbers… letters… insanity I have no chance of understanding. “They took Queen, fucking botched her up by trying to add cheap synthetic uppers, and when that started killing people, they took some stuff back out again, but they’re taking all the wrong stuff!”

      Her eyes come to mine, but instead of the smug satisfaction that was in them moments earlier, now there’s only heartbreak. She hurts for the people who’ve died using something she created. She breaks for the legacy her Queen is being pushed toward.

      “At this point, what they’re selling is no better than arsenic in powder form,” she croaks. “A user wouldn’t even get to have their high on this. They go straight to internal rot, then they die with bleeding eyes and organs that’ve crapped out. These bastards are selling poison, and they have no clue how to get back to where they started.”

      “So, what… what are we supposed to do?”

      “I don’t know!” Dropping her reports, she goes back to her computer and powers it up until a spreadsheet takes over the whole screen. “The humane thing for me to do might be to send them an email with step-by-step instructions on how to clean up their damn mess.” Glancing away from the computer, her eyes again come to mine. “I was kidding. I’m not sending them a cheat sheet.”

      In my pocket, my phone rings, and though I’m tempted to ignore it, the familiar ringtone means I snatch the device up and hit accept immediately. “Sophia?”

      “You’ve got incoming. They’re not friendlies. They came in the back entrance too, which means they know it’s an undetectable way in.”

      “What the fuck?” Slamming my hand against the button on the side of Jen’s screen and swiping the slides into the trash, I grab Jen’s wrist and drag her across the room.

      “What are you—” Jen cries out when I tug her with rough hands. “Corey!”

      “Shh.”

      Reaching the doorway, I hit the light switch and drown us in darkness, while in the hall, lights flicker on, and a group of men wander toward this very lab.

      “Fuck! Soph. Are you there?”

      “Yeah,” she murmurs. “I’ve set the entire building’s interior security system on a loop, so no one sees what’s happening but I see the live feed. You’ve got four hostiles. Three of them carry AR15s, the fourth has a briefcase. The whole crew is wearing ski masks, so I can’t run facial recognition.”

      “Can we get out?” I’m asking both my boss and Jen. “Is there a way out?”

      Jen shakes her head, fast and jerky. “Windows don’t open, since we’re on the fourth floor. Only one door in and out, and if they’re coming in here, they’re going to use it. I just…” She spins in search of a way out. “I don’t…”

      “Twenty-five feet,” I warn. “Come on, baby. Where do we go?” I release her to take my Beretta in my hand instead. “Jen? Soph?”

      “I’ve got nothing!” Soph shouts. “I don’t have men in the area besides you, and you’re kinda fuckin’ stuck.”

      “Over here!” Jen grabs the sleeve of my shirt and pulls so hard, I feel the threads snap, and the button pop off. But she drags me toward a wall, faster, faster, running in heels, until she slams her palm against a hidden button, and a doorway reveals itself.

      “What the f—”

      “Cold storage,” she groans, then whimpers as she literally drags me in and closes the heavy door at my back.

      The moment we step inside, darkness envelops us so completely, I can’t see even my own hand in front of my face.

      “Jen?”

      “Just wait a sec.”

      A few feet away, a small cell light comes on. Then I glimpse her working at a control panel on the far wall.

      “I have to pull the power and start the failsafe.”

      “Pull the power that goes to… what? This?”

      “We’re in a fucking freezer, Corey.” She yanks a small box open and plays with the switches inside. “Freezing to death might sound relatively painless, but suffocating first is a hell of a lot more likely. That door is four inches thick, which means we can’t hear them, and they can’t hear us… but none of it matters a damn if we die.”

      “What do you see, Soph?” I hold my phone closer to my ear to make sure I capture all of her words. The four-inch walls, I worry, will be enough to kill our call. “Are they in the lab?”

      “They’re searching,” her voice crackles along the struggling line. “Carefully, though. They’re not trashing anything.”

      “I’m going to lose everything.” Anguished, Jen closes the small latch on the wall and turns to me so I see her eyes in the light offered by her cell. “Years and years of research, and it’ll all have been a waste. I have samples in here, Corey. Biopsies. Biological reagents—”

      “They’re searching her computer,” Soph mutters. “Gloves, ski masks, uniforms. They want to be invisible, and the fact they’re being so careful makes me wonder how many other times they’ve ransacked the place without her knowledge.”

      “All of my research will be destroyed.” Jen makes her way closer and wraps her arms around my torso. Not to cuddle up or seduce me, but because it’s cold as balls in here. Our breath comes out in a fog, and her body shakes against mine until I hold her tighter. “Everything in here needs to stay frozen or it’ll be ruined.”

      “If they’re in and out, she can switch the power back on,” Soph says. “It’ll be okay.”

      “Any faces yet?” I ask her. “You see any of them?”

      “Not a single one—Aw, fuck! They’re coming your way.”

      “What?” I shove Jen behind me and crush her into the corner of the freezer. “In here?”

      “They’ll find us,” Jen quivers. “There’s nowhere else to hide.”

      “Pull the fire alarms!” I turn toward Jen and press my chest to hers. If we’re going to be found, those bullets will go through me long before they get to her. “Sophia! Pull the fire alarms and get them out of here.”

      “I can’t! I don’t— Oh,” her voice changes. “There it is. Just gimme a s—”

      The storage door creaks open, fluorescent lights from the lab slice along the other side of the freezer, and in our corner, my eyes meet Jen’s as the light reflects across the cold room. Hers are terrified, watery and sad, and her heart pounds against my chest.

      When the door creaks a little wider, then a little wider again, threatening to expose us, she scrunches her eyes closed and waits.

      For her death?

      For our discovery?

      Turning so I’m facing forward again, I crush her between my back and the wall, and dropping my phone into my pocket, I hold my Beretta with two hands and wait for the intruder to come closer.

      Jen’s arms wrap around my stomach from behind. She shivers against me—terror and cold in one—but she holds me close, almost as though to restrain me.

      The light grows brighter in the freezer as our gloved and masked friend steps further in. My shoulders burn with adrenaline and lactic acid. But right when he intends to turn right and come stand in front of me, alarms bleat through the building.

      “Let’s go!” One of the four in the lab orders the rest of his team out. “Grab what you can and get out!”
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      In a trance made up of shock and anger, I follow Corey out of the freezer and back into my disheveled lab. Papers lay strewn on the floor after the intruders’ haste to get out; my computer screen remains on, the spreadsheet out for anyone to see my research. And though Corey swept my newest slides into the trash before we dashed away, the can now sits empty, our trespassers apparently clever enough to take our new sample and whatever else we thought to toss away.

      I’ve never claimed to be a spy, or militant, or muscle, the way Corey is, which means I never once claimed to be calm and collected in a situation where, I’m quite certain, I was near death only moments before. Sure, I volunteered to trick a horny guy in a club and acquire a new sample of Sniff, but I never thought that would lead to guns and freezers and hiding for our lives.

      The survival of my research—something I should prioritize over anything else—depends on Corey reminding me to switch the freezer back on, and when my brain moves much too slowly, he gently coaches me through the task so my work has a chance of not truly being lost.

      Evidently, I lose my mind in the chaos of danger and fear, which I never would have guessed about myself, but meanwhile, Corey works at his peak and remains in control of our situation. He walks me through my lab, gentle words and kind reminders, and when the coast is clear and our visitors are long gone, having escaped from Sophia’s surveillance, he leads me through the Burrows and Allan building and back outside to the loading dock.

      Into a cab.

      Across the city.

      Onto my street.

      I sit beside him in silence the whole way home, and though we argued during much of our last cab ride, this time, we merely rest against each other, my back and shoulder pressed to his strong chest, my hand held in his, his fingers sliding along mine as though to catalog every groove and mark, every wrinkle and every blemish a woman suffers after working with her hands for so many years.

      Corey’s heart beats a steady rhythm, but though I know I’m safe, I’m not sure mine slows at all.

      I’m not sure it’ll slow before next week.

      But I am safe, because I’m with Corey. And as he leads me out of the cab and into my apartment building, I twine my fingers around his, then I wrap my free arm around his so we’re walking hip to hip, stumbling home as though we spent the whole night at the club, and not a mere twenty minutes before we left again and found ourselves in danger.

      I let us into my apartment—still not a word spoken between us—and after Corey passes and I lock up behind us, I set my keys on the kitchen counter and merely press my back to the door for a moment. My adrenaline continues to race, but instead of exhaustion dragging me toward bed, exhilaration burns in my veins. So I clasp my hands together, stand stock-still at the door, and for a full minute, I search inside myself and try to find my new truths.

      My life was in danger tonight… but Corey stood between me and a bevy of enormous friggin’ guns. Not just any old gun, which would be bad enough, but the automatic kind, where a target becomes swiss cheese no matter what pattern the shooter is trying to draw.

      His love and protection for me, I know, are absolute.

      I also know that, together, we faced almost certain death. But in those moments, we chose each other… for company, for protection, and ultimately, to protect.

      “Are you okay?” Corey stops on the opposite side of my kitchen, his hands on his hips, his arms bulging with muscle and adrenaline. “Jen? Are you… Can I get you something?”

      “We almost died tonight.” My voice trembles, and my heart skips when I say the words. But I bring my eyes to his and hold steady. “We were really close to something horrible happening.”

      “I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you.” And yet, he remains on his side of the room. Maybe he thinks I want the space. Maybe he thinks I need the space to work through my trauma. “I swear, for the rest of our lives, nothing bad is gonna happen to you when I’m around.”

      “Because you’ll step between me and a gun.”

      He scoffs. “Bullets aren’t so bad if they’re taken for someone you care about.”

      My lips quirk up. My smile is tiny, but it’s genuine, and that makes my stomach flutter. “You care about me? Or you love me?”

      “Well…” Slowly, he makes his way across the room, finally stopping just two feet away so his warmth and aftershave settle in my lungs. “I’m led to believe it’s love, and that love is both infuriating and…” he scrunches his nose, “gooey.”

      “Gooey!” I burst out laughing and release the tension I brought home. The worry in my heart, and the fear I held in my pores. I release it all on a cathartic giggle, then I press my hand to my stomach and study his beautiful eyes. “Gooey is a good way to describe it. Gooey could be good, like caramel, and it can be bad, like vomit.”

      “Excellent way to describe what we have,” he grumbles. Closing the final two steps between us, Corey places one hand on my hip, and the other beneath my jaw. “I know we fought earlier, and I know we’re both kinda opposed to love and commitment and shit—”

      “And shit.” I nod. “Go on.”

      He smirks. “But I thought you might be hurt tonight, and I swear, when we were cornered, and my options were to let them have you or die keeping you safe, I knew what I had to do.”

      Swallowing, I bask in the way my heart swells with love. With nervous butterflies. With unfamiliar feelings, but feelings I want to explore anyway. “I love you too, Corey.” Reaching up, I slide the tips of my fingers through his hair and tuck the slightly longer bits behind his ear. “I love you, and it pisses me off, so much that I wanna tear my hair out and rip apart—”

      “Yup,” he growls. “I get it. You don’t wanna be in love.”

      I snicker and step onto my toes, and when I’m close enough, I press my lips to his in a gentle kiss. Then a second. A third. I make my way to his jaw, and when he sighs, I wrap my arms over his shoulder and allow my tongue to slide out and tap his.

      “I don’t want to be in love,” I murmur. “And I doubt you wanna step in front of guns or take bullets that don’t belong to you.” I take his hand and open it wide, then because I’m feeling brave, I slide it down to my breast and smile when his body reacts to mine. “But these are the things we’ll do for each other. Because it turns out we don’t actually get a choice.”

      “We don’t?” His eyes are for my chest. For the way his hands work. And when he wants more, he opens my buttons; one, two, three. “No choice?”

      “Mm-mm. You step in front of guns without thinking. And I hold you back, because if you insist on taking my bullet, then I want to be close enough to catch the second. If you die, then I’m going to lie down right beside you, and if you love, then I’m gonna love too. We don’t get a choice, because it turns out our hearts have minds of their own.”

      Impatient, I reach between us and undo the remaining buttons on my dress, then shrugging the fabric aside, I stand in my kitchen in nothing but heels and panties that are wet from wanting. My body warms for him, my fingers tingle to touch. But most of all, my heart yearns to love; emotionally, physically.

      “Can we deal with today tomorrow?” I beg. “Can we discuss all the craziness another time?”

      Corey buries his face against my neck, and though his hands squeeze my naked hips, it’s his teeth scoring my skin that make me yelp. “You wanna… like… watch TV or something?”

      I choke out a giggle and shake my head. “I’m ready to complicate the hell out of us. I’ve been wet for you for a year, Corey Rosa. You finally have my permission to take.”

      Stunned, he pulls away so I see his eyes, liquid and green as a forest at dusk. “Is this like… a trauma thing? Are you making impulsive decisions because of what happened tonight?”

      “I’m making these decisions because, like kissing, sex to me is very special. It’s intimate and it’s important. It’s something I want to do only when I’m in love, which makes the risk of complicating our families a nonexistent issue.”

      “You want?” His eyes flicker between mine. Excited, but wary. Hungry, but in complete control. “Are you sure?”

      I nibble on my bottom lip and make him wait. For my agreement. For my body. For my soul.

      When his hands grow tighter, and his heart thrums faster in anticipation, I flash a wide grin and tip my head in a subtle nod. “I’m sure.”

      “Fuck.” He lifts me like I weigh fifty pounds and not a hundred more. He slides his hands beneath my ass, and wrapping my legs around his hips, he turns away from the door and starts crossing the kitchen.

      “No, wait. Here!” I spasm in his arms and somehow manage to lower myself to the table.

      “Right here?”

      “Everywhere.” I yank him forward and slam my mouth against his.

      Blindly, I tear his shirt up and snicker when the fabric catches on his chin and nearly chokes him to death. His breath comes out on a grunt, and his chin snaps upward from my momentum, but he grins and helps me toss the shirt away, then he steps back in, crowding me against my cheap and flimsy table.

      His hands rest on each side of my hips, his chest pressed to mine. I close my eyes from the building tension, the want sizzling in my blood, the pressure building in my veins, but I cry out and shoot straight when his lips and teeth wrap around my nipple. He bites, rougher than I’m sure he intends, teasing with his teeth, and soothing with his tongue.

      Incensed, I reach between us and go to work unbuttoning his jeans. I’m desperate for his touch, for his tongue. Even more desperate for us to join, to love, to allow fire to meet fire and see what we create together.

      Using my feet, my heels, I work his jeans lower, and when my shoes scrape along his taut thighs, I can’t find a single scrap of guilt or apology for the marks I leave on his olive-tanned skin.

      He bites, he pulls my flesh between his lips and suckles until blood sits just below the surface and marks me, so in return, I scrape his with my heels, my nails, and when I free him from his boxers, I squeeze his cock so tight, Corey throws his head back on a roar of pleasure and desperation.

      “I’m fine without a condom if you’re fine without a condom,” I pant.

      Startled, Corey’s eyes whip to mine. Hesitant. Lusting. “Are you sure?”

      “I’ve been on the pill since the dawn of time, and I’ve never had unsafe sex with anyone in my life. I promise.”

      His gaze searches mine. My face. My lips. Leaning in as his lips quirk into a smile, he drops a kiss on my chin. “Same. Not the pill bit, but the rest.”

      “You wouldn’t wanna be on the pill.” I slide my hand along his cock, stroking, elongating, and bringing us both pleasure as his hips jut forward. “Estrogen makes women all sorts of crazy.”

      “So without the pill, you’d be… normal?”

      I snort out an unladylike laugh. “No, this is me. You’re just gonna have to get used to it.”

      Dragging him closer, I place the very tip of his cock at my opening and groan as, even through my flimsy panties, I feel his warmth, his girth, the promises he makes without speaking at all.

      “I love you, Corey Rosa,” I rasp. “It pisses me off more than you’ll ever know, but the love is there anyway, and I love fiercely.” I slide my panties aside with one hand, and pull his face closer with the other. “I love unconditionally, and I love until you have no clue how you would ever refill that void if my love went away.”

      Staring deep into my eyes, Corey’s hands go to my hips and squeeze, while further down, his cock presses to my opening, fiery hot and terrifyingly hard.

      He’s large, and I’m not as experienced as some might think. He’s muscular, and I’m as soft as any woman who’s never stepped inside a gym. He’s intimidating—more than I expected he would be in this moment—and though I consider myself a confident woman, his cock pressing so close is enough to make my heart sprint.

      “Jen?” He buries his face against my neck, his teeth against my skin. “Baby? Tell me what you want.”

      “I want to make love.” Fixing my legs around his broad hips and cinching my feet tight so my heels overlap, I drag him closer and moan as he pushes inside me. An inch at first. Then another.

      I throw my head back in painful ecstasy, and when he slows, worried about me hurting, I only hold him tighter and pull him in until he’s seated deep inside and fills me to bursting.

      My breath escapes on an exhale, and inside my chest, my heart races. “God.” My voice is a whimper. A groan. But deep in my core is pure bliss. “Shit, Corey.”

      He pulls out, slowly, testing, then slams back inside and growls in my ear. “Now that I know how it feels to love and be loved by you…” He pulls out again, then thrusts forward, violence and passion coalescing until the table groans under the pressure of our joining. “I’m gonna do everything I can to make sure you stay.”

      Timber cracks somewhere beneath me, a table leg turns wobbly, and my heart skitters with fear when I consider the pain of falling to the floor and breaking my leg. But Corey is quick. He sweeps me up with a single muscular arm, remains inside me while he walks with his jeans around his ankles, then he makes good on my request for everywhere.

      Bringing us to the living room, he lowers me to the couch so my back rests on the cushions, and his knees come between my legs. Tearing my panties off and tossing the ripped fabric to the floor, he slams deep inside me—deeper than on the table, thanks to our next position.

      My breasts bounce, and his eyes drop to the movement, making my cheeks burn a furious red for as long as he stares. And all the while, his hips propel him forward. His strong thighs make every push a deeply reaching shot of ecstasy.

      “Fuck.” Veins in his throat bulge and pulse. The underside of his jaw is enticing as his Adam’s apple bobs, but it’s his powerful chest, his strong arms that hold most of my weight, that keep my attention.

      “I love you.” He pushes forward—hips and torso—and when his cock touches somewhere deep inside me, his lips take my mouth, and his tongue explores until I cry out from overwhelming sensations.

      I wrap my arms over his shoulders, I crush my eyes shut, and I simply let him use me up. I allow his strength, his hold, his hunger to consume me until all I can do is feel. Until my pleasure squeezes my heart and throat, and my release teases me while fire burns in my veins.

      “Oh fuck.” Biting my throat, Corey rears back from pleasure and tugs my skin between his teeth as he goes. Maybe he makes me bleed. Maybe it just feels that way. But the savagery of his touch and taste turns my blood to lava. “Jen—”

      My body bounces from his onslaught. My legs grow weak, and my feet release from their lock at his back. Just as my orgasm sprints to the surface and my breath backs up in my throat, Corey pulls away and allows his cock to slide out.

      My loss is devastating. It knocks the breath from my lungs and the orgasm from my system until I’m left reeling and disoriented. “What the—”

      “Changing positions.” He smiles the smile of a smug man, and coming close again, he hooks me around the waist and spins so fast, my head whips on my neck, and a scream escapes my throat.

      He drops back onto my couch so the cushions puff up and things leftover from our Netflix binge—the television remote, several pillows, a blanket, and an empty popcorn bowl—fall to the floor and disappear into the abyss.

      My brain obsesses over my loss, over the violence with which Corey makes love. My system grieves what was taken so I’m left spinning and wondering what the hell is going on. But before I can catch up, Corey pulls me onto his lap, reaches between us, and fists his cock. Then he lifts me with one arm, strength and barbarism in one, and slides me back down until the oxygen in my lungs expels on a gasp.

      My hands go to his chest. His hands go to my hips. When my body moves without my brain’s input, he lays his head back against the couch and watches me with a satisfied grin.

      “Fuck yes.” He squeezes me tighter. His fingers leave marks on my skin, but it’s his eyes, his lips, his words that mark my soul. “Ride me.” He helps lift me, then slams me back down again until I cry out. “Swallow me up, beautiful. Take all of me until you feel me in your fuckin’ throat.”

      “Oh god,” I cry out and throw my head back in ecstasy. “Corey.”

      “Yes.” He surges forward and takes my nipple between his lips. Biting, he sends shots of electricity sprinting through my blood. “I want you to always say my name.”

      “Corey.” Tears actually fill my vision. My thighs burn from sliding over him, and my heart thuds much too fast, but with his eyes on me, his lips wrapped around my nipple, and his golden green gaze staring deep into mine, my release races toward freedom.

      I fasten my hands in his hair, crush his face closer, his lips tighter around my pebbled nipple, and when my orgasm teeters on the edge of insanity, I hold my breath and let go.

      My release screams in my veins until the sound escapes my throat. I cream in his lap, my pleasure soaking us both and reducing me to a whimpering mess, but like last time, Corey uses his impressive strength and halts my peak.

      He lifts me off of him, the sound of the fluid between us enough to penetrate my mind and make him grin as he scoops me into his arms and shoves up from the couch.

      “Corey!” I fight to be let free. To finish my orgasm and pass out the way normal people do after sex, but he only chuckles and walks into the hall with me in his arms.

      “Corey! I swear to god, now is a good time for you to know that if you ever stop me coming again, I’m gonna murder you in your sleep.”

      “Calm yourself, psycho.”

      He sets me on my feet in the hallway and crushes me against the wall until my lungs refuse to expand. Grabbing my hands, he crosses them at the wrist and slams them to the wall above my head, then he slides two thick fingers inside my pussy until my knees give out, and I drop until his hand catches me.

      “Oh god! Oh fuck!”

      “Come on my hand.” His movements grow more savage. Rougher. Impatient, as he hooks his fingers inside my pussy and demands another orgasm.

      His fingertips scrape along the magical spot inside me, and because he’s just that talented, his thumb plays with my clit until I no longer get to choose whether or not I’ll come. Whether or not I’ll stand. Whether or not I’ll even breathe.

      Corey Rosa commands my body, my heart, my soul, and when he flicks his fingers just right, a brand-new wash of pleasure escapes my body and fills his hand. It races along his wrist, and to add to the crudeness of our act, my pleasure drips to the floor and promises to be a mess I’ll see later.

      Later, when I think I’m done and revived, when I think this moment is complete and we’re back to Jen and Corey, I’ll see the mess in the hallway, and I’ll go running back to him for more.

      “Corey, I—”

      “Not done.”

      He grabs my hip and spins me so fast, my chest slams to the wall and my breath escapes with a grunt. The next second, he pulls my hip away from the wall, crushes my chest and shoulders forward, and after lining his cock up from behind, he grabs my hair and tugs so hard, my head snaps back and my throat closes.

      Sliding in torturously slow, he keeps hold of my hair and uses it to move me. To control me. He latches his teeth onto the skin at the top of my spine, and when he’s fully seated inside me, he bites and commands another wash of pleasure to escape me.

      “You have to come again,” he demands. “And again.” He pulls out, and when the tip of his cock teases my entrance, he barges his way back in and snarls, “and again.”

      “Corey—”

      “Tell me you love me.” He slowly pulls out so I feel every vein. Every ridge. Every sensation he gifts me with. “Tell me, Jennifer.”

      “I love you,” I cry out. “I love you, Corey Rosa.”

      “Tell me it’s forever.”

      “Oh god.” I squeeze my eyes closed when he slams deep inside me. “I’ll love you forever.”

      “Good.” He uses me up in the most savagely delicious way. “Because I’m gonna love you forever too.” He reaches around me and grabs my nipple. Pinching it between his fingers, his hips jutting against my ass grow faster. Harder. More violent. “Come again.”

      “Ahh…”

      “Come now.”
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      What’s a man to do when he was once unattached from all things that made him weak, but now… now… I have Jen?

      I always had family, of course. Friends. Siblings I wanted to protect. I’ve had women in my past that I never allowed in the crosshairs of my life, and I’ve had Jen the past year; not her body, but her mind, her soul.

      I’ve had weaknesses all my life, but on the surface, I could easily minimize and keep them safe.

      To be the man I am, to work in the world I do, it’s a mistake to have too many threads that a bad motherfucker can tug. Because the second they do, they take out my Achilles’, and I’m left floundering and broken. And a soldier in the field with a slit Achilles’ is a dead man, right alongside the people he vowed to protect.

      That was an easy enough lifestyle to maintain over these years. I would travel for work, attend family dinner, and leave Sophia and that team elsewhere, somewhere far, far away. I would separate work and life, and everything operated just fine.

      But then Soph brought her team to the same town I was born and raised in. Then Soph married Jay, and with Jay comes the rest of the Checkmate crew. With Checkmate comes the criminal types who want to eradicate the Sophia type, which meant the heat was closer to home, and home is where it needed to not be.

      So I worked away. While the majority of the team based themselves out of our small town and kept everyone safe, I took assignments as far from home as I could.

      Then Tabby turned up and married my brother. With Tabby came Jen, and now… well, we know how this fucking story will end.

      Laid out on her rickety bed, I rest on my back, my arms and legs spread wide. Draped over top of me, the woman I love—the woman I will live and kill for—dozes and chatters, smiles and peppers kisses to my skin. And I… well, I take it. Because it feels fucking good, and for this moment, at least, we’re not in my town, and therefore, she’s not in danger because of my work.

      I mean, sure, she’s in danger, considering the nearly-dying-in-a-freezer thing last night. But the danger isn’t my doing. And if she insists on landing herself in hot water, then I know where I choose to be until things calm down.

      “So, what are we gonna do about this?” Jen’s voice is sleepy and mumbled, lazy like a cat in the morning sun. “Corey Rosa has good dick.”

      Snorting, I stare up at the ceiling and laugh deep inside my chest as Jen’s hair flitters because of my breath. “Did you doubt?”

      “You bet I did.” Pushing up to her elbows, unapologetic about how they dig into my pecs, she studies my eyes. “There’s certain folklore that circulates between women, ya know? There are the big, strong, manly kinda men.”

      I bring a hand up and point my thumb in my direction. “Me?”

      She snickers. “These men, though, typically overcompensate for other things.”

      “Small dick things?”

      “Exactly.” She drops her lips to the tip of my nose. “So here I was, meeting Corey Rupert Rosa—”

      “My middle name isn’t Rupert.”

      “Oh thank god,” she exhales with a laugh. “I was worried. Anyway, I meet this dude, and he looks good, he talks good, he’s got the bowling ball biceps.”

      Frowning, I turn my head and study my perfectly proportioned biceps.

      “So you appear to be the total package. Add in the adorable family values, the protective streak, the filthy mouth, and the way you get bossy sometimes. A girl could think you may be putting on a show to distract her from other, less desirable things.”

      “Small dick things?”

      Her lips quirk. “Now, most men perhaps buy a boat. A Rolex. A sports car.”

      “I drive a truck.”

      “You took me in a plane!” Her elbows dig deep enough into my muscles that I damn near twitch. “A plane, Corey! That meant your dick was itty bitty… or so I thought.”

      “And it’s not?”

      “Mm-mm.” Nuzzling in, she replaces her elbows on my chest with her breasts, and laying her face in the crook of my neck, she sighs in contentment. “Not only are you proportionate all over, but I’m thrilled to report you’re really skilled with it. And you’re just rough enough to make a girl want more.”

      “Yeah?” I slide my fingertips along her shoulder. Her ribs. Her hip. “You want more now?”

      “No.” Pushing up fast enough to drag icy breeze between us, Jen makes my heart seize when she climbs half off of me and reaches… reaches… reaches toward the bedside table.

      Stretching her fingertips, she tries with all her might to grab her phone, until eventually, she slides straight off me and lands with an undignified grunt on the floor.

      Moving to the edge of the bed, I glance over and find her curled like a pretzel and with her hair on her face. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “I need my phone.”

      Pushing to her knees, she snatches my shirt from the end of the bed, and grabbing her cell, she hits dial on a number she’s clearly called a thousand times before.

      Settling the device between her shoulder and ear, she snags a fresh pair of panties from a drawer and stumbles her way into them. “Tabby! Hang on. I’m putting you on speaker.”

      “Tabby?” My voice squeaks—it fucking squeaks—as Jen puts her sister on speaker. Glaring into Jen’s eyes, I mouth, “What the fuck?”

      “Jen?” Tabby seems happy. Carefree. Glowing, even. “Hey, where’ve you been all day? I tried calling you earlier.”

      “Oh, I was at home.” She tosses her phone to the bed and goes to work shrugging my shirt on. “I was busy.”

      “Working, or binge-watching TV?”

      Jen’s eyes come to mine while, lower on her face, a sardonic smile spells the end of my life. “I was having sex, actually.”

      “Oh!” The other Lawrence sister’s surprise hits me square in the chest. “Oh… okay.”

      “Like, sex all day long!” Jen snags her phone again and drops back onto the bed so she’s half on me. “Multiple orgasms. He bit my ass, Tabby Cat. And I liked it.”

      “Ya know, we really don’t have to discuss—”

      “Does Beckett bite you?”

      Glacial cold overtakes the bedroom. Frost on the windows. Icicles hanging from the ceiling.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Because Corey bites so good, Tab. He makes it sooooo good.”

      “Corey?” Tabby is no longer happy; she’s full of cares. And her supposed glow left the fucking building. “Corey Rosa? You—you slept with Corey Rosa?”

      “Yeah, like twelve times in the last twelve hours. Ohh…” Jen’s eyes whip to mine. “Twelve in twelve. Bravo, Rupert.”

      “He’s, uh…” Tabby clears her throat. “Corey is with you right now?”

      “Mmhm. He’s naked too. You wanna trade Rosa pics?”

      “No. Excuse me.”

      The room turns silent, and the call goes dead. A chilling premonition, I suspect, for how my life is about to go.

      “Jennifer!” I grab her face and drag her around to me. “What the fuck?”

      “Trading pics is a no?”

      “Telling your sister we fucked is a no! Jesus, Lawrence. Are you trying to get me killed?”

      She snorts. “They’re gonna find out when we invite them to the wedding anyway.”

      “The wedding?” My brain pops and explodes inside my skull. “What wedding? Who’s getting married?”

      “You and me, silly.” She rolls her eyes and makes her way into the hall. “I’m gonna move into your house, we’ll adopt ourselves a couple of dogs, we’ll maybe consider kids, but not for a few years.”

      Her voice grows more distant as she walks away. “Who exactly is Sophia? And does she have a lab I can claim for my own?”

      “You…” I sit up in bed and pull sheets across my lap. “What?”

      “A lab. Burrows and Allan asked me not to take my discoveries to the cops, which means their original foundations—to help, not to profit—have been lost somewhere in the last couple of generations. It means they and I are no longer copacetic.”

      She steps back into the bedroom and grins. “‘Copacetic’ is such a fun word, dontcha think? And here.” She tosses my phone into my lap. “I don’t wanna start our relationship without trust, but I totally looked, and you’ve got chicks calling you already?”

      Confused, I spy the screen and find Tabby’s name. “Oh god.”

      “She’s gonna kill you.” Singing her words, Jen turns back toward the hall, lifts her shirt—my shirt—and smacks her own ass. “Coffee?”

      My hands shake. Why the fuck are my hands shaking? “Y-yes. Coffee.”

      I stare at my phone screen and pretend it’s not a big deal. Nothing bad has happened. I’ve taken calls from my new sister-in-law a million times, and I’ve survived every single one.

      “Better answer that,” Jen taunts from somewhere on the other side of the apartment. “Tabitha Lawrence isn’t one to keep waiting. She’s a bit like D.A. Justin in that way.”

      “Fuck.” Closing my eyes, I hit the accept button and drop back against the headboard. “Hello?”

      “I said no dibs!” Tabby tears me up in an instant. “The first night I met your family, I said no one touches my sister! Beckett told me he would talk to you guys and make sure no one touches. But now I hear you bite? You bite, Corey Rosa? I understand that’s not touching with your hands, but I’m not here to discuss specifics. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “Yeah, Rosa,” Jen cackles and bangs coffee mugs together. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “I heard her!” Tabby shouts loud enough to make me jump. “I heard her, which means she’s right there… wherever you are.”

      “In her apartment,” I rasp out. “Yeah.”

      “Aha! See! I caught you.”

      “You caught nothing.” Rubbing my hand over my eyes, I shake my head and accept the fact that, for the rest of my natural life, I will always be the stupid fucking beach ball, bouncing between two equally crazy sisters. “She called and told you. That’s not catching. That’s being informed.”

      “Oh yeah?” Tabby growls. “Well, this is me informing you that the next time I see you, I’m gonna knock out your damn teeth to stop you from ever biting my sister again!”

      My chest bounces with silent laughter. “I have it on good authority she enjoys the biting. So really, you hurting me only hurts her. And we can both agree, I’m sure, that neither of us wants to hurt Jen.”

      “Speak for yourself. I’m mad at her too! She had sex with my brother-in-law. She touched my brother-in-law’s penis! We can’t come back from that.”

      “Wait… are you jealous?” Bravely, I open one eye and glance around the empty bedroom. “Do you wish it was you who got to touch?”

      “No! But I assure you, after today, I’ll know exactly what you have. Size, shape, color, girth. I’ll know your best moves, and Jen will beg to know Beck’s, because she’ll wanna compare. She’ll turn this into a whole thing, until eventually, you and Beckett do the exact same moves in the exact same sequence! She’ll train you, and you won’t even realize it. She’ll gloat if you’re bigger than Beck, and she’ll make it a whole dinner discussion if you’re smaller. Do you not see the ramifications of what you’ve done? You’ve created a monster, and the rest of us have to pay the price… all because you’re a dude who couldn’t keep his damn hands to himself.”

      “I thought we were talking about my teeth?” I frown. “Or my penis.”

      “Ugh! I’m telling Beckett!”

      He’ll high-five me on the way to dinner. “Okay.”

      “And I’ll withhold all intimacy until he makes this better!”

      “Aw shit.” My smile vanishes, because everyone knows the world will burn if Beckett is denied his wife and all the magic she brings to his world. “How do we make this better?”

      “You travel back in time and don’t have sex with my sister!”

      My lips twitch with humor. “Well…”

      “Or you travel forward in time and show me where you and Jen are still happily in love fifty years from now. You show me how you and your dick and your teeth haven’t messed up the family holidays, and you show me how you’ve never made my sister cry sad tears. Because that’s all I care about.” Her voice slows, but her breath races. “I don’t want you to break her heart.”

      Tabitha Lawrence is quite possibly the kindest, sweetest, pureist woman I know. She’s a pussycat and keeps quiet most of the time. But the one time she arcs up and demands to fight, it’s to defend her big sister’s heart.

      She’s selfless and perfect, and hell, but I’m glad she’s who my brother ended up with.

      “Corey?” When I take too long to respond, Tabby tries again. “I just never want her to be sad. Do you understand that?”

      I nod, despite being alone in this room. “I understand.”

      “If you guys are genuinely happy, then I’m happy too. I’ll support it all. I’ll smile and wave, I won’t even talk shit about you when you annoy me. But if you hurt her, I need you to know that I know how to use a scalpel, and I know where you sleep at night. I even know how to circumvent your home security, so you’ll have no clue I’m coming.”

      “You…” I sit up taller. “You know how to circumvent my home security?”

      “Well, okay, no I don’t. I would rush the place with a sledgehammer. But I know someone who could get past your security, and the fact she’s a woman is good enough to know which side of this war she’ll sit on. I won’t lose on a battlefield where my sister’s heart is at stake.”

      “You’re such a sweetheart,” I chuckle. “And the chick—it’s Soph, huh?”

      “Yep, and women have a pact that will always be upheld against men. It may not be fair, but it’s absolute. So don’t fuck with me, okay?”

      Again, I nod. “I’m gonna treat her right.”

      “Is she a weekend fling?”

      I snort and drop my head back against the headboard, but along the hall and in the kitchen, the sound of a cup hitting the floor makes me sit up tall again. Jen is clumsy, and I’m still naked. Worse, I’m still talking to the wrong Lawrence sister.

      “Corey? Don’t ignore me.”

      “I’m not ignoring you. I’m just…” I push the sheets off my legs and search for something to wear. “This might come as a surprise to you, Tab. But I’m actually kind of in love with Jen, so—”

      “In love?” she squeals. “In love for real?”

      I scoff. “As real as it’s ever been.”

      “You’re getting married soon?”

      “Allegedly. I promise to drop you an invitation in the mail.” Forgoing my shirt, since Jen took it, I move to the bathroom and find my boxers.

      Because I came to town with only the clothes on my back, at some point last night, after the second or third time Jen and I made love, she had the bright idea to toss my clothes into the washing machine so I’d have something fresh for today. She doesn’t have a dryer, so we washed what we could—sans shirt—and we hung them out in the bathroom to drip dry. My jeans are still damp, but my boxers are fine, so I step into those and pull them up to sit around my hips.

      I heard glass smash, but I don’t hear Jen cussing, which means she’s cleaning instead of bitching. Which means I need to go help her instead of staying in bed.

      “I’m gonna go, Tabby. Because I have this new girlfriend I’m kinda nuts about. Soon enough, I’m gonna have to fly home, and when I do, I’m gonna wish I’d spent every single second with Jen, so…”

      “Oh my gosh! She’s your girlfriend!”

      “Yeah, that’s what I just—”

      “No, she’s your girlfriend! And you said love. That means either you’re gonna move there, or she’s gonna—”

      “She already mentioned moving into my house and adopting a dog.”

      “Yes!” The pregnant woman literally sobs. “We’re going to be together again! Jen’s coming here, and that means I don’t have to miss her anymore! Oh, Corey. That’s amazing news.”

      “Uh… okay.” Stepping back into the hall in boxers and nothing else, I make my way toward the kitchen. “Well, you’re welcome. But for right now, I’m hanging up.”

      “I love you, Corey!” Tabby tearfully declares. “I really do! I love you because you love her, and I know Rosa men are good to women. I know she’s in excellent hands now.”

      “Uh huh.” Drunk chicks and pregnant chicks… they’re affectionate as fuck. “I’m hanging up now. I have a Lawrence ass I’d like to bite, so…”

      “Ew, okay. Hanging up. Talk to you later.”

      “Bye, Tabby. Catch you when I catch you.”

      “I’m gonna go tell everyone the good news.”

      “Yup, because that’s not at all something Jen and I would like to do ourselves. Go for it.” Bringing the phone away from my ear, I can’t help the goofy smile that crosses my face as I stop at the kitchen doorway and hang up the phone.

      Glancing at the floor first, I see shattered ceramic. Spilled coffee. Dry coffee granules sticking to the tile flooring.

      It takes a minute—it takes entirely too long—before my brain clicks away from sex and Lawrence sisters and all that drama, and onto what’s happening right in front of me.

      The kitchen that has no one in it.

      The mess left behind.

      The phone and purse and my gun on the kitchen table.

      And the apartment door, wide open.

      Worse, the streaks of blood on the doorframe, left behind by a hand that was bleeding and clutching on for dear life.

      Finally, my adrenaline skips into gear and my brain jumps into battle. I snatch up my gun and step through the broken mess to reach the door.

      “Jen?”

      Gun pointed ahead of me, my back against the wall, I glance into the hall and meet the eyes of a nosy neighbor who shrinks away from my gun.

      “Where the fuck is she?” I demand.

      The guy simply shrugs his shoulders and nods toward the staircase. “Ski masks went that way.”
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MISSING AND PRESUMED DEAD

        

      

    

    
      My body aches. My feet bleed, and my hands remain open, prone, because closing them stings like a thousand wasps in my veins. The skin on my face is tight, swollen until it stretches, my eyes burning hot and blurry when I attempt to see through the slits.

      When I breathe, my throat protests in agony.

      But I don’t cry out.

      I don’t give them what they want.

      “You need to convince this bitch to do as she’s told, Tinker. Because if she makes me wait any longer, I’m gonna kill you both.”

      “I don’t…” Dickie’s voice is hoarse from crying. From pleading. From arguing… with me. “I’m trying.”

      “Try harder!” the man who goes by Niel Noxi snarls. “Until we get what we need, we’re not holding up our side of the deal.”

      “But… Julia,” my former mentor cries. “You can’t—”

      “We already did,” that ugly voice growls. “And we’ll continue to do it until you say what you’ve gotta say and get this moving along.”

      Dickie and I are imprisoned in a concrete room with steel bars, steel beds, and a filthy, soiled, steel toilet in the corner. We’re stuck in a room no more than twelve square feet, but while he is neither beaten nor mostly naked, I’m both.

      I’ve been locked away with the man who sold me to drug dealers. The man I considered my second father. The man I trusted with my entire world, and the man I naïvely thought could help me solve whatever was happening with Queen.

      I was giving him all the information I had, every step, every nuance, in hopes he could help me make sense of it all. But in reality, I was putting myself on speed dial with the people who were stealing from me and killing innocent people.

      Now, though we’re both stuck behind these bars, I’m not naïve to the fact that only one of us is hurt. Only one of us has taken a boot to the gut. A fist to the face.

      Maybe they think putting him in here with me will make me believe we’re the same, that he’s a prisoner too. Maybe they hope to trick me into trusting a second time. But his unmarked face reminds me every single time I slit my aching eyes open that he and I are not the same.

      What’s happening to us is not the same.

      “Jen. Honey.” Dickie rushes across the cell and stops in front of me on his knees.

      I lay on my side on the steel bench, trembling, with nothing to lend me comfort but Corey’s shirt and the knowledge that somewhere outside this building, he’s looking for me.

      He may never find me, and even if he does, he probably wouldn’t recognize me—I don’t recognize my beaten and bloody reflection in the steel—but he’s looking. Of that, I’m sure.

      “Honey, you need to do what they ask so we can leave.”

      “Why did you do this?” Tears escape my eyes and dribble along the side of my face, but the rest of me remains calm. Impassive. Silent.

      On the inside, I shiver uncontrollably, and my stomach threatens to revolt. My heart aches, and my nerves fray until it stings. But on the outside, I remain completely and utterly still; a statue, untouchable after a day… two days? Maybe three… inside this warehouse cell.

      Dickie has been with me the entire time, but it took me all of two minutes to realize he and I weren’t on the same side of this war against drugs.

      “Why’d you give Queen away, Dickie?”

      “Jenny, I—”

      I shake my head as this man, this mentor and former hero, gears up to feed me another lie. “I just wanna know why.” I cough to clear my tender throat. “I need to know if it was worth it.”

      “The bank is taking my house,” he whimpers. “Honey, the stock market crashed and wiped out my savings. It destroyed my 401k. It sent interest rates soaring, and—”

      “Money.” Swallowing, I close my eyes and rest my body, my soul. My entire being. “It’s always about money.”

      “I worked my entire life for peanuts, Jen! I busted my ass and did what I could to help science advance. I risked my marriage, my family, my everything, just to work for a company where the bastards squirreled away profits and paid us nothing. And it was all fine, it was working, because we were making ends meet. But then—”

      “Stock market,” I sigh. “Yeah. I heard you.”

      “Stop making me the villain! I will not retire broker than when I started! I’m not going to the grave with nothing to my name, with a wife who leaves me to marry someone who can make their mortgage payments, with a daughter who thinks her old man is a loser. They’re better than this, Jennifer, and I’m only doing my part.”

      “You sold out,” I murmur. “You sold me.”

      “I’m trying to fix a mistake I made,” he growls. “These people, Jen, they don’t want Queen to be a killer drug. They don’t want their clientele to die thirty minutes after taking the damn thing.”

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” I want to roll to my back, to look up at the ceiling and release the compressed muscles in my chest. But my body is frozen, my limbs seized and too stiff to move without excruciating pain. “You sold Queen to these guys, then you tried to help them change her into a party drug. You searched for my notes, you ransacked my lab, but you could never truly get it right.”

      “I was trying to fix a bad batch,” he pleads. “I never meant to make it worse.”

      “You were trying to make an addictive drug that people would eventually sell their souls, their homes, their own children for once she had her hooks in. And she became a ‘bad batch’ only after you sold her to mongrel dealers.”

      “We’re weeks from foreclosure! My daughter is trying to finish her schooling. My wife has no clue her world is about to collapse.”

      “It’s already collapsed.” Despite the pain radiating through my body, I make the slow revolution so I rest on my left shoulder and face away from my former friend. “I’m not fixing this batch for you. I’m not giving them Queen, ever, and you’ll never see a penny of whatever these people promised you. Your family is already homeless, Dickie. They just don’t know it yet.”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way!” The man I could’ve sworn was my biggest hero now grabs my throbbing shoulder and spins me back to see his tear-filled eyes. “You can make this all better.”

      “For who?” I sneer. “For you?”

      Tears spill over his cheeks and dribble onto his chin. “For both of us.”

      I shake my head and firm my quivering lips. “Unlike you, I still want to help the sick and vulnerable. No matter how many consecutive nights I eat ramen for dinner, I’ll never sell my integrity the way you have.” I close my eyes when his tears drip from the edge of his chin. “Never.”

      “They’ll kill us both if you don’t give them what they want!”

      I shrug and turn my back to him. “I’m in so much pain, death would be preferable. When I pee, I pee blood, Dickie. When I breathe, I’m pretty damn sure my ribs are facing the wrong way.”

      I open my eyes, but I stare out at the twelve men who hold automatic weapons and stand in a fanning formation, watching over us like the iron walls and my broken bones aren’t enough to keep me locked down. “There’s nothing you can say or do that’ll convince me to help you.”

      The soldier in the front hugs his AR15 to his chest and draws a deep breath. “You’re a stubborn woman, Ms. Lawrence.”

      “I’d like to die with my self-respect intact. There’s no price I would sell it for.”

      He considers for a moment. Studying me, challenging me. Then he nods and snaps his fingers so a man standing by the warehouse door bolts outside. The second soldier disappears out of sight, but the one in the front continues to stare deep into my eyes.

      “Everyone has a price, Ms. Lawrence. Perhaps yours simply isn’t money. I wonder what you’d do to keep your sister safe and well?”

      Despite the swelling of my eyes, they still widen at his threat.

      “Hmm,” he chuckles, quiet and cruel. “You shouldn’t be so hard on your friend there. Mr. Tinker held onto his integrity for a while, too. But when the right button is pushed, there isn’t a soul on this planet who doesn’t roll over eventually. I’ll be back, Ms. Lawrence. Perhaps I’ll bring your pregnant sister for a visit.”

      Swallowing my groan, I push up to sit and lock in the whimper of pain that emanates from my ribs. “You’ll leave my sister alone.”

      The man only barks out a horrible laugh. “If at any point you change your mind, you need only say the word. Your lab is waiting for you, Ms. Lawrence. Teach our team how to make a safe product, teach them how to fix the one they screwed up, and we can all walk away from here rich, safe, and happy.”
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      “Talk to me, Sophia!”

      I pace the apartment across from Jen’s, past the dude who lives across the hall, as he sits on his couch and watches me in shock.

      Maybe it’s the rage in my voice, or maybe it’s the Beretta in my hand. Regardless, he sits statue-still lest I shoot him, and watches as I pace and wait—for the cavalry, for help, for a slew of fucking guns and a direction with which to point them.

      “Where am I heading?” I rail.

      “You’re waiting for us.”

      Plane engines roar in the background of her call; a cargo plane we neither stole nor hijacked. But it sure as hell isn’t a commercial jet, and there are no passengers but for Checkmate crew and Rosa siblings.

      “Tabby’s phone has already been pinged by whoever these people are,” she tells me. “They have a substandard hacker, so we’re gonna use their weaknesses against them, and when they think they’re smart enough to track her down, we’re gonna hand her over. Pregnant and all.”

      “You’re just gonna… you’re… She’s pregnant, Sophia!” The guy on the couch jumps at my roar. “And she’s not like you and me, Tabby’s just a regular fucking person! I doubt she’s ever held a gun in her damn life.”

      “They want a target, Rosa, and we have her right here with us. So how about you chill the fuck out and stop scaring that dude?”

      I stop in the middle of the living room floor and meet the muddy brown eyes of the guy who watched me carry an unconscious Jen through this apartment building once upon a time. That alone—the fact he did nothing to protect her—is enough to warrant me terrorizing his space right now.

      “You see what I see?” I ask Soph. “You see this?”

      “I’m not a substandard hacker,” she snickers. “I have eyes every-fuckin’-where, and I know you’re chomping at the bit to get out there and get her back.”

      “She’s been gone for two days, Soph.”

      “Longest forty-eight of your life,” she sighs. “I know. We had to find her, Corey, then we had to wait and see what they wanted. Now we know both. Give me a minute to get to you, then we’ll present their bait on a platter.”

      “And when Tabby gets hurt in all this?”

      Soph snorts. “As if. My plans always work. Sometimes folks get shot, and sometimes my husband has a panic attack because he worries. But in the end, I always win these fuckin’ games. I’ll be in contact soon, then we’ll set it all in motion. We’ll have her back soon, Rosa. I promise.”

      Hanging up, Soph leaves me standing all alone in a stranger’s apartment.

      My body hums with adrenaline. My brain throbs from too much thinking and not enough sleep. My fists flex and release, flex and crush the phone in my left and the gun in my right.

      “Y-you’re not gonna shoot me, are you, man?”

      “I’ll shoot you to make you stop talking,” I retort.

      I meet his eyes, but when he sinks back into the cushions of his couch and runs his finger and thumb across his lips in a zipper motion, I nod and head into his kitchen.

      I need space, but I can’t go across the hall to Jen’s place. Soph has declared it a base of operations, so until she arrives, I’m not allowed to step in and interrupt what Niel Noxi’s men will find when they show up in search of Tabby.

      Soph is using a Lawrence for bait, putting out the word that Tabby is on her way to Jen’s apartment, and she has no fucking care for the fact that neither Beckett nor Jen are willing to play her game. Soph does what Soph wants, and because it usually works out, the rest of us fall in line.

      I slam a cupboard door until the wall buzzes with vibration. “Fuck!”
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      I remain slouched on my steel bench bed, my ribs crushing together, my breath coming short, my head pounding, and my face too swollen for comfort. But I slump in on myself and rest my hands beside my legs, and slitting my eyes open as far as I can manage, I study the warehouse surrounding my cage.

      I have to do better than sit here and wait for my death, which means I need to make a plan. I need to be my own hero. And if I can, I need to wipe out this entire fucking warehouse and its occupants, because if I don’t, college kids will continue to die when these idiots continue to make bad drugs.

      “Noxi.” The soldier who rushed out an hour ago now skids back into the warehouse, his gun hanging limp across his body, his uniform crisp and clean and starched to within an inch of its life.

      Stopping beside the guy I figure is their leader—Niel Noxi—he murmurs soft enough I only catch every second or third word. “Sister… Apartment… Husband…”

      Considering for a moment, Noxi studies his subordinate. “Go get them.” His eyes come to mine. “We need the woman. Bring the husband if he wants to tag along, but he’s unnecessary.”

      Noxi grins as I slowly, painfully make my way to my feet. “Kill him if he makes too much noise,” he makes a show of ordering. “Bring the woman, but don’t harm her. Not yet.”

      “Yes, sir.” And just like that, the soldier is gone again.

      “Wait!” I grab onto the bars that surround me and Dickie—I’m not being dramatic... yes, I’m playing my part, but I also need the support, or I might drop to my ass and not get up again. “I’ll do what you want.”

      Noxi’s eyes widen with glee. “You will?”

      He makes his way across the warehouse, his body quivering with victory. Stopping in front of me, he presses his hand to the grip of his gun, his finger stretched along the side, a full inch away from the trigger. “You’re ready to do the right thing now, Ms. Lawrence?”

      “As long as you leave my sister alone, I’ll help you.” I glance past my captor, toward the door his soldier bolted through. “Call your man back and order him to leave my family alone, and I’ll do what you need me to do.”

      “Your plan sounds excellent,” he taunts. “However, I’ve found people to be far more malleable when they have incentive, and it seems your incentive comes in the form of a pregnant, blonde woman and her large, veterinarian husband.” He stops for a moment and wrinkles his nose. “Overly large. Has your sister considered the realities of having that fucking bull’s baby yet?”

      “I don’t…” My head hurts. My brain refuses to move fast enough. “I’m not… huh?”

      Noxi chuckles. “Perhaps my men should’ve been a little gentler on you, considering it is your brain we want.”

      “If I just…” I’m genuinely dizzy, so it’s not a difficult act to maintain as I lean my forehead against the cold bars. “If I fix your batch and show you how to make more, you’ll let me go?”

      He sniggers. “Sure thing, doll. Your sister too.”

      “Let me out.” I close my eyes and lick my dry lips. “Let me have the lab, and I’ll show you what you need to know. But I want you to call your man back and leave my sister alone. Stress can make a woman miscarry, and if you bring harm upon any single member of my family, born or unborn, then not only won’t I help you, but I’ll burn it all down.”

      I crack my eyes open and glance around the two thousand square foot warehouse. Shelves of stock fill most of the place—chemicals on one side, weapons on another. Since arriving here, I’ve counted an average of twenty men on guard duty, but while I’ve counted, I’ve taken stock of the nut-scratching, lame-joke-telling, dick-swinging Neanderthals I’m dealing with.

      These people have guns, and guns scare the piss out of me, but they share barely one brain between the group, which is why they can’t get their product right for the market. It’s why they can’t do a damn thing without hurting me.

      Hurting Dickie.

      Turning to him now, I meet his terror-filled eyes and wonder for just a moment why he didn’t fix the batch they paid him to fix. I mean, sure, he lacked my notes. He was without the intimate knowledge I have of my own creation. But this is the man who trained me. He taught me everything I know. Even without my detailed notes, he’s intelligent enough to come up with his own version and make her safe for distribution—and by ‘safe,’ I’m ignoring the addictive drug part, and focusing only on the not dying in thirty minutes aspect.

      He chose not to fix it. For reasons I may never know, he chose for this to go the way it did.

      “Don’t…” he whispers. “Don’t go out there, Jenny.”

      Turning my back on him, I hobble toward the barred door and wait while Noxi unlocks my cell and steps aside to let me through.

      Closing it again before Dickie can escape, he leaves my former mentor in our cell and grabs my elbow to steer me across the warehouse. “We have a state-of-the-art laboratory for you to work in,” Noxi preens. “Anything you need, we already have, or we can get it for you.”

      “You have a meth lab.” I stop when we round a thirty-foot stack of boxes on shelves and come to face what Niel calls his lab. It’s a glass box, with glass walls, shiny countertops, and packing boxes filled to the brim with unknown things. “Have you actually considered the likelihood of this place exploding?” I ask. “Do you know the statistics on drug dealers dying while creating their own concoctions?”

      Noxi only snorts—I swear, he might actually consider me humorous. “This lab is safe, Ms. Lawrence. I assure you.”

      “Where are your extraction fans?” I study a new cell, a new cube, but this time, instead of steel bars, my enclosure comes with burners and chemicals. My home away from home, I suppose. “Where are your neutralizing agents?”

      “You have access to whatever you need; if it’s not in this warehouse, then you don’t have need for it. If it is in this warehouse, then you must only ask, and my men will bring it to you.”

      I pull my elbow from Noxi’s grip and step inside my new lab. I wasn’t kidding when I asked after his extraction fans—how his people haven’t died yet, I have no clue. “I’ll need a gas mask.” I turn back to my captor and raise a brow. “I can’t work if I’m dying of exposure.”

      “A gas mask.” Slowly, he nods. “Okay. Are the rest of us at risk?”

      “Stay away from my lab and you’ll be fine.” Turning to face him straight-on, I place my hands on my hips. “I’ll also need shoes.” I glance down at my bare legs. My bare feet. “I can live without the pants, but I want a pair of boots and socks delivered to me before I start. Basic workplace safety.”

      “Boots.” Again, he nods. “I can applaud your penchant for safety, Ms. Lawrence. Size seven?”

      I scoff. “Get me nines, please. Nine and a half, if you bring me thick socks. I’ll also need cordite.”

      My heart races when Noxi’s brows shoot high on his forehead.

      “E-excuse me?” he stammers.

      “I saw barrels out there while we walked over.”

      “Cordite is on the other side of this warehouse, Ms. Lawrence. It’s for my men, not for manufacturing Queen.”

      “How can you possibly know what I need? You’ve screwed up the recipe for months now. Besides, you said anything in this warehouse is for my use, and since I don’t see any acetylene around here, I figure cordite will do the job.”

      “Acety—” He has no clue what I’m saying. What I’m asking for. He’s muscle, guns, brute strength, and nothing more. And for as long as I speak big words in fast sentences, I may be able to use his stupidity as a weapon in my arsenal. “What do you need the cordite for?”

      “I need to burn my base compounds at temperatures hotter than gas can provide. Usually, I would use acetylene, but you don’t appear to have any on hand, so I’ll make do with the cordite.”

      “And if I say no?”

      I throw my hands up, only to hiss at the pain when my ribs protest. “Why do you have me here if you’re going to refuse me the materials I need to get the job done? Is this why Dickie failed? Because he told you what he needed, but you wouldn’t provide him with the basic tools to do his work? Why are we here, Niel, if you insist on sabotaging what I need to do?”

      I step forward, ignoring the gun, and show him the crazy I usually save for Corey. “We may as well go home if you’re not gonna do the things I ask of you. We may as well drop a fucking bomb on the youth of this city and finish what you started. The results will be the same, but at least doing it my way will mean we can all be home for CSI at seven.”

      “Alright,” Noxi pushes a hand up between us. “Fuckin’ stop already. I’ll have your things brought over.”

      “Good!” Another step forward. “And I want coffee. Lots of fucking coffee, because I haven’t slept in three days, and I’m getting kinda desperate. Boots, mask, cordite, and coffee! Those are my demands.”

      “You’re a fucking psycho,” he snarls.

      “I’m a woman on the edge, Niel! I’m a woman who was torn from her home, taken away from good sex, and I’ve been wearing the same underwear for two days straight. I don’t like it!”

      Like a ferocious little chihuahua, I follow the guy to the door of my lab. “I’m a woman less than a week out from her next period, which means you went and kidnapped yourself a hormonal bitch. And if you’re really bringing my sister here,” please don’t bring my sister here, “then you’re gonna have twice as much hormonal psycho to deal with. So bring chocolate too!”

      “Shut the fuck up!” But he walks away, his back to me, his metaphorical tail between his legs. “Crazy bitch.”

      “Fuck you! Bring me a hot water bottle for my cramps, and don’t forget the fucking coffee! Those are my demands.”

      “Chase!” Noxi barks at one of his soldiers. “Go to her. Get her the shit.”

      “Yeah, Chase! Get me the shit!”
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        * * *

      

      It takes only twenty minutes for Chase to bring me boots, socks, two tins of coffee, a bag of cordite—I’m on rations, I guess—and a gas mask. And once I slip my feet into my new socks and shoes, and mask up, it takes Chase only twenty seconds to haul ass and get out of my lab.

      Stupid men.

      I hear my breath as I work, my face stings beneath the mask, but I go through the steps with methodical accuracy, and while I do, I push aside thoughts of Corey, of Tabby, of the baby in her belly, and of the rest of the family we now share. I force myself not to think of my little sister, and the soldier Noxi sent to collect her.

      She lives an easy day’s drive away, and Corey surely knows I’m missing, which means he’ll protect those we love, and when they’re safe, he’ll start his search for me. The fact is Tabby is likely exceptionally safe and Noxi’s threats are nothing more than hot air to scare me into conforming. So while he thinks he’s playing me, I’ll play him.

      To do that, I need to make myself look busy, and the soldier just outside my new cell needs to watch me with a little less fervor.

      Starting with H2O—the simplest chemical compound—I go to work lighting my burners and warming the water I pulled straight from the taps at the far end of my twenty-square-foot lab. To the left of the sink stands a large freezer space; not as large as the freezer in my lab at B&A, but large enough for my purposes.

      While my water warms and my soldier guard watches from afar, I keep my back to him and go to work tipping the contents of my coffee tins down the sink. I turn the tap to hot water, so the coffee granules dissolve, then, using my body to shield my work, I tip half the bag of cordite into the coffee tin.

      Glancing around, I startle when I meet the eyes of my soldier through the glass walls of my prison.

      Maybe he’s not as dumb as the nut-scratchers he works with.

      But he’s no genius, because all I have to do to assuage his suspicions is lift an empty coffee mug and tip it in his direction—Cheers! He has no clue the cup is empty, and he makes no comment on the fact I’m wearing my mask. He only purses his lips and goes back to guarding my cell.

      “Fucking idiot.”

      Leaving my coffee tin on the edge of the sink, I make my way back to the burners, and grin when the water is at the exact temperature I need.

      Step one is to create an artificial cloud, to buy myself a little privacy to work in without eyes on my every step. The cloud I create is harmless in every way, but the mask I wear makes stupid people think otherwise. So I keep the mask on, and when I add the ice agent, a cloud fills my glass box just enough that I can still see the shapes of my guards outside this room, but I don’t see faces, hands, specifics.

      It sucks I’ll miss the nuances of what’s happening out there. But in exchange, they won’t see the small details of what I’m doing in here.

      Knowing I’m on a clock, I rush across my lab and start pulling drawers and cupboards open. I need to find sharp things—scalpels, dissecting pins. Nails would be better, but the chances of finding those in here are minuscule. So I take what I can find, and I keep searching for more.

      I have explosives to make, and not a hell of a lot of time to do it.
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MOVING IN

        

      

    

    
      “Hostiles are coming up the stairs,” Soph murmurs through the piece in my ear.

      I remain exactly where I started; in Jen’s neighbor’s apartment, while our bait waits across the hall.

      “Three of them,” Soph adds. “When they take our bait, you can follow.”

      “And our bait is…?”

      “A pregnant Tabby and her worried husband,” she sniggers. “Unfriendlies are on the second floor. Radio silence now so we can stay focused. Don’t fuck this up, team.”

      “I’ll be following,” I rumble. “I’m not staying behind when this goes down.”

      Closing my lips, I watch through the peephole in the neighbor’s door, and swallow a groan when three armed motherfuckers stop in the hall and communicate with each other without words. Hand signals. Nods and pointing.

      After only a few seconds, the one in the front lifts his boot and kicks Jen’s door in so the wood splinters, and the lock flings into her kitchen.

      It does things to me to watch them destroy her front door, but I have to hold the line and not do a damn thing about it.

      I place a world of trust in Sophia’s plans as the second soldier at the door tosses a can of tear gas into Jen’s home, then as screams bounce off the walls. A woman’s shrieks, fighting, screeching, and crying. Men fight, fists are thrown, and still, I’m ordered to stand by and wait.

      Wait.

      Wait.

      I hear everything through my earpiece, every word said across the hall, every shout and pleading expression.

      Eventually, as planned, the soldiers escort a sobbing pregnant woman into the hall, and right behind her, a bleeding Rosa brother.

      My hands flex and fist. My heart races with adrenaline as I’m forced to watch it go down. Then my loved ones are gone, escorted by automatic fucking weapons, and with nothing to defend themselves but their words and wit.

      Crushing my eyes closed, I press my forehead to the door and breathe through the adrenaline coursing through my veins. “The package has been collected.” Drawing a deep breath, I exhale again and open my eyes. “Package is en route and headed toward Jen.”

      “Hold the line,” Troy’s voice pulses through my ears. “You know your job.”

      “Yeah.” I shake my head and pray I never again have to send my family into a war they never started. “I know my job.”
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TOXIC FUMES MAKE FOR GREAT COVER

        

      

    

    
      While men work outside my lab—there’s a truck coming in, noisy deliveries, obnoxious soldiers who can’t shut up even when ordered—I use the distraction to make a little of my own noise. Taking all but two of the beakers I find in the cabinets, I toss them into the stainless-steel sink and shatter the glass into small pieces.

      My fingers bleed as I hurriedly pick each piece up and place it in my coffee canister atop the cordite. The glass will almost certainly disintegrate when the cordite explodes, but besides scalpels and pins, I don’t have a lot else to use as shrapnel. So I do what I can with what I have, and when it’s all over, I hope to make Niel Noxi and his men bleed for the crimes they’ve committed.

      I move as fast as I can and risk Noxi noticing that I’m not doing what he’s asked me to do. When he does realize that, it’s a fair assumption he might put a knife between my broken ribs and find himself a new chemist.

      Cramming the tin full—and doing the same for the second tin I was provided—I work quickly, methodically, and ignore the crimson red coming from my hands. When I glimpse a white coat hanging in the far corner, I rush to it, not because I want to wear it, but to use it to create some kind of support for my aching torso.

      I tear strips of the stark white fabric until what’s left of the coat is nothing more than smudged tatters. Lifting my shirt and tying the lengths around my ribs until they’re so tight I struggle to breathe, I keep going, keep wrapping, until I stand uncomfortably tall, and my lungs barely have room to expand.

      But the constriction helps. It secures what I’m certain is broken, and when my core muscles are at the very least holding me up again so I’m not slumped over, I lower my shirt and go back to work.

      My cloud is barely holding on. I’m forced to stop my work every couple of minutes to create more fog, but it’s enough to keep nosy soldiers away, and the one who watches me from the outside sees only enough to know I’m in here, working with fire and chemicals and drinking copious amounts of coffee.

      It’s the best cover I’ll get, so I make do and make my way back to my desk.

      My explosives are set, my cloud can go away now that I no longer need it, and when the time is right, I have boots on my feet to run over glass, and a mask to protect my face from the shrapnel.

      I’ve done all I can for now, so I take out my remaining beakers and mix a few harmless chemicals together so it appears I’ve done something tangible with my time inside my new cell. A few minutes later, once the noisy truck moves away from the warehouse, and most of Noxi’s men are busy moving boxes of stuff inside—is it naïve of me to think the boxes contain coffee beans?—I make my way to my door and open it.

      My guard jumps and spins when I break the seal of the glass room. Oxygen whooshes in, and my cloud of harmful-looking gas ekes out. He grabs his gun in a panic, and when his finger moves perilously close to the trigger, my ribs scream from the way I tense up. But I remain calm on the outside. Cool and collected as I traverse the three steps outside my lab that lead back to the concrete floor.

      “Calm yourself, Bubba.” Reaching up, I peel my mask away and take a gulp of fresh air—assuming fresh includes gunpowder and day-old subs. “I need the bathroom.”

      “You need to get back to work, bitch.”

      I laugh in his face, carefree like I’m not currently developing a UTI from stress. “My work is still going, I have things on the burners, but I have a few minutes to spare, and it just so happens my bladder needs to be emptied, so…”

      “So, my orders,” he snarls, “are that you stay put in that fuckin’ lab and fix the Queen.”

      My top lip peels back as my temper frays.

      I’m cold, I’m tired, and I’m fed the fuck up with these people destroying Gina’s legacy.

      “I named Queen for my school friend, did you know that? She was a thirteen-year-old girl with an aggressive cancer in her bones that took her life way too quickly, and it was because of her I decided what I would do for the rest of my life. Queen is another way to describe that sweet girl… and you and your stanky breath don’t deserve to speak of either.” I poke my finger against his abnormally hard chest and wish for my own hard-chested man to be here. For him to sweep in and take the ache from my body. From my hands. My ribs. My face and head.

      I’ve never in my life wished for a knight in shining armor to save me, but today might be the day I let go of that pigheadedness and accept a little help. This isn’t a true crime show where I get to predict what happens. Because if I did have that luxury, if I was watching me from the comfort of my own living room, then I’d have already foreseen that this bitch is dead and her body is almost certainly going to end up in a barrel somewhere untraceable.

      I’m the bitch. It’s me. And the fact is, I’m probably not going to survive my own chemical concoctions.

      For me to destroy the evil that lurks in this warehouse, means I’ll probably destroy myself in the process. And hell, but I wasn’t ready to end things with Corey yet.
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DISCOVERY

        

      

    

    
      “Package is arriving at the warehouse.”

      The voice of Jay Bishop, Sophia’s husband, buzzes in my ears as I press my back to the south side of the warehouse and wait.

      “The drone has you in its sights, Sugar Plum. Be good, do as the bad men want you to, then come home to me.”

      “Mm.”

      Soph can’t talk in more than grunts and sighs. She can’t do much of anything as she’s driven up to the heavily armed warehouse, and the truck she’s in rolls to a stop.

      “I count thirty men on the north side of the warehouse,” Jay says. “All on your side, Soph. They’re each carrying an AR15, an ankle piece, a back holster, and at least half of ‘em are wearing ski masks.”

      “I’m in position on the south side. Ready to breach.”

      “You need to establish visual once you’re in,” Jay continues to speak to Soph. “Find our girl, report her status.” Is she dead or alive, he’s saying. Is she well, or will she need to be carried out? “Your bodycam is operational. I can see everything you see, Sugar Plum. Rosa?”

      “Me?” I search the grassy area on my side of the building to ensure I’m all alone. Then taking out my cell, I nod at the images that constantly pop up on my screen. Sophia’s camera is as useful now as Jen’s was inside Molly’s a few nights ago. “I see her, I see what she sees. I’m in position.”

      “You’re on for extraction,” Jay says. “Thermal imaging shows twelve bodies inside, and a fuck-ton of heat centered by the north corner. There’s a bunch of shit being stored in there, but there’s about a thousand square feet of open space. Bodies are moving, another is lying down.”

      Jen? Is Jen the one lying down? “Where’s that one?”

      “South side. Not so far from you,” he murmurs. “Surrounded by iron. It’s a prison, Rosa.”

      “That’s where she is,” I confirm. “Lying down inside a prison. I’ve got her.”

      “Package is heading in the front. Take care of her, Rosa. Don’t fuck this up.”

      “I got it.” Making my way along the wall, I slide my phone back into my pocket and reaffirm my grip on my Beretta. “Approaching the western wall.”

      “I wasn’t talking to you,” Jay grumbles. “That other fuckin’ Rosa has my girl with him. He walks her in there in one piece, he better fuckin’ walk her out again unharmed.”

      “I got her,” my brother grunts. “Calm.”

      “Headin’ in,” I whisper. “While eyes are on the front, I’ll come in the back.”

      Ducking lower, I turn my walk to a slow jog, and the moment I find a door at the back of the building, I test the lock with a quick shake of the handle.

      “Unlocked,” I hiss. “Breaching south entrance now.”

      “You’re all clear,” Jay says. “Thermals show no one back there. The closest body you’ll hit is the one in the prison.”

      “I’ll extract her, then we gotta get everyone out again.”

      “Lift your arms!” a rough voice shouts at the front of the building in real time, then echoing through my earpiece a fraction of a second later. “Did you check them?”

      “They’re unarmed, boss.”

      “She’s pregnant?” Niel Noxi’s voice is clipped and hard. Feral and unkind.

      I slip in the back door while he, no doubt, scours Sophia’s fake belly. Her rashly dyed blonde hair.

      We had a mere few hours’ notice that they would be coming for Tabby, and since no one would dare send the real Tabby into a volatile fucking situation like this, we made ourselves a new Tabby—hair dye and all—then we left the real Lawrence and Beckett on the other side of the country.

      Our fake sister’s fake husband is my oldest brother—Troy ‘Romeo’ Rosa—and though I’m not all that keen to send any of my family into war, if I had to choose, I’ll choose him every time.

      Troy and I have served together. We’ve worked together. We’ve been on ops together. And in all those years, I’ve watched him take care of business without a single fucking flinch.

      We might be grown-ass men now, but Troy will forever be my big brother. And big brothers are invincible.

      “I’ve got visual of the cell.” I crouch low behind a packed shelf and catch sight of a body on a steel bed.

      But it’s the wrong shape. The wrong size. It’s not Jen, but the blood on the steel, on the concrete floor, on an ugly green blanket; something in my gut says that’s hers.

      “Soph has visual,” Jay murmurs. “Aw, fuck.”

      “What?”

      Because the body in the cell isn’t the one I’m looking for, I stop in place and hurriedly take out my cell. My hands shake as I unlock the screen, forcing me to brace myself against the shelving or risk dropping to my ass.

      The moment I see what Soph sees, my stomach revolts and my heart splinters.

      Jen’s face is bruised and purple, bleeding in some spots, and bursting to break open in others. Her eyes, red from fear, from exhaustion… from taking a beating.

      She’s not the Jen I know, too swollen to recognize, too broken to be the strong woman I love. And yet, I know it’s her. Sophia knows it’s her.

      “Sis?” Sophia lets out a howl of distress and breaks away from her guard. She wraps her arms around Jen’s shoulders and smothers the momentary confusion that might blow our operation.

      “Work with me,” Soph growls almost silently. “You fucking work with me. Oh my god!” Pulling back, she turns up her act of hysteria. “What’s going on? What did they do to you?”

      Sophia turns to her ‘husband’ and cries into his chest. “Beckett, baby, look what they did to her.”

      “Cool it,” Jay growls. “Get off him.”

      “Why did you bring us here?” Sophia keens. “Why did you do this to us?”
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COLLATERAL DAMAGE

        

      

    

    
      “I think having your sister here is enough motivation for you to do the right thing,” Noxi sneers, feral and obnoxious. “Right?”

      “I was already doing the right thing!” I hold this woman’s hand the way I would hold Tabby’s—protective, unrelenting—and as I step closer to my lab, I pull her along with me. “I was already making the fucking Queen.”

      “You also asked me for cordite.” Noxi holds his gun at his chest and caresses the side the way a man might caress his lover. “You asked for an explosive material, Ms. Lawrence.”

      “I need it to burn hot! I need it to—”

      “I know the reasons you gave me. Doesn’t mean I trust you.” His lips curve into an evil grin. “Perhaps you were telling the truth. And perhaps you were willing to send yourself into the next world with me and my men. But I do not foresee you being quite so callous with the life of your beloved sister and her unborn child.” Noxi turns to Troy frickin’ Rosa, then to his men. “Escort him to the cell.”

      “No!” The woman throws herself on Troy and cries. “No, don’t take him away. Please, I’m begging you!”

      “Fuckin’ hysterical bitch,” Niel hisses. “Take him!”

      “Beckett! Please, no! I don’t want you to go.”

      Beckett?

      “It’s gonna be okay.” Troy is larger than his guard. Stronger than any of the soldiers in this warehouse, so he steps forward and pulls the fake Tabby into a hug so tight, I turn weak with want.

      Over her shoulder, he looks deep into my eyes and stares… stares… stares with those Rosa eyes. Then he winks—a simple action that robs me of breath.

      “Everything is gonna be okay.” Pulling back, he presses a gentle kiss to the woman’s cheek. “I’ll be safe, baby. I need you and little Beckett to take care of yourselves.”

      It takes four soldiers to pull Troy away, and they only manage that because he allows them to. I follow them with my eyes, I watch as they place Troy in my old cell. I watch as Dickie watches him with eyes wide with terror. And over Dickie’s shoulder, for just a single flash of time, I see movement. I could swear I see…

      “No.” Shaking my head, I press my hand to my aching face and hiss at the reminder that I’m hurting. “I don’t want you to hurt my family.” Gathering what little strength I have left, I glance up and meet Noxi’s eyes. “Please don’t hurt my family.”

      “Then perhaps you should get back to work.” He nods over his shoulder toward the lab. “Chop-chop.”

      “I want a second mask.” Twining my fingers around this woman’s, I hold on so tight, I’m not sure either of us have feeling left in our hands. “I can’t take her in there without a mask.”

      “And you assume I’ll let her go in there,” he chuckles. “Quite the dictator, aren’t you, Ms. Lawrence?”

      “I demand that she comes in with me.” Standing taller, stronger, I hand her my mask, then I square my shoulders for Noxi. “The air inside that box is toxic because you failed to provide adequate ventilation in your shitty meth lab. Get me a mask, or your chemist dies before you get your drug.”

      Noxi raises his gun and points it straight at the woman’s swollen stomach. “Or… I kill her and give you that mask.”

      “No!” I jump forward and place myself between her and Noxi’s gun.

      I don’t know Sophia. I have no clue how she intends to help, but I know she’s here on a rescue mission. I know she’s placed herself here and kept the real Tabby safe and away from danger.

      “You will not bring harm to my sister,” I snarl. “You will not even point a fucking weapon at her, or this deal is off, and you will spend the rest of your miserable life never having fixed this drug.”

      “You think you’re in a position to make demands.” Noxi steps closer, closer, until the tip of his rifle touches my stomach. “You think you’re running this show?”

      “Everyone in this godforsaken warehouse knows I’m running this shitshow, because without me, you have no product! Get me the gas mask, or I’ll step into that lab without one. Sixty seconds later, your chemist is dead.”

      “And a minute after that, so are the chemist’s sister and her husband.”

      I fake nonchalance and shrug. “We’re already dead, aren’t we, Niel? We’re alive only for as long as I’m useful to you. Once you get your drug, we’ll be disposed of.”

      “Intuitive of you.” His bottom lip twitches. “Though I wonder how you can say that without a quiver in your voice.”

      I lift my chin. Defiance. Faux bravery. “Because I’m running this show. For right now, I’m more useful than anyone else in this place.” Reaffirming my grip on Sophia’s hand, I turn us toward the lab and glare over my shoulder. “Get me the mask, Noxi, or you lose everything before you get the product.”

      He stares me down for an eternity. His eyes bore into mine, and his hands flex around his gun. When I think it’s possible I’ve overplayed my hand and he’ll kill me anyway, he turns to one of his men and nods. “Get her the fuckin’ mask.”
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        * * *

      

      Leading my fake sister into the lab, I close the door and lock us in until the air is trapped. If this gas was actually poisonous, we’d already be dead.

      Rushing to my supplies, I go to work making more fog, thickening it up and hiding us from view of the soldiers outside, then I turn to the woman and grab her hands. “You’re Sophia?”

      “Can I take this off?” She points at her mask. “Are we actually gonna die?”

      “You can take it off.” I tear mine up, only to wince at the pain my swollen face throbs with. “What the hell is going on? Where are Tabby and Beckett?”

      “They’re safe. And yes, I’m Sophia.” She looks around. “Dry ice?”

      “I needed a cover. How’d you find me?”

      Soph only smirks and taps my ear. “You never took these earrings out. The second he knew you were gone, Corey told me to track you.”

      “Where is he now? Where’s Corey?”

      “He’s outside. He’s also in here.” She points at her ear. “He can hear you.”

      “Oh god.” I scramble forward. I claw at the poor woman’s ear, and when I clumsily try to steal her earpiece, she shoves me back and takes it out herself.

      “I’ve never in my life shared one of these,” she growls. “And I don’t often allow women to scratch me up without taking a boot to the mouth.”

      “I’m sorry.” Tears stream along my aching cheeks as I fumble the tiny tech. I shove the piece into my ear and sob. “Corey?”

      “I’m here, baby.” His voice is calming. Soothing. “I’m right outside, and Troy’s here too. We’re gonna get you out.”

      “I’m here too,” another voice joins the fray. “And you just clawed at my wife.”

      “I’m sorry.” I cry for real. For the first time since this began, I cry actual tears and allow myself a moment of weakness. “Corey?”

      “I’m gonna get you out. Is the dude in the box Dickie?”

      “Yes, but he turned on me.” I move away from Sophia and grab my filled coffee cans. I set them on the counter in front of her and then use the surface to lean on, because my legs are weak and I’m not sure the last time I ate. “Dickie stole Queen and gave it to Noxi. It was Dickie who made the bad batch, and it was Dickie who sold me out to these people.”

      “Then Dickie will die with the rest of them,” Corey snarls. “Just give me a few minutes to figure out how to extract you, then we’ll be on our w—”

      “I have two cordite explosives in my lab ready to go. They just need a flame. There are approximately a hundred thousand bullets on the shelves to the left of the cell—again, they just need a flame. And I saw gallons of gasoline by the bay doors.”

      “So you’re saying…?”

      “We just need a flame, and this whole place turns into a mushroom. The cordite will make the biggest bang.”

      “These?” Sophia fingers the silver lid on one tin. “These are explosives?”

      I nod. “Two bombs this size, we’re talking a couple square miles being flattened by the blast.”

      “Well, hell,” another voice inserts. Troy’s voice. “And here I am, stuck in a fuckin’ cell like a punk.”

      “You have to get Troy out first,” I tell Corey. “Then yourself. Get away. I’ll figure out a way to get me and Soph out. But I don’t know how to blow it all.” I spin in search of answers, only to find Soph taping her watch to one of the tins. “Er… I think Sophia has it under control.”

      “We can detonate it whenever we want, from anywhere on this planet,” she says. “When I’m done, a text will spark a flame, flame sparks the bomb, bomb destroys my watch.”

      “I’ll get you a new one for your birthday,” Jay promises. “How do you intend to get your asses outta there? A couple miles is a long way to run without getting shot in the back.”

      “I don’t…” I search for answers, but all I see is the cloud from dry ice. “I don’t know. I guess I just—”

      “Planned to die in the blast?” Corey growls. “You intended to go down with the fuckin’ ship, Jennifer?”

      “Well, not now,” I grumble. “Now you’re here, so I guess I can’t.”

      “No fuckin’ shit you can’t! The fact you considered it pisses me off. How are we supposed to get married if you’re splattered up the side of a fuckin’ wall?”

      “You guys are getting married?” Troy murmurs. “Parabens.”

      “We have to move,” Corey hisses. “Your cloud is dissipating, Jen. Masks on, or they’ll notice you’re full of shit.”

      “Crap!” I duck low and drag Sophia down with me. Snatching the masks from the counter, I toss one into her lap, and work the second onto my aching face. “Keep this on. We’re gonna make a move soon.”

      “I know.” She taps her right ear and winks. “I had two pieces.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Aw shit,” Corey hisses. “Baby, get up.”

      “Jasper!” Niel Noxi’s voice booms from outside my lab. “Where is she?”

      “They’re coming in,” Troy rumbles. “Move the cordite.”

      “Frack.” Jumping up faster than my ribs can handle, I snag the tin and place it on the shelf beneath my worktable.

      Sophia grabs the second and sets it beside mine.

      “Up. Up!” I push to my feet just as the laboratory door opens. “Soph!” I grab her hand and pull her up.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Noxi walks in beside another soldier. They’re masked, but the door remains open, and my fog escapes at alarming speed.

      “Sh-she was having contractions,” I stammer. “My sister is—”

      I cry out when Noxi rounds my desk and grabs me by the hair. He yanks my head back and exposes my throat.

      “She was in pain!” I sob. My own pain is real, at least. The worry. “She’s pregnant and in a stressful situation!”

      “Grab that other bitch,” Noxi commands his subordinate. He drags me across the lab and toward the door, and when I glance back, I find Jasper grabbing Sophia without a single care for her—faux—pregnant belly. “Chase! Get the husband.”

      “Sir.”

      Noxi pulls me out of the lab and down three steps. I stumble on the second, rolling my ankle, and when he tugs my hair from the scalp, I cry out from the pain of that and my ribs protesting against his rough hands.

      He pulls me thirty feet from the lab and stops us in the center of unused space—thirty feet to Troy, thirty feet to the lab, and forty feet on my right to reach the bay doors that Soph arrived through only half an hour ago.

      Dickie, shaking and sullen, wanders out of the cell behind Chase and Troy, and when we all meet in the middle, Noxi yanks my hair so hard that real tears fill my eyes and spill over onto my cheeks.

      I’m exhausted. I’ve reached my limit on pain tolerance. My blood sugar has been low for as long as I can remember. And Corey… I just want to see Corey.

      “It would seem we have a fuckin’ coup on our hands,” Niel Noxi sneers. “You think I didn’t see you without your mask?” He tears the black covering off my face with terrifying violence. Tossing it at Troy’s feet, he comes back and stares deep into my eyes. “Why did you lie to me, Jennifer?”

      “I didn’t lie.”

      I scream when he tightens his hand on my scalp and takes chunks of my hair with it.

      “I didn’t lie! I’m making your product.”

      “And you!” He turns on Sophia and presses the end of his gun to her swollen stomach. “Feels awfully… soft.”

      The soldier at her back reaches around and fists the fabric of her shirt. With one vicious tug, he tears away the fake belly and tosses it to the floor.

      “Well…” Soph flashes a wide grin. “Hmm…”

      “Cover is blown!” Jay shouts in my earpiece. “Ace’s cover is blown! Sending in reinforcements.”

      “And who the fuck are you?” Noxi turns to Troy. “Beckett Rosa, no?”

      “Close.”

      Troy reaches back and grabs the back of Chase’s head. With chilling strength that makes my stomach drop, he flips the soldier over his shoulder with a sickening crack of his neck, then he places the man in front of his body to catch the bullets Noxi sprays in his direction.

      The roar of bullets is deafening as I drop to the floor.

      I always considered myself some kind of tough bitch under pressure; I thought I’d be unflappable and badass in these types of situations. But as I drop to all fours and scramble toward the cell, terror-filled screams pierce the air and sting my ears as men fight other men, guns go off, and soldiers die.

      My hands and knees bleed as I clamber toward my first prison, and when I glance over my shoulder in panic, I cry out as more people flood in through the bay doors. More soldiers. More guns.

      But these guns point toward Noxi and his men.

      One of the newly arrived soldiers in army-green grabs Sophia by the arm and tugs her to the left, but with his free hand, he places a gun in hers and pulls her at a trot while she shoots the men who come for them.

      She’s no damsel. She wields a gun like a professional, and laying men out, she moves onto the next without a single lick of remorse for the lives lost.

      Another soldier steps around Troy and shoots off a round at a man sneaking up at his back, and Spencer Serrano—sweet little Abby’s husband!—moves in with a gun in each hand and a grin on his face.

      A grin. On his fucking face.

      My body quivers with fear. With uncontrollable grief and horror. My hands shake, and all alone near the cell, I spin in search of someone. Of anyone. Of Corey, most of all.

      Dickie’s roared cry brings me to my feet without my conscious decision to stand. But I spear up straight on shaking legs, and spinning in the direction of his shout, I meet Niel Noxi’s savage eyes before I stare down the barrel of a shiny black handgun.

      Thoughts of my sister flash through my mind. The baby I’ll never meet. The brother-in-law I adore, and the rest of the family Tabby and I were folded into with purity. I think of Corey; I think of the time we spent together, the time I wasted, and the time I already planned for our future.

      I think of the amazing life I’ve led so far, then I farewell the rest as I scrunch my eyes closed to cut off the sight of Noxi’s finger stretching toward his trigger. My body tenses up as I wait for my end to come. As I wait for the bullet to pierce my skin.

      I hear the shot, the cannon blast coming for me, but then it pierces someone else’s body. The thud of a bullet pressing through skin and bone. The gurgle of a man dying and falling to the floor.

      Opening my eyes, I sob as Dickie crashes to the ground at my feet, a perfectly round, perfectly neat bullethole in the center of his forehead.

      “Oh god!” I drop to my knees and try fruitlessly to push the gushing blood back into his body. “Oh no. Dickie!”

      “You’re fucking dead, bitch.” Noxi stalks forward. Slowly. Frighteningly. “You’ve officially worn out your welcome.”

      Movement to my right catches my blurry vision, and when I glance across, I cry out at the sight of Corey barreling in my direction. Blood sits on his brow. His shirt is torn. His hair stands in spikes. In his right hand, he carries the same gun I found on my kitchen table once upon a time, while his left flexes and balls.

      Noxi turns his gun toward Corey with eyes that scream of fear. Death is coming for him, and it’s both terrifying and beautiful.

      “No!” I shove to my feet again as one shot goes off. Two.

      A bullet pierces Corey’s shoulder so blood sprays to the concrete at his back, but he keeps moving. He’s a train that won’t be slowed. A locomotive without weakness.

      “Corey,” I sob and stumble forward. “No!”

      He catches me without breaking stride, stuffs me behind his back, and turns on Noxi with a feral savagery pulsing in the air. Lifting his right arm, he shoots a single round that passes straight through Noxi’s right eye and blows out the back of his skull with a grotesque show of blood and gray matter.

      Before Noxi hits the floor, Corey wraps his arm around my torso and grabs me so hard, my aching ribs scream in pain. “I’ve got our target.” Is he speaking to Jay? To Troy? To all the other people here? “Moving out.”

      “Blowing it up,” Soph announces mechanically. “Move the team out. You have three minutes to evacuate.”

      “Dickie!” I fight against Corey’s iron-like grip and try to get back to my friend. My family. “Dickie!”

      “He’s gone.” Corey’s voice is dry. Cutting. Emotionless, as he carries me past my old cell and toward a door in the back. “He’s dead, Jen.”

      “We need to take him!” I kick against Corey’s hold. “We need to take him home to his family!”

      “With a bullet in his head?”

      “He saved me!”

      “His family will get better closure if they hear he died a hero. Sending him home with a bullet in his head will only make them ask questions.”

      “Dickie!”

      “Jen!” Corey whips me around until my head rattles on my shoulders and my jaw snaps closed. Finally, his eyes come to mine and show all the emotion his voice lacks. “He’s gone, baby.”

      “He saved me,” I sob. “He took my bullet.”

      “And he died a hero’s death.” Reaching up, Corey slides his thumb beneath my eye. “He died a hero, no matter the choices he made leading up to this place. He died saving you, baby. But we have to go now.”

      “Two minutes,” Sophia’s voice echoes through the piece in my ear. “Get her out, Rosa. The rest of us are accounted for.”

      “Are they…” I study Corey’s forest-green eyes. “Are they all dead?”

      “Noxi and his men are neutralized,” Sophia says robotically. “But more are coming. We have to destroy the warehouse, or the next Noxi will slide in and continue his work.”

      “But I…” I glance around, helplessly searching for alternatives. For sense. “I don’t…”

      “This is how we stop people dying in the clubs.” Corey pulls my chin up so our eyes meet once more. Leaning in, he gently places a kiss on my lips. “This is what needs to happen to make it all stop.”

      “Get out!” Troy snaps in our ears. “You’re the only idiots inside now. Haul your asses outta there before I beat them.”

      “Come on.” Corey wraps his hand around mine and drags me through the door and into blinding afternoon sunlight outside.

      I catch one last glimpse of Dickie bleeding onto the concrete, his broken body displayed with garish intensity, his eyes following me, though they’re dead and unseeing in every way.

      Closing my eyes and choosing instead to see the smiling father figure in my mind, I allow Corey to pull me across hard-packed dirt toward… nothing. Trees in the distance. Hills. A mirage in the sunlight.

      “We’re out,” Corey announces. “Just give us a minute to get space.”

      My ribs scream inside my body. My legs shake, and blood from my brutalized knees fills my boots. My body is shutting down, and in front of me, I catch sight of the bullethole in the back of Corey’s shoulder.

      Black dots fill my vision, and when my toes tag the ground and I stumble, I simply let it happen. I let myself sprawl forward.

      I’m done with it all. I have nothing left to give, and Corey is here with me, which means I’m safe.

      Turning when he feels my arm turn slack, Corey cusses under his breath and scoops me up mere inches before my chin hits the ground, then I’m floating. Flying. Soaring through the air as he carries me into the distance.

      I allow my head to droop. My arms and legs to hang limp. And while Corey runs, I look back in time to catch the first explosion. The first mushroom—not from my cordite bomb, but from something else.

      Gasoline, my sluggish brain insists. It’s just the gas.

      The cordite is next.
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      Engines rumble and create a soothing vibration beneath my body. The loud purr of a machine invades my sleep, but it’s Corey’s natural scent that has me reaching out.

      “Hey,” he murmurs. “Shhhh.” A strong hand wraps around mine and holds on tight while I fight against the weight of my eyelids.

      I’m too tired. Too sore. Too weak. But using more energy than I can spare, I crack my eyes open and soak in what little of Corey Rosa I’m able to see.

      “You’re bleeding.” My voice crackles with pain and flashing remnants of my memories. Guns. Explosions. Blood and fear. My throat aches, and my hand stings. But unable to stay so far away, I reach out and stroke Corey’s grazed jaw. “You’re hurt.”

      He snorts. “Have you looked at your face, baby?” Leaning in, he searches for somewhere unharmed, unswollen to press a kiss. “You went five rounds with a champion fighter.”

      “Hmm.” Sleepiness makes me weak and sluggish. “I won.”

      “Yeah you did.” He strokes a thumb beneath my eye. “It’s good to have you back. I’m a little pissed you left me.”

      “Didn’t even have time to put on a bra,” I sigh and allow myself to slip toward sleep. “I’m a little mad about that.”

      He barks out a loud laugh, only to angle his shoulder as though to shield me from onlookers. “I’m mad everyone else got to see. But it sure is good to see you at all.”

      “Same.” My voice grows frailer. “I love you.”

      Moisture fills his eyes. He doesn’t let his tears fall, but they’re there, beneath the dirt and blood, beneath the fragments of fistfights and gunfights. “I love you too. Soph says she has a lab for you when we get back home. All yours if you promise to make more bombs.”

      I choke on a laugh and allow my eyes to close. “No deal. I’m gonna work on Queen a little more.”

      He presses a kiss to the top of my cheek. “She said you could use the lab for that too. Rent-free.”

      “Mm…” I sigh and fall a little deeper into sleep. “That’s so nice. Where are we?”

      “We’re flying home.” He strokes my throat. “We’re an hour out.”

      “Flying?”  My eyes snap open and meet his. “We’re on a plane?”

      “You’re safe,” he chuckles and presses a hand to my shoulder. “We will not crash. I promise.”

      Fuck this. I close my eyes once more and allow unconsciousness to take me. “Don’t wake me till we’re on the ground.”
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      Family dinner becomes a little more complicated when two families marry across twice.

      Tabby and her Rosa husband arrive at our house with their three-week-old baby in tow, and though Beckett carries the carseat on his arm the way a woman might carry a purse, he holds the sweetest, tiniest, frilly-bummed baby girl in his left arm like she’s the most precious of all cargo. Just a single step behind him, my baby sister follows him in with a plate of something for our potluck dinner.

      Tabby holds onto her pregnancy glow despite the fact she gave birth weeks ago, and though she still walks with a little pain from her caesarian incision, she’s otherwise in fantastic health and doing as well as any new mother could be doing under the circumstances.

      Her boobs look fantastic now that they’re full of milk, and her skin is clearer than it’s ever been. She gives an older sister reason to consider the ridiculous requests set down by none other than Corey Rosa.

      From the moment he and I began cohabitating, he’s made comments on how good Tabby looks. How happy she seems. How blissfully in love with her life and marriage and baby she is.

      He wants a kid, and he wants one sooner than yesterday.

      I’m not saying no. I’m just saying… give a girl a minute to adapt to marriage and a family the size I’ve stumbled into.

      “Hey, Jen.” Beckett sets the baby seat on the floor, then steps in and presses a kiss to my cheek so sweet Alina smooshes between us. “Where’s everyone else?” He turns back to Tabby and takes the platter from her arms. “Abby here?”

      “Yeah, she’s in the kitchen.” Corey steps in and pulls Tabby close for a crushing hug, then without asking, he snatches the baby from Beckett’s arms and holds her with an expert grip. “Hey there, beautiful. How’s Uncle’s favorite girl doing today?”

      “She’s gassy as fuck,” Beckett grumbles and leads Tabby toward the kitchen. “She needs to take a mega shit, so if you wanna work on that, we’re gonna socialize with adults for a minute.”

      “We can totally do that.” Corey grabs my hand and pulls me toward the living room instead of the kitchen.

      Troy’s in there, Abby and Spencer, Mitch and Nadia, Nixon and Idalia. Little Max—my nephew now, since I decided to complicate my life with a Rosa—and Arlo are in there. Sophia and Jay have invited themselves over for dinner, and then there are a dozen other faces I’ve come to know and love since moving to a tiny town in the middle of nowhere.

      We love those people, but Corey and I still end up in the living room in the quiet.

      Dropping down on the couch, Corey is careful not to slump too heavily or risk hurting his healing shoulder. It’s been months and months since that day inside Noxi’s warehouse. A funeral has been held for Richard Tinker, and though I could have told the world what he did, I glossed over the entire truth and told only the bits that made him a hero.

      Perhaps he made bad decisions this past year. Perhaps he made choices out of desperation and the fear of losing his home. But before that, he was good to me. So just like I’m allowing his family to remember only the good, I’m making the same choice for myself.

      Remember the hero and mentor, and forget the rest.

      Burrows and Allan were sad to see two of their top scientists go, but I mentally checked out the moment Burrows demanded I stay silent on something the company should have taken to the police. And because of the explosion that killed Dickie and destroyed Queen, I’ve taken my research to my new lab, named it something else, and I’m in the process of patenting a new trial drug for cancer patients.

      It’s slow-going when I’m pretending, for the outside world, to be reinventing the wheel. But on the inside, I’m continuing my research and advancing what I already know.

      Someday, I intend to cure cancer. And when that day comes, we’ll celebrate.

      Until then, Corey is still rehabilitating his shoulder—but you’d never know it, with the way he lays Alina on his lap now and pulls me down to sit on the arm of the sofa.

      Settling the baby on her back so her head rests near his knees, he takes her feet and starts cycling them. “While we wait for the poop machine to fire up, lemme tell you a story, pretty girl.”

      “Don’t you dare, Popeye.”

      “Once upon a time,” he starts anyway, “Your aunt Jen and I made a once-in-a-lifetime, never to be repeated, no do-overs, one and only free trial deal… but we kept doing it over and over,” he chuckles. “She was your aunty on your mom’s side, and Uncle Corey was your uncle on your dad’s side. But now Aunty Jen and Uncle Corey regularly snuggle in the same bed.”

      “Corey!” Laughing, I sink into the sofa cushions so I’m crushed against my new husband and the arm of the chair. “Stop it.”

      “Sometimes we kiss,” he says. “And sometimes, Uncle Corey gives Aunty Jen special massages with his teeth… on her bum.”

      “You’re such an asshole,” I snicker.

      “We went and complicated everything, sweet Alina. But Uncle Corey isn’t sorry.” He leans forward and presses a kiss to her bald head. “I’ll explain it all someday so you understand, but I swear, it really isn’t as complicated as Aunty Jen likes to complain about.” Turning my way, he puckers his lips and waits for me to lean in and accept his kiss. “I wasn’t willing to let go of the chemistry we have, all so you could win a whining contest.”

      “I hate that I love you.”

      He snorts. “Same. But I’m so fuckin’ happy you’re here.”

      Exhaling a contented sigh, I rest my cheek on his shoulder and close my eyes. “Same.”

      “Wanna take the Hog out tonight?”

      My heart thrums the way it always does when he mentions flying, but instead of kicking and screaming against the inevitable, I merely murmur, “Can I fly it?”

      “Of course.”
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