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        Ravaged With You

      

      

      

      Retired from the military and finally free of the demons of past missions, former Special Forces soldier Charlie “Red” Cooper leads a blissfully calm life running his successful distillery. At least until the day he finds his partner and best friend drowned in one of their best barrels of whiskey. Now he must dredge up old skills and memories to not only avenge his friend’s death, but to protect the one woman who has always made his pulse race—his friend’s grieving widow.

      

      Shocked by her husband’s death, Josephine Swift should be mourning, but instead she’s terrified and...pissed. Turns out the husband she’d fallen out of love with was into some seriously bad business. Even worse, he’s dragged her and his partner into his web of deceit and danger. Now his mistakes could get them both killed.

      

      Jo is glad to have the benefit of Red’s skills to keep them safe. She shouldn’t be interested in him—especially not now—but there’s no denying the white-hot attraction that smolders between them. Red’s far too honorable to sully his best friend’s memory by giving in to his desire for Jo. But when their lives hang in the balance, all bets are off. And as the depth of their passion grows, Jo dares to hope for a future. First, though, they have to survive…
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      He wasn’t supposed to be the one. This man who watches me with sensual, luminous eyes, his hair like a crown of fire. This battle-scarred warrior who so tenderly holds my life in the palm of his hand.

      My life ... and, yes, my heart.

      So many lost years hang between us, along with the weight of so many bad choices, each a scar on my soul. And yet when I look in his eyes and see those dark and haunted shadows, I can’t help but think that mine was the easier burden.

      Now tragedy and danger draw us together, but we can’t ignore the electricity that crackles around us. And that is an altogether different kind of peril.

      I’m not a fool; I know I can’t have him forever. And I fear that his scars have hardened his heart too much to ever completely let me in.

      But as we scramble day after day to stay one step ahead of our enemy, I can’t deny one simple truth: I only feel truly safe and happy when I’m in the warm, protective circle of his arms.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, Mel, I’m here. Sorry I’m late.” Charlie “Red” Cooper paused in the doorway of the Swift Red Distillery’s public tasting room and breathed in deep. God, he loved this place. The look of it, all wood and steel and glass. The handcrafted bar he’d tooled and polished himself. The fixtures he’d chosen after countless hours in the Pacific Design Center.

      And, oh, the scent of it, that enticing aroma of fine whiskey. Wonderfully heady, and all the more appealing because the place belonged to him.

      Well, part of it did, anyway. He and Mel Swift, his best friend since high school, ran the place. And the two of them owned it together with Mel’s wife, Jo, the third member of their three-pronged friendship that had started back in college.

      Was it only two years ago that they’d celebrated the distillery’s grand opening? Now, Red could hardly imagine any other life. Which, considering he woke up each morning trying to forget the past, was something else in the distillery’s favor.

      He frowned, suddenly uneasy, those long ago days creeping up on him like shadows. Back it down. It’s nothing.

      He took a breath, then another, all the while cursing himself for opening the damn door in the first place. The door to the dark place where the memories lived. The past. His subconscious. Whatever the fuck the shrink-of-the-week wanted to call it.

      Red just called them flashbacks, and those memories had no business here. He might have been the one who’d opened the door, but now he was damn well shutting it again.

      “Mel? Hey, buddy, where are you?” He moved through the tasting room as he called, then pushed through the swinging doorway that led to his and Mel’s private offices. “You back here?”

      Silence. Red frowned, then shot his buddy a text. He waited for the three dots that signified an impending reply, but the screen stayed stubbornly blank.

      His frown deepened, then he sighed, shaking his head as reality struck him. Of course. He should have gone straight to the distillery. Red loved the business as much as his partner did, but to Mel, it wasn’t about the public-facing side, but the magic that turned grain into drinkable alcohol.

      In contrast, Red got off on the knowledge of what they’d accomplished. That the public came in, tasted their bourbon, and bought their own bottles to take home. They’d built a business from nothing and had made a drink from grain and chemistry. It was enough to make a man giddy.

      Still, he should have known that when Mel said to meet him at work, he didn’t mean the public tasting room or even their private offices. What he meant was the solid oak table he’d set up in the rickhouse where he could sit and peruse the books or do paperwork while surrounded by white oak barrels full of aging bourbon.

      Now confident he knew where to find his partner, Red headed through the tasting room’s back door and toward the huge, corrugated steel building where the real magic happened.

      They’d lucked into the property. A former prop warehouse for a company that had supplied to the studios back in the heyday of Hollywood, its location on Santa Monica Boulevard near the Hollywood Forever Cemetery meant they had a lot of walk-in customers, both locals and tourists.

      Best of all, the property consisted of two separate buildings. The front was where the original owners had showcased their various props and set pieces. The back building was a warehouse in which they’d manufactured everything from period-specific furniture to crazy hotrods for seventies-style action movies. Back then, it had been one huge space, but Mel and Red had subdivided it into the various rooms that aligned with the distillation process.

      A small dirt area separated the two buildings. Or it had until Red spent a full month converting the space into a garden paradise, complete with outdoor seating for guests, along with a secondary bar.

      Now, he walked the flagstone path from the public area to the actual distillery. It was a journey he’d taken hundreds—probably thousands—of times since they’d bought the place, and yet he never stopped enjoying it. The way the area smelled of flowers and fruit trees. The way it looked with the stone tables and the fire pit.

      It was calming, and God knew that calm had been what he’d been looking for when he’d come back to Los Angeles. He’d needed peace after the hell he’d experienced in Romania.

      Not now. Just back it down, buddy.

      Red’s body tensed from the rising memories, his blood pounding harder in his veins.

      Don’t go there. Just chill. Think of sunshine and the beach and puppies so goddamn adorable it’s a wonder they don’t melt in the rain from their sugary sweetness.

      Anything. He needed to think about anything other than those years.

      Like, for example, catching up to his elusive partner.

      With a sharp tug, he pulled open the main door to the distillery and stepped over the threshold and into the rickhouse with its racks of aging bourbon and rye, including Cooper’s Slow Burn Rye. A great label, if Red did say so himself.

      He saw Mel’s table right away, a few papers scattered on top, held down by one of the Swift Red paperweights that Jo had given each of them as a grand opening present.

      Mel, however, was nowhere to be found. And he still hadn’t answered Red’s text.

      Again, Red reminded himself that he was the one who’d arrived late, and he set out in search of his partner. He passed through the aisle formed by two racks, then hooked a left toward the long hall that led to the stillhouse. He passed through the series of doors that helped regulate the temperature, then entered the room itself. Immediately, he started sweating, the heat all part of the process.

      At first glance, everything in the room looked just fine. The three stills were doing their thing—the Millennium Falcon, the Enterprise, and Firefly. The only thing missing was either Mel or the floor manager, because their number one rule at Swift Red was to never leave the equipment unmonitored.

      Frowning, he checked all the gauges himself, saw that everything was well, then shot off a text to Jessn, the floor manager on the schedule for Monday, the one day of the week they were closed to the public.

      You with Mel?

      Jessn’s reply came quickly: He gave me the day off. Said he wanted to hang at work and catch up on stuff. I’m at the beach. You didn’t know?

      Red’s fingers hesitated over the phone, trepidation rising. But all he wrote was, Crossed-wires. It’s fine. Have fun.

      Crossed-wires indeed…

      They’d agreed to always discuss any kind of personnel shift, something Mel clearly hadn’t bothered with today. Still, Mel must have had his reasons, and Red was pretty damn anxious to hear them. And since Mel clearly wasn’t in the stillhouse, Red exited the room, then followed the maze of racks to the fermentation room, also set off by a series of halls and doors.

      This was the room where yeast was added to the crushed grain and water mixture, then left to ferment in a process that increased the alcohol content, but also released carbon dioxide as a byproduct. Because high levels of the off-gas were potentially deadly, this was the most highly monitored room, with a complex series of vents coupled with a monitoring system that not only visually showed the level of the gas in the room, but also sounded an alarm—and automatically texted all personnel—whenever anything wasn’t within the proper parameters.

      Red had received no such alert and the building was not rocking from the deafening sound of an alarm—which was why the fact that the visual indicator above the door was now showing a deadly-level concentration in that room scared the shit out of him.

      Immediately, he grabbed an emergency breathing apparatus from a hook by the door. There were windows on either side, but as the gas was invisible, nothing seemed out of sorts, and he saw no sign of Mel. He pulled down on the lever designed to evacuate any gas from the room by increasing the suction from the constantly working filters while increasing the flow of clean air. An expert in all the ways a project could get fucked up, Red had insisted the distillery have safety protocols even beyond those that were required or typical in the industry.

      He checked the gauges, saw that neither the filters nor blowers had kicked in. That’s when he aimed his gaze upward and was horrified to see that the ventilation system had been manually closed. And now, as he looked around the room at the floor-based scrubbers, he saw that each and every one of them had been unplugged.

      Without hesitating, he donned his mask and rushed into the room. Right away, he plugged in each of the scrubbers, their noise immediately filling the space. He looked around, searching for Mel among the dozen waist-high tubs filled with bubbling mash. Not because they were sitting on heat high enough to boil, but because the yeast was doing its job.

      He found no sign of his friend, though. He started to pull out his phone and call, then hesitated. Safety first, and he used the ladder to climb up and manually reopen every air vent.

      Next, he went to the control panel, only to see that the alarm had been turned to mute, a feature that required the admin password that only he, Mel, and Jo had access to.

      What the hell?

      Worried and confused, he pulled his phone out again, then checked the gauge. The level was still too high to take off his mask, but was dropping rapidly. He called anyway, intending to talk through his mask. He anticipated hearing either Mel’s voice or his damn voicemail message. Instead, he heard an echoing sound. The distinctive refrain of Willie Nelson’s Whiskey River.

      The song that Mel used as his ringtone. And it was coming from among the maze of tubs.

      Something dark rumbled in his stomach, churning there like a living thing. Dread, rising and falling. Teasing and taunting. And before Red even knew that he was moving, he’d walked three lines of the grid of tubs that covered the cookhouse floor. He found Mel’s phone in the middle, wedged down near the base of one tub.

      And there, marked on the tub’s plastic outer wall was scrawled a single word: Sorry.

      Red’s chest tightened, fear stealing his breath. The phone’s lock screen showed messages from both him and Jo. And still, there was no sign of Mel.

      “No. Oh, no, buddy. Tell me you didn’t.”

      Moving as fast as he could, he raced to the wall where they kept the sterile stir sticks. But this wasn’t for stirring. Instead, he returned to the tub, then slowly prodded. And—as he’d feared—he hit something solid before the bottom of the tub.

      Carefully, he used the stick to hook the solid thing—please don’t be Mel—of course it was Mel—and ease it up far enough so he could grab the familiar blue shirt with the Swift Red Distillery logo.

      Forcing himself to stay calm, he hauled Mel up far enough to check his pulse. It wasn’t necessary, though. There was no doubt that his friend and partner was dead.

      Despite the urge to pull his friend free, Red released the body, letting it slide back into the mash. He’d already disturbed the scene, and even though every sign pointed to suicide, Red knew enough about the process to know that there would have to be an investigation.

      Suicide. Why the hell had his friend committed suicide?

      And why hadn’t Red picked up on it? What kind of friend was he that he’d missed the warning signs? Sure, Mel had been acting off lately—tricky negotiations for a hotel supply contract was what he’d said, but Red had known that wasn’t all of it. There’d been something else on Mel’s mind, but Red had never pushed.

      Dear God, he should have pushed…

      He’d assumed the troubles were between Mel and Jo. They’d gotten married a few years before the grand opening, and he’d been the best man. Which had been both a pleasure and Red’s worst nightmare. Because though he would never tell another soul, and especially not the woman herself, the thought of Jo in another man’s bed just about killed him.

      A totally ridiculous reaction since he couldn’t have her. Hell, he’d pushed her away with both hands.

      A woman like Jo deserved better than a guy with Red’s fucked up issues. But ridiculous or not, his gut had been in knots the day of the wedding. And as he stood by his two friends’ side while they exchanged vows, Red had felt light-headed from the intensity of emotions warring within him. Blood red jealousy and, surprisingly, bittersweet relief. Because at least Jo would be happy. Something that would never happen if she’d ended up with a guy as screwed up as him.

      Except now it looked like Mel had been screwed up, too. Everybody had their weak spots. Their vulnerabilities that could push them over the edge.

      He ran his fingers through his hair and told himself to back off and get his shit together. He needed to call the cops and let them do their thing. He needed to call Jo and let her know what had happened.

      Bottom line? He needed to put aside his anger and his confusion and his grief. There were things to handle, and he was the man at the rudder.

      “Right.” He drew in a deep breath, then started to put the phone back where he found it. He stopped cold, though, when it rang, the screen showing no caller ID. He hesitated, but answered it.

      “I would say that I’m sorry your friend is dead.” The voice was filtered, and Red couldn’t even tell if it was a man or a woman. “But I’m not.”

      “Who the hell—”

      “He was a bad man. He made bad choices. He kept something that didn’t belong to him. Something that belongs to me.”

      He looked around, trying to locate the speaker. They knew he’d found the body, so the person must be watching him. But watching from where?

      “I’m listening,” he said as he slowly stood up, then walked to the windows that looked out onto the hall.

      Whoever was at the other end chuckled. “That would be too easy.”

      Cameras. But where were they mounted? A quick scan of the room revealed nothing.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “I thought that would be obvious. I want what belongs to me.”

      “What are—”

      “Keep this phone. If you value your life—or the life of his wife—you won’t give it to the police. You’ll call them, of course. But you will say it was suicide. An investigation would be most inconvenient.”

      “What did he take? What is it you want back?”

      “In case you didn’t know, your partner’s phone passcode is 798465. An interesting little number. Almost as interesting as the last video that’s saved on his phone. Take a look. And remember—keep the phone. It’s our link to you. And, though we found nothing of note, perhaps you can uncover a clue to where your partner has stashed our package.”

      “If you think—”

      “I don’t mind killing you, but if you do what I say, I’ll forgo my jollies and let you and the little wifey live. If you speak to the cops, though … if you refuse to help me regain what is mine, I will kill you. But I’ll kill her first. Watch the video, Charlie. And don’t make your partner’s mistakes. Be smarter. I’ll be in touch.”

      The phone went dead, and some of the tension drained from his body. He shot a look at the tub his friend was in, his heart heavy. “Mel, buddy. What the hell did you get yourself wrapped up in?”

      He didn’t want to, but he knew he had to watch the video. He keyed in the passcode, thankful that his training had cemented the number in his memory.

      He found Mel’s photos, and the last addition was a video, timestamped just a few hours ago.

      Someone thin and dressed head-to-toe in black held Mel by the back of the neck. His partner’s body was weak, his efforts to struggle useless. They’d already beaten him, the bastards. More than that, they’d already tampered with the CO2 scrubbers, allowing gas to accumulate to toxic levels. The assailant was masked. Mel was not.

      Then the assailant shoved Mel forward, his face going into the bubbling, semi-liquid mash. One second. Five. Fifteen. Forty. One minute.

      Water rushing. Pulse pounding. Garbled voices.

      No!

      For years, he’d managed to keep those demons at bay. Then New York happened and—

      Stop it. You can do this. Just shove the memories away.

      Right. He could do this.

      He drew a breath, then rewound the video to where he’d been. He watched once more, gasping, as the assailant yanked his partner up. His hand went automatically to the knife he always kept in his back pocket, and he tried to calm his heartbeat.

      In the video, Mel’s head wobbled as he tried to catch his breath in a room that was rapidly filling with poisonous air.

      Then he was pushed head down into the mash again. Thirty seconds. A minute. Ninety seconds.

      You think you can play the hero? You’ll only play the fool.

      And then back up to try to breathe, only to find there wasn’t any more air on the outside than inside that tub.

      Mel? Or Red? Who was it who needed air?

      Again and again and again until finally the assailant shoved Mel’s limp body all the way over the waist-high lip of the tub. And down he went, the mash sucking him in like quicksand.

      Memories crashed through Red’s mind. He gasped, dropping the phone as his hand reached for his throat. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t fucking breathe.

      He tried to swallow, forcing himself to concentrate as he grabbed Mel’s phone and shoved it in his pocket.

      Under the water. His lungs squeezing. No air. Needed air.

      Gasping, trying to breathe, he pulled out his own phone and dialed 911. He heard himself say that his partner had killed himself. That they needed to send someone. His voice was raw. He had no air. He couldn’t hear the operator, only the hollow echo of the water that surrounded him.

      Then his legs gave out, and he crashed to the floor. He could still hear the emergency operator talking as his entire world went black.
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      Before

      Blackness. Sweet, utter blackness.

      He wanted to stay there. Wanted to get lost in it, to never come out of it.

      You have to. It’s important.

      But why? Why was it important?

      He couldn’t remember. Didn’t know what he was doing or where he was. Hell, he didn’t even know who he was.

      Icy panic flooded his veins, and he bucked, trying to move his hands, then realizing with more astonishment than fear that they were tied behind him.

      Where was he? Who was he?

      Charlie…

      The name was like a whisper in the dark. A tease. A hint of who he was, or maybe who he had been.

      Then a fiery hot sting against his face that seemed to shatter every bone.

      “Again.”

      The harsh word registered on his senses even as another round of fiery blows assaulted his face. Not English, but he understood it. How? How could he understand?

      He was here—but where was here? He’d been captured—but by whom?

      More beatings, more pain, more blackness and red pain until something in him seemed to snap and he forced his eyes open and saw his captors. Four tall men, bulky and scarred, and one woman standing behind them, dark hair falling past her shoulders, stunningly beautiful despite a face marred by hatred and disgust.

      “Ah, there he is,” the woman said, and now he knew. Romanian. “We knew that you were in there somewhere, Mr. Cooper.”

      Memories crashed back. The two flight attendants on a humanitarian mission, training other airline personnel how to detect and help suspected human trafficking victims. And the other woman, a deep-cover SOC agent who’d been taken hostage along with them.

      Lisa. The woman he’d been dating on and off for the last two years. A woman whose laughter had reminded him that there was joy in the world despite the horrors he saw in his work.

      His work … Him … Charlie Cooper.

      He’d been assigned to get them out. Him and his team. Now all captured. Now all dead except for him and the women trapped in chains and cages.

      It was up to him to save them all.

      “You did not think we would kill you, did you? The last man standing? That is some sort of honor, I think. It has bought you time.” The woman smiled, a beautiful face on a soul of pure evil. “We will kill you eventually, of course. But not so soon. You have caused us much trouble. We will play before we kill, and you will be sorry for the trouble.”

      He didn’t move. Not so much out of bravery, but because he was tied to a chair. His legs, his arms, his chest. Only his head had any movement at all.

      “You will not enjoy this, I think,” she said, then nodded to the men. “Though we will.”

      The men came, two on each side of the chair and lifted him. He was already woozy, and now vertigo hit him dead-on, along with the sickening certainty that he was helpless. This wasn’t a movie, and no matter what skills he’d developed during his years of service, they did him no good right now.

      If only he had his knife.…

      With his skill and his fury, he could turn the tables on them. He always carried a blade, but they’d stripped him bare, and the tools he’d had tucked away in pockets and hidden in seams—small but deadly blades, practical lock picks—were long gone now. He wore only the rags they’d clothed him in.

      “I will kill you,” he said, making the woman chuckle.

      “Of course you will not. You are not the hero, Mr. Cooper. You are what we call the victim. But not, I think, the first one.”

      It took a moment for his mind to process what she meant. Then his gaze cut to the women. “No.” He swallowed, his mouth entirely dry. “No, don’t you dare. They’re nothing to you. A nuisance. We both know that their programs haven’t done shit to curb your industry.”

      Not exactly true. There was in fact evidence that the training programs springing up among flight attendants had in fact helped victims. But he wasn’t inclined to state actual facts.

      “Hush, Mr. Cooper. Enjoy our hospitality. We have prepared a show for you.”

      As he struggled in his bonds, two of the men pulled one flight attendant from behind a wooden panel. She was naked, her hands tied behind her, her mouth stuffed with a dirty rag.

      “Don’t.” His voice was parched. Cracked.

      “Oh, we will. The question is, will you survive to see it? I confess I told a little fib. I want these bitches to understand that they have no champion. You are only a useless man, tied to a chair, and your life is completely within my hands. As is theirs.”

      He caught Lisa’s eyes, saw the fear and horror reflected back at him. He wanted to comfort her, but there was no comfort to be had. The woman was right. A fact she proved again with a wave of her hand.

      With no warning, the men flipped the chair over, then took him upside down across the room to a huge barrel with two bars across it. They lowered him, and though he tried to struggle, it was futile. Soon he was suspended head down in the water, the ropes so tight around his waist and chest and legs that he remained immobile as he shook his head and fought not to breathe, not to allow his lungs to suck in, seeking air, air, blissful air. But there was no air to be had, and soon the inside of his head was black, then red. He felt light, lost, and soon he would have no choice but to breathe as his lungs battled to bring him oxygen.

      Soon, he would drown.

      And then he was up again.

      He gasped. Just once, and they started it all over again.

      And again. And again.

      Until he was choking and spitting. Until his body trembled and his lungs burned and he was only half-conscious.

      “Enough.” It was the tallest man who spoke. “You did well. You have bought her a quick death.”

      And just like that, he pulled a pistol, fired, and that woman—one of the two civilian flight attendants his team had been assigned to rescue—fell dead on the hard concrete floor.

      “And now,” the woman said, smiling as she stepped closer. “We shall see how the others will die.”
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      No.

      No, no, no, no, NOOOOO!

      His eyes flew open, and he scooted backward, automatically shielding his face from the next blow.

      But there was no blow coming. He was on a concrete floor covered with a layer of waffled plastic squares, the scent of yeast permeating the air.

      Not Romania.

      Not the woman, not the torture.

      He was in Los Angeles. In the distillery.

      He sucked in air, yanking his knife from his pocket and clutching it like a talisman as he tried to slow his racing heart and feeling like a goddamn failure for falling down the rabbit hole again after so long without an episode.

      Stop it. It was a process. Wasn’t that what every therapist he’d seen had said, from government shrinks with high level clearance to the LA doc who’d been all about crystals and cleansing his aura?

      The bottom line was that he was strong. He could do this. There was no threat. A body, yes. Memories, hell yeah.

      But he wasn’t going to get lost in the memories or cower under the strain. They’d broken him, that was for damn sure. But that was seven long years ago, and he’d clawed his way back. It had taken years, but he’d gotten his shit together. And no way was he backsliding now. He could do this.

      Hadn’t he proved as much in New York? A full-on hostage situation, but he’d held it together. At least until he was alone, anyway.

      No one saw the way he’d melted down when he returned to his dad’s apartment. The ghosts that haunted him that night. The siren call of one drink, then another and another to soothe those hard edges.

      But he’d made it through. He’d done it. Nikki Stark was alive today because he’d taken a bullet intended for her.

      He’d survived that hostage situation and he could do this, too. He had to. For Mel’s sake, and for Jo’s.

      Oh, God. Jo. He still hadn’t called her. But he needed to call his brother first.

      He sat up, then re-sheathed the knife before tucking it back in his pocket. He checked the other pocket, too, making sure Mel’s phone was secured. Then he pushed himself to his feet, thinking about the parameters of the mission he was setting himself on. Identify the perps. Find out what they wanted and obtain it. Arrange an exchange. Then take the fuckers down.

      A vague plan, but it would fall into place.

      “I’m so sorry, Mel,” he whispered toward the tank that had become his friend’s tomb. “I know you had some shit going on, but I should have known you wouldn’t have taken that way out.”

      With the goodbye still lingering in the air, he pulled out his phone again. He dialed, holding his breath until he heard the voice on the other end of the line.

      “I was just about to call you,” his brother Renly said. “Is everything okay?”

      “No.” Red wasn’t going to beat around the bush. Not with Renly, who’d already gotten a vibe. They might not be identical, but the twin thing was real. “Mel’s dead.”

      “Oh, Christ. What happened?”

      “Can you get over here? I’m at the distillery.”

      “Yeah, sure, but—”

      “It was suicide, Renly,” he snapped, and heard his brother’s sharp intake of breath. “Just come. And if Damien happens to be with you, could you drag him along, too?”

      “Stark? He’s here. But why—”

      “Just hurry. Tell him I asked you to bring him. He’ll come.”

      “After the way you saved his wife in New York, he’d buy you the Brooklyn Bridge if you asked. Of course we’ll come.”

      “See you soon—”

      “Wait.” There was an edge to Renly’s voice. Hard, but softened by compassion. “Are you holding up?”

      Red hadn’t told his brother what had happened in Romania all those years ago, but being Renly, he knew that something had gone down.

      “I’m still standing,” he said. “Just get here. I need to talk to both of you.”

      He’d walked while he was talking, and now he was standing in the outdoor area. He could see the interior of the empty tasting room through the wide windows, then realized that he should have locked the damn door. Anyone could have walked in and cleaned them out, even torched the place. He would have lost not only his partner, but his distillery as well. And now it was Jo’s distillery, too.

      Jo.

      Her name filled his head, along with an image of her sweet smile. She still didn’t know, and he couldn’t keep putting it off.

      He dialed her number, dreading the conversation, only to have the call go straight to voicemail. “Jo, it’s Red. Give me a call. It’s important.” He sounded so professional. So in control. But what he felt was numb. Thank God for his training…

      Since it was Monday, he tried her at work, too, only to be told that she’d taken the day off. “Dammit, Jo. Where are you?”

      He tried once more, this time sending only a text. The whoosh sound of the send notification still lingered when the front door of the tasting room opened and the authorities stepped in. A medical examiner, a uniformed cop, and a woman he assumed was a plain-clothes detective.

      Red drew in one more lungful of fresh air, then entered from the garden to greet them, even though all he really wanted was for them to go away. He wanted time to mourn his friend. Time he didn’t have, not when he’d been tasked with finding a mysterious missing package. And certainly not when the caller had specifically said that any punishment for failure would be meted out on Jo.

      He just had to hold it together until they left. Then he could track Jo down and find out if she knew anything about the MacGuffin.

      He could do that. He drew in a breath, released it slowly, then marched into the tasting room to meet them.

      “Thank you for getting here so fast,” he said to the woman who was flashing her badge.

      “Detective Amaro. We’re sorry for your loss. You told the 911 operator your partner committed suicide?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He indicated the door to the distillery. “I can take you back.”

      She followed with her crew, saying nothing, but with her sharp eyes taking it all in. He showed her the CO2 scrubbers that had been turned off, the vents that had been closed. He pointed out how the alarm system had been bypassed.

      He explained the purpose of the mash tubs and how the fermentation process worked. He showed her the tub in which he’d found Mel’s body and explained that he’d left it as he’d found it to aid the investigation.

      “And a note?”

      He drew a breath, then pointed to the scrawled message written with a Sharpie on the side of the tub.

      “Just ‘sorry’?” Detective Amaro cocked her head.

      He swallowed. “That was it.”

      “And his behavior recently?”

      “He’d been more distant than usual. Closed off. Quiet.”

      “You weren’t concerned?”

      “A bit, but when I asked, he just said he had a lot on his mind. He’d been negotiating a hotel contract for us. I think he was putting too much pressure on himself. I should have realized. I should have done something.”

      The emotion in his voice was real, even if it was murder and not suicide that was causing the thickness in his throat.

      “I see,” she said, and he wondered if she truly did, especially as she started to walk the area, peering under the tubs, then checking the alarm panel and the lock on the fermentation room door. Red kept his expression bland. The face of a man who simply wanted to put the procedures behind him so that he could mourn his friend.

      Entirely true, just not for the reasons he’d shared with Detective Amaro.

      Red’s phone buzzed. “My brother and a friend just arrived in the tasting room. Do you need me in here?”

      “No. But please don’t leave. Officer Franklin is in the tasting area. He’ll let you know if we need anything further.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Mr. Cooper?”

      He turned back.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      He’d been holding it together, but something about those words from a cop got to him. His throat thickened, and his vision became watery. He managed a nod, then hurried out of the room, wanting nothing more than to disappear into his office for a few moments alone with the memory of his friend.

      It didn’t happen. Renly and Damien Stark were waiting for him when he reached the tasting room. He and Renly weren’t identical, but people often thought they were. Red’s hair was brighter, something that had irritated him in school, and he was a few inches taller. Other than that, they might as well have been identical. Now, of course, Red sported a close-trimmed beard and a veritable art collection of tattoos. Renly was clean-shaven, and had only one tat from his time in Special Forces.

      Still, they must have looked like a mirror when Renly pulled him into a bear hug. “I’m so sorry, bro. I didn’t even know Mel was hurting.”

      “I know,” Red said, breaking away from his brother to take Damien’s outstretched hand.

      “Whatever you need.” Tall and lean, with an athlete’s build, the billionaire exuded power and control. And, right now, compassion.

      “Appreciate it.”

      “Did he leave a note? Say anything to you?” Renly exhaled. “I can’t wrap my head around it.”

      “Honestly, I need some air. Let’s talk at one of the tables in the garden.” He pointed to the bar and the array of whiskey bottles lining the shelves behind it. “Help yourselves. Wouldn’t blame you if you needed it.”

      Renly met his eyes. “Want me to bring you a water?”

      “Thanks.”

      He headed out and the other men soon followed him. For a moment, they just sat silently, Red sipping water as the others sipped whiskey.

      He sighed, then lifted his water bottle. “Here’s to Mel,” he said, and they toasted their friend. “We’ll miss you.”

      As soon as Damien and Renly put down their glasses, Red lowered the boom, his voice pitched low, so it was almost lost in the ambient sounds from nearby Santa Monica Boulevard. Plus, he’d deliberately seated them at the middle table, far enough away from any listening devices or cameras mounted on the walls. “His death makes even less sense than you think.”

      “What—”

      Red leaned in before Renly could finish the questions. “He didn’t kill himself,” he said, the words barely a whisper. “I’ll tell you the rest later, away from here. But it was murder.”

      “Fuck,” Renly said. “That explains why you wanted Damien here, too.”

      “Because it won’t be the police who will be investigating,” Damien said. “It will be Stark Security.”

      Red met his eyes. “I’m calling in that favor.”

      “I already told you. Whatever you need,” Damien assured him. “I owe you everything. Tell us how he died.”

      “Woozy from carbon dioxide, then drowned in one of the fermentation tubs.”

      “Oh, God,” Renly said. He focused on Red. “You sure you’re handling it?”

      Red had never told his brother about what had happened in Romania, but Renly wasn’t an idiot, and Red had left a hell of a lot of signposts.

      After he left the service and came to California, Red had turned down dates to go diving with his brother, something they’d done for most of their lives in both California and Texas. He even avoided swimming pools. Anything submersive. Or that had the potential to be.

      Maybe he’d be fine. But a panic attack in the ocean? Yeah, no thank you.

      But Renly didn’t know any of that. Not the reason, anyway. But he knew. Somehow, his twin always knew.

      “How do you know it wasn’t suicide?” Damien asked.

      Red glanced purposefully around the courtyard. “For now, you’re just going to have to believe me.” He may have picked a silent location, but the more he talked, the more he risked being heard.

      Technically, he hadn’t broken any rules by telling these men it was murder. The voice had said only to keep the truth away from the cops. But Red doubted that his nemesis would care about technicalities.

      And it wasn’t just listening devices he was trying to avoid. The more he said, the more he risked Detective Amaro catching a whiff. He glanced over to where she now stood on the flagstone path, talking with one of the uniformed officers and someone from the coroner’s office.

      No, he couldn’t risk her learning a thing.

      Renly followed Red’s line of sight, then swung his leg over the stone bench and stood, nodding toward the detective. “If we’re playing evade the cops, I think I’ll go see what they know. Or don’t know.”

      “Good luck. She seems the type to hold information close to the vest.”

      Renly spread his hands. “I don’t need luck. It’s me.” He flashed a grin. “And it doesn’t hurt that I know her. Detective Lucia Amaro. She worked a series of ODs on the set of one of the movies I consulted on. Looked like ODs, anyway. Turned out they were murders.”

      “So you’re going to pump her for information?” Red allowed some welcome humor into his voice. “Should Abby be worried?”

      “Never,” Renly said, and Red knew he meant it. His brother had been in love with Abby since forever, but never thought he could have her. Now that he did, there was no way that Renly would screw that up.

      As Renly headed across the lawn toward the detective, Red took a sip of water, his mind turning to Jo. Immediately, he felt like a complete prick for even letting her inside his head, much less in the context of comparing his love life to his brother’s. Except despite whatever other feelings Red had for Jo, she was also a friend. And she was going to need help.

      “What?” Damien asked, watching his face.

      “I was thinking about Jo,” he admitted. “She doesn’t know yet.”

      “You’ve called?”

      “Voicemail. Text. Got nothing.” As he spoke, he pulled out his phone and tried again, only to once more get the recording. He held it out to Damien with a sad shrug.

      “You’ll be there for her,” Damien said. “We all will. And Jo’s strong.”

      “She is,” Red said, smiling despite the situation. “She always has been. But she shouldn’t have to be strong for this.”

      “No one should,” Damien agreed. “I’m glad I got to meet her and Mel. I would have liked to have known him better.”

      Red cupped his hands over his chin, feeling the scruff of his beard. He sighed, a sound of utter exhaustion. “To tell you the truth, today I’ve been thinking that I wish I’d known him better, too.”

      “We’ll find answers,” Damien said. Red nodded. Because when a man like Damien Stark made a promise like that … well, you had to believe him. “There is something I’m curious about.”

      Red sat up, his head tilted slightly as he studied his friend. “What’s that?”

      “Anything you need from me or Stark Security, you only have to ask. You know that. But with your skills, I’d think you’d be comfortable handling this on your own. Or with your brother. Working on his own time, of course,” Damien added with a grin. Because now Renly was a full-time operative with Stark Security.

      “My skills?” Prickles of awareness straightened his spine. “Not sure what you mean. And I’m just one guy.”

      “Your experience served my wife well when you protected her during that hostage situation. But I wouldn’t have expected anything less from a former SWAT officer.”

      Red heard the question—or maybe it was an accusation—in Damien’s voice. “What do you think you know?”

      To Damien’s credit, he didn’t deny. “I know that you never served on a SWAT team, even though that’s what you told me after you took that bullet. So why did you say that you did?”

      Red shrugged. “Maybe I wanted you to feel secure about who’d been protecting your wife.”

      “The crisis was already over when you told me. You could have been anyone with the courage to use themself as a shield against a bullet. You chose SWAT. You chose a lie. I want to know why.”

      Red leaned forward, looking directly into Damien’s dual-colored eyes. “I like you. And Renly damn sure respects you. But even a man like you doesn’t always get what he wants.”

      Damien smiled. “You’re right. I don’t. But I always try. Usually I succeed. I’m stubborn that way. In your case, I wanted to know more about you. Like you said, you saved my wife’s life. And I’m always on the lookout for talent.”

      “I told you I wasn’t interested in working for Stark Security.”

      “And if I’d stopped pushing after the first no in any business negotiation, I wouldn’t be where I am today.”

      Red exhaled. “What is it you think you know?”

      “You were the SOC, one of the most secret and elite groups under that umbrella of Special Forces. You have skills. You spent time in Romania. And you left the service after coming home.”

      Red forced himself not to react. “I’m impressed. How exactly did you find all of that?”

      “I told you. I’m tenacious.”

      Red drew a deep breath, wondering how much Damien knew. The silence lingered, and it became a point of pride not to speak first.

      Red won.

      “Those must have been interesting missions,” Damien said. “I know a bit about human trafficking network operations in Romania. We’ve dealt with the fallout from a network run by a man named Corbu.”

      “I know the name. His, and his lieutenants.”

      “I thought you might.”

      Once again, silence hung between them. Red looked toward the flagstone path, but only the uniformed officer was there now. Renly and the detective must have gone inside.

      “I think you’d be an asset.” Damien’s voice was level, but Red thought he heard an undertone of compassion. As if Damien understood some of what had gone down.

      “I’ll think about it.” When hell freezes over. “In the meantime, just so we’re clear, I do intend to handle this myself. It’s personal. But I’ll likely need op tech and remote assistance, not to mention backup.”

      “Again, you have it. Whatever you need, no questions asked. And, Red,” Damien added, “that’s not a one-time offer. Anytime, anywhere. Whatever you need, tomorrow or ten years from now.”

      “I won’t turn it down, but I think you’re being overly generous.”

      “No,” Damien said. “I’m not.”

      Red nodded, thinking of Nikki and the connection between the two of them that was so vibrant it practically lit up a room. “I get it,” he said softly, his heart turning over as he saw Jo step into the garden from the tasting room, a uniformed officer at her side.

      He realized what he’d said, and almost tried to cover. But he let the words linger. They were true, after all. Maybe that made him the world’s biggest asshole, but he loved her. He had for years.

      And there wasn’t a damn thing he intended to do about that except be the best friend he could possibly be.

      He didn’t realize that he’d stood until she turned toward him. Even from this distance, he could see her red, swollen eyes.

      “Go on,” Damien said gently, now also standing. “She’s going to need you.”

      Red didn’t answer. Just hurried toward her, and she did the same. They met on the grass between the path and his table, and she threw herself into his arms, then wept as though she’d been keeping it all bottled inside until she saw him.

      He held her, hoping his arms around her were some comfort, though how could they be? She’d just lost her husband. What could possibly erase the pain?

      Her body shook, the tremors cutting through him, then slowing as she caught her breath, calmed her shaking, and finally stepped back out of the circle of his arms.

      It took all his strength not to draw her back in. He told himself that he needed comfort, too. But it was more than that. He needed her. He always had. But oh, God, not like this. Never like this.

      “You called,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “I tried to text back but I didn’t have a signal, and I was going to call you back as soon as I got home. But then the officer was waiting in the driveway and—and—”

      “I know. Jo, I know.”

      Tears flowed, and she clutched his hands, searching his face. “Then it’s true? Mel’s really dead?”

      “I’m so sorry. Yes, it’s true.”
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      Red’s words hit me with the force of an anvil. Stupid, I suppose. After all, I’d come home schlepping groceries only to find a police cruiser in my driveway, along with the horrible news that my husband was dead.

      I believed them, but at the same time, maybe I hadn’t. Maybe I’d just been numb, and Red’s words have sent reality crashing down on me.

      I hug myself, feeling lost and unsure, my hands holding so tight to Red’s I’m probably crushing bone. “I can’t wrap my head around it. Suicide? Why would he—”

      “Mrs. Swift?”

      I turn to see a dark-haired woman in a pantsuit striding toward me, a badge worn like a lanyard around her neck. “I’m Detective Amaro,” she says in a voice laced with compassion. “Is there somewhere we could talk?”

      I glance sideways at Red, then nod. “Um, yes. Mel’s office? But can I—I mean, I need to see him. I need to know—I mean, what if you’re wrong?” It’s a stupid thing to say. Of course they’re not wrong. But I can’t truly believe it until I see Mel’s body.

      His body.

      “Certainly,” she says kindly. “We’ll go there first.”

      A shiver courses through me, and I reach for Red’s hand. “Stay with me?”

      His eyes flick briefly to the detective, but she nods, and I’m grateful not to have to go through this alone. My heart hurts and my eyes sting with the tears I’ve been holding back. I feel numb, but there is anger boiling beneath. Anger and loss and betrayal. Suicide?

      I want answers. I want to curl up in bed and cry. I want it to go away.

      Most of all, I’m glad Red is beside me, because if anyone can get me through this, it’s him.

      I follow the detective into the distillery to the fermentation room. There’s someone in a T-shirt stenciled with Coroner’s Office zipping my husband into a body bag. The detective leads me there, and I follow with Red behind me. He puts his hand gently on my shoulder when we come to a stop.

      “This is Mrs. Swift,” Detective Amaro says. “She’d like to see her husband.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” the medical guy says, but I barely hear him. I’m too focused on his hand tugging the zipper down, then spreading the black plastic cocoon away so that I can see Mel’s face. It’s been wiped clean, but there are still bits of the mash in his hair.

      I turn away. “Thank you,” I whisper. The officer who drove me here told me that he’d died in the fermentation tub, but even so I ask, “How did this happen? You can stand in those tubs. How can someone force themselves to drown?” I turn back to Red. “It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “We believe that he tampered with the carbon dioxide scrubbers,” the detective says, “then got into the tub. As he started to lose consciousness, he would have slipped under. I am truly sorry,” she adds, and I realize that I’ve put my hand up to cover my mouth. A tear trickles down my cheek, and I wipe it away, sniffing.

      “You believe?” I look pointedly up at the security cameras. “Didn’t you watch the footage?”

      She shakes her head. “It appears he turned them off, as he did with the other safety measures.”

      I hug myself, still in shock at Mel’s death, much less that he’d concocted such an elaborate one.

      “Would you like to stay here a bit longer?” The detective’s gentle voice catches my attention.

      I shake my head and reach for Red, unsure if my legs are strong enough to support me. Why. Why would he do this? I know there were things troubling him, but never once did he seem suicidal.

      Then again, we weren’t really spending that much time together lately.

      I barely notice the walk back to Mel’s office. I sit on the small sofa, with Red beside me. The detective pulls out one of the guest chairs at Mel’s desk and sits as well.

      “Because of the note, we are approaching this as a suicide. But at the same time, we need to make further inquiries.”

      “Of course. Yes. I can’t believe he’d do this.” Beside me, Red squeezes my hand hard, and I squeeze back, grateful for the support.

      “Had he been acting differently recently? Any depression? Trouble at home or at work?”

      “I—” I draw in a breath. I don’t want to go there, but I know I have to. “I asked him for a divorce.”

      Beside me, I feel Red shift. I glance that way and see the surprise in his eyes. I’m surprised, too. He and Mel were best friends, but apparently this is news to him.

      The detective must also have noticed Red’s reaction, because the next question is addressed to him. “You didn’t know? Your friend and partner, but he didn’t tell you that his wife wanted a divorce?”

      “No. This is the first I’m hearing of it.”

      “We’d grown apart,” I say, though no one has asked me to elaborate. “We’ve been married five years, but the last three…” I trail off with a shake of my head. “It wasn’t working,” I say simply. “I kept hoping things would get better, but about six months ago, I told him we should separate. He said we should try harder, but nothing changed. Three months ago, I hired an attorney and drew up settlement papers.”

      “I see. And what stage is the divorce in now?”

      I shake my head. “He still hasn’t signed. I didn’t want to push or formally file with the court. I know him. He’s slow to wrap his head around things, but I knew he’d realize I was right. I—I’d hoped we could still be friends, but we couldn’t stay married.” I tug my hand from Red’s and clasp my own together. “We made a mistake getting married in the first place.”

      The detective nods slowly. “And did you see any change in his behavior in the last three months? In his mood?”

      “You mean any signs that he was suicidal?” I shake my head. “God, no. He was distant and hurt, but nothing like that.”

      “Did he move out? Did you?”

      She knows I didn’t, obviously, since the officer found me at the house.

      “Not technically,” I say. “But he stayed away most nights.”

      “Where?”

      “He didn’t tell me.” I look at Red. “I assumed with you.” Red shakes his head, and a spark of anger rises in me. “Well, there you go. Another reason I was right to file.”

      Red and the detective exchange glances, and I exhale, frustrated and angry. Angry with Mel for killing himself. Angry with myself for feeling like it’s my fault. And angry with the woman I am almost certain he’d been fucking behind my back, but he’d been too ball-less to admit as much even when it was clear the marriage was over.

      “Another reason?” The detective was looking at me, compassion in her eyes. “Was your husband having an affair?”

      “Yes. No.” I shake my head. “The truth is, I don’t know. But I think so. He has a friend—well, a new friend—who owns a hotel. And for about the last six months he’d stay there overnight sometimes. He’d text and tell me he’d drunk too much and that his friend comped him a room.”

      “A hotel?” Red asks. “Which friend?”

      “Just a guy he met in some CrossFit group. I don’t remember his name. But if it’s important, I can find out. I remember that this guy needed some corporate legal work done, and Mel referred him to one of the partners. I’m a legal assistant,” I add, though the detective probably already knows that.

      “Did he end up working with your firm?”

      “I don’t know. I work on the litigation side. Is it important?” I can’t imagine why it would be.

      “Probably not,” she says, confirming my thoughts. “We’ll let you know if we need to pursue that. But I don’t think we will. I am sorry, Mrs. Swift. Dealing with suicide is hard enough without the invasive questions.”

      “No, it’s okay. I want answers, too.”

      “Was this the guy he was talking with about the supply contract?” Red asks.

      “I don’t know. He never mentioned a supply contract to me. Which doesn’t mean anything. It’s been a minute since he talked to me about important stuff. But to be honest, I don’t think he was negotiating anything. I think—” I cut myself off. “Never mind.”

      “Ms. Swift. Please.”

      I don’t want to talk about it, but I know I have to. “I think that was bullshit to cover the affair, okay? He told me that if I didn’t want him at home, he’d stay in a room at the hotel, but he wasn’t going to tell me where. He said if I couldn’t stand not knowing where he was or what he was doing, then I must not really want a divorce, and I couldn’t have it both ways. He didn’t say so, but I assume he’d been using the room as a place to take his lover. Now, I don’t know. Maybe there was no hotel at all, and he was just going to her place.”

      I swallow. “And the truth is, he was right. I didn’t care.”

      Red puts a hand on my shoulder, and I draw a breath, letting his strength and compassion calm me. What I want is to scoot closer so I can put my head on his shoulder and cry, knowing he’ll comfort me. But I can’t do that now, not while this detective is asking her questions. And I shouldn’t do it later. Because with Red, there’s the danger of compassion turning to something more.

      Or, more honestly, the danger is that I’d want it to.

      I shift, subtly dislodging his touch.

      The detective is watching me. “You seem to care now.”

      I nod. “It was … frustrating … that he wouldn’t agree to the divorce. That he kept blowing off signing the papers. And it pissed me off that he was stalling while he was sleeping with someone else. Who does that?”

      I hate that my anger is so close to the surface, especially now with my emotions all confused and tangled. Anger, sadness, confusion, betrayal. I don’t know what to think or feel. And apparently I’m just going to feel everything, and all at the same time, and hope I don’t sound like this is all about me. Because no matter how angry he made me, Mel is dead, and he didn’t deserve that.

      I draw a breath, trying to rein in my emotions. “The bottom line is that we’d drifted apart, Detective. Couples do. But—but I still love him, just not like that. And I don’t understand why he’d—”

      I can’t talk anymore through the tears clogging my throat. I wipe my eyes and my nose. Whatever dam I’d put up to hold back the waterworks has broken, and I bend over sobbing, my shoulders shaking as Red gently rubs my back.

      “It’s possible he saw this lover as an escape route,” Detective Amaro says. “If she wasn’t interested in more than that, he may have felt disconnected. Unrooted. Depending on his mental state, that could have led him to believe he had no other option. I’ve seen this before.”

      I nod; what she says makes sense, even if I hate every word of it. After a moment, I run my hand under my nose. “Wasn’t Jessn here? He would have been on shift, right?” I look to Red.

      He shakes his head. “Mel told him to go home.”

      “But— I—” I close my mouth, unsure what I even want to say. “This is surreal.”

      “You’re doing fine,” Red says, squeezing my hand.

      “Were there other things that made you believe he was having an affair?”

      I swallow, feeling the walls closing in around me. Was this never going to end? “I—yes. Little things. But Detective, I already feel shitty enough that he killed himself. And I—it’s just that if he killed himself because he was upset about the divorce or his mistress blowing him off, there’s nothing I can do but feel horrible about that. And nothing personal, but right now, I just want to go home and cry. It’s not like we can ever really know why he did it, so haven’t I told you enough?”

      “Unless you think this wasn’t a suicide,” Red adds, “in which case, Ms. Swift has the right to counsel before you question her.”

      I gape at him. Does he actually think the cops believe I had something to do with Mel’s death?

      “As I told your brother, we see nothing to suggest it wasn’t suicide. But we do like the fullest picture possible in our report.”

      I draw in a breath and gird myself to dive into our emotional baggage. Red’s hand on my arm stops me.

      “She’s told you plenty, and you can always ask more later. Right now, she needs time to grieve.”

      For a moment, the detective says nothing. Then she inclines her head. “Of course.” Her eyes are warm and her expression genuine when she meets my eyes. “I truly am sorry.”

      And with that, she heads out the door, leaving Red and me alone in Mel’s office.

      “I can’t believe this is happening,” I say. I manage a smile that is probably more like a grimace. “You should have been a lawyer instead of a distiller.”

      His gaze never wavers as he meets my eyes and says, “There are a lot of should haves in my life.”

      I swallow and look at the floor, unable to shake the feeling that he’s talking about me. Worse, unable to avoid the horrible, guilty truth that I want him to be.

      “I—Red, listen. I’m so glad you’re here, and that I don’t have to go through this alone. It was the three of us for so long. But—well, do you mind? I just need to be alone for a bit.”

      “I get it.” He stands, then helps me to my feet before pulling me close for a hug. “We’ll get through this.”

      I nod. We will. We have to.

      “We should talk, though,” he adds, his voice lowering. “But not here. Tonight?”

      I shake my head. “Not tonight. I know we need to talk. I mean, I guess I’m now the only Swift in Swift Red Distillery, right? But I can’t deal with any of that today. I just want to go home, put on a sad movie, and cry myself to sleep.”

      “Jo…”

      “Tomorrow?”

      I think he’s going to argue, but then he nods. “Nine o’clock. I’ll come over. I’ll make you breakfast.”

      “So you’ll pour cereal into a bowl?”

      He almost grins. “I didn’t say it would be a good breakfast.”

      “Thanks,” I whisper, for both offering to feed me and adding a bit of levity to the moment. I rise up and kiss his cheek, breathing in the familiar scent of sandalwood. I don’t really want him to go. I feel fragile. Unanchored. But even though I’ve lost my husband, I don’t feel alone. I have Red to thank for that.

      “See you tomorrow,” he says, pulling away from me, then heading out of what has now become my office.

      The door closes with a snick, the soft sound remarkably final. I draw in a deep breath and tell myself I’m not going to cry.

      Then I go around the desk and sit in Mel’s chair. I pull open the middle drawer, and there it is—the thin sheath of blue-back papers. The kind I see every day in my job.

      I flip to the last page and confirm what I already know.

      He didn’t sign the divorce papers before he died.

      I really am a widow.

      And there, at my late husband’s desk, I finally break down and sob.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Hours passed, but finally Renly and Red were alone in the distillery. Jo was the first to leave, having gone home after the cops dismissed her. Since she’d arrived in a police cruiser, Damien had offered to drive her home, but when Red remembered that Mel’s new Lexus was parked in one of the employee slots, she decided to drive herself.

      Damien left soon after, reiterating his offer of whatever help Red or the distillery needed. Red had promised to take him up on that. He meant it, too. Damien Stark had resources, and Red was willing to call in any favors he could to find the bastard who’d killed his partner.

      Once the cops and the personnel from the Coroner’s Office had cleared out, Renly offered to close up. “I’ve done it before. And you’ve had a hell of a day.”

      Red almost laughed; wasn’t that the truth? But ultimately, he shook his head. “I called in Jessn and Charlie G. They’re both on their way over. They’ll get the system checks running, drain and sterilize that bin, and clean up in the fermentation room.”

      He said the last with a shudder. He’d told his seconds-in-command that he’d do that himself. It wasn’t as if there was much of a mess. After all, the coroner’s office had taken the body.

      But they’d both insisted that Red go home, assuring him that they’d take care of it.

      “Good,” Renly said. “They’ll know what to do.”

      “They will. In the mean time, I need to report the whole incident to the health department.”

      “What’s the process?”

      Red chuckled. “No clue.” Murder in the fermentation room hadn’t been something he’d added to his checklist when they’d originally got the business underway. “Hopefully we’ll be permitted to keep the other tubs going, but we need a clean bill of health on the distillery as soon as possible.”

      “You need to get out in front of the press, too.”

      “Already thought of that. I texted our PR company. They’ll manage the messaging, and I’m going to insist we close the tasting room to the public for a week and operate the distillery on a skeleton staff out of respect for Mel.”

      What he didn’t say aloud was that he needed that week to find the MacGuffin, then use it as bait to take out Mel’s killer.

      “Is a week enough?” Renly asked, making clear that he understood Red’s unspoken meaning.

      “I think so.” He damn sure hoped so. He ran his fingers through his hair, hating the fact that he had to think about such things instead of simply mourning his friend. Things having to do with both the business of the distillery and the business of revenge.

      Because he was going to avenge his friend, no matter how much he dreaded skirting that dark world of criminals and torture and death.

      He drew in a breath as he crossed his arms, holding onto his opposite forearms. His palms closed over the five-inch long scars that marred both arms, and he drew in a breath, the feel of the mutilated flesh as potent as a talisman.

      Well, wasn’t it?

      His body stiffened as he fought off the rising memories. He didn’t want to go back into that world, but he had no choice. He couldn’t turn his back on his friend any more than he could have stayed away from Nikki Stark that night in New York.

      And he damn sure couldn’t push this off on someone else. Not Renly. Not Stark Security. Not when the bastards had threatened Jo.

      Hell, even if they hadn’t threatened her. This was his distillery, Mel had been his partner, and Jo deserved answers.

      “I can wait with you until Jessn and Charlie G get here,” Renly said, those all-too-knowing eyes studying his face.

      “I appreciate it, bro. But I should probably be alone to tell them what’s up. I only said there was a crisis, and that I needed them to get here as soon as possible. Suicide’s a hard subject. I don’t want them to feel uncomfortable reacting around you.”

      “I still can’t believe he did that,” Renly said, making clear he understood the need not to talk about the murder. “Killing himself, I mean. I never would have expected it of Mel.”

      “I know. The whole thing blows my mind. But he really had been acting strange lately.” That part was not a lie. He’d been moody and evasive. And from what Jo had told him, it wasn’t just at work.

      “Why do you think he did it?” Renly asked.

      Red translated the question as what is this thing that they’re supposedly looking for?

      “I don’t know.”

      “Do you think you’ll ever figure it out? Do you think Jo understands what he was going through?”

      “I doubt it,” Red said. “Whatever was going on with him, I think he held it close to the vest.”

      “You should go see her.”

      Red agreed wholeheartedly. “She wanted to be alone tonight. I considered going by and talking to her, anyway, but decided that sleep probably is the right thing.” That decision to let Jo go the night thinking it was suicide had been a hard one.

      Renly’s voice was sympathetic when he said, “In a situation like this, nothing’s ever easy. She’ll be better prepared to deal with this in the morning.”

      Some of the tension drained from him, knowing that Renly thought he made the right call, too. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      “Sure.” Renly said, his expression curious as they moved through the property to the customer parking area.

      They paused by Renly’s Ducati, a damn sweet bike that Red openly envied.

      “Aren’t you the gentleman?” Renly’s mouth curved with mirth.

      “Nah. I just wanted to look at that bike of yours. You know, you can always park in an employee spot. Though I’m glad you didn’t. Let’s me know you know your place.”

      “Yeah, I’m smart that way.”

      “Listen, there’s one more thing.” He chose his words carefully. He’d moved their conversation to the parking lot because the odds of surveillance on the customers was slim, but he had no way to be sure. For all he knew there was one video-only camera in the fermentation room. On the other hand, the whole place could be wired for sound and video.

      And that was the one thing he did want Renly and Stark Security to jump on. “I’m glad you came—God knows I needed the moral support. But I didn’t just call about that. The truth is if we’d had a better system, we might have caught this before Mel was able to kill himself. An alarm when he shut some of the safety protocols off. I don’t know. Something.”

      “You want to upgrade your system.“

      “That’s the kind of thing your company can do, right?” By which, of course, he meant Stark Security.

      “Absolutely.”

      They shared a smile. They both knew that while it was in fact among the things that Stark Security did, it occupied a tiny percentage of the workflow. In reality, Stark Security did so much more, but the deeper level things were through referral only. Things the general public didn’t know. Things that only a very few select groups and individuals understood as the depth of the agency’s expertise.

      “Can you get me a quote? We have a base level, but I want the gold standard. Where anything that’s changed is logged. And if there’s anything even remotely unusual, I personally get a text.”

      What he didn’t say was that while all that was true, he also wanted a sweep of the entire building to locate and get rid of any bugs or recording devices that whoever killed Mel had installed anywhere on the property.

      From the way Renly was nodding slowly, Red was certain his brother understood. “If it’s okay by you, I can bring the tech guys in tonight and we can probably have something spec’d out for you in the next day or so.”

      “Perfect,” Red said as Renly mounted the bike, then slipped on his helmet.

      “Give Abby a kiss for me, and tell her thanks for the virtual hugs,” Red said. Renly had texted to tell her what was going on, and she’d sent Red her condolences, promising to call him soon. He’d expected nothing less, of course. She might be Renly’s fiancée, but she’d been one of Red’s best friends since junior high. Abby knew Mel, too, of course, but they’d only met after Renly and Abby had reconnected in LA. Reconnected in every sense of the word, he added, smiling to himself.

      Renly sat up a bit straighter, as if just the mention of Abby took some weight off his shoulders. “The day I’ve had, you can bet she’s going to be getting lots of kisses. I’m holding that woman close.”

      Red nodded, trying to ignore the small, hollow place in his stomach. He knew he could never have what Renly and Abby had. He knew he couldn’t be that guy. But oh, how he envied his brother.

      “And you’re absolutely certain you don’t want me to stay?”

      “Positive,” Red assured him. “The guys will be here soon, then I’ll go home.”

      “Promise me you’ll get some rest. This will all be here in the morning.”

      Translation, Red needed to be able to think straight to figure out what the fuck was going on. “Agreed. I’ll touch base tomorrow.”

      Renly started the bike, then turned onto Santa Monica Boulevard right as Jessn pulled in. Red crossed to where his manager was parking, then pulled him into a hug when he exited the car.

      “I can’t believe this,” Jessn said. It’s so fucked up. I never would have thought Mel would off himself.” He drew a breath, then studied Red. “You okay, boss?”

      “Been better.”

      “Charlie G’s about an hour behind me, but you don’t need to wait. I’ll take care of the place. You just go take care of you.”

      He dragged his fingers through his hair. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m gonna do that. Listen, the cameras are back online, and most of the gauges. You’ll need to make hourly rounds, but I think you should actually do them by the half hour. You okay with that?”

      “I’m not afraid of ghosts, if that’s what you mean. And Mel wouldn’t hurt me anyway.”

      “No, he wouldn’t.” And no one else had reason to. Not if they wanted Red to cooperate in finding the missing package.

      He followed Jessn into the tasting room, then gave him the rest of the rundown. “I got it, Red. Seriously. Charlie G and I’ve got your back.”

      “I know you do,” he said. “I’m going to get some stuff out of my office, and then head out. I’ll lock up behind me.”

      “You got it.”

      Red watched, as Jessn left the tasting room, crossed through the garden area, and entered the distillery. Then, like a man sleepwalking, he headed to the bar. He pulled out a glass, took one of the open bottles of whiskey, and poured a shot. He stared at the glass, then reached for it slowly.

      “Fuck.” He snatched up the glass, then tossed the contents into the sink. Not like this. Not for this reason.

      With the weight of the day heavy on his shoulders, he headed out the front door, locking it behind him. Customer parking was in front, but the employee section was in back, and he walked to the side of the building. It was getting late; the sun had set about half an hour ago, and the world seemed to exist only in shades of gray.

      He shivered, then told himself to get over it. He wasn’t a superstitious man. And any ghosts that might be around would be more inclined to help him than to hurt him.

      He headed to his car, a Toyota hybrid he’d bought a few years ago. He got out his key fob as he walked, heard the sharp beep as the doors unlocked, and took another step toward the vehicle.

      Then the pain hit him. Full-body pain, like fire ants coursing over his body and through his blood, only a million times worse. He lost all control, his muscles no longer obeying, and he shook and shook right down to his core.

      Taser.

      His mind and body were too fried to form any more coherent thoughts, but he knew what this was. Had experienced it in training, and that had been more than enough. He wanted to turn, to see who’d done this to him, but he had no control. Hell, he could barely think, and soon enough his legs turned to liquid and he collapsed on the ground, unable to do anything except bear the pain from the two points that had shot out from the weapon and made contact.

      And then, just as fast as it came, the pain was gone. He sat up breathing hard, his knife already in his hand as he searched for whoever could have been his attacker. But there was no one.

      His phone pinged and he reached for it. Only his screen was dark. No call, no text.

      Mel’s phone. He reached for it and saw the text on the lock screen:

      

      
        
        You are not safe.

        The people you care about aren’t safe.

        Not until you tell us what we want to know.

        Where is the package that Swift stole?

      

      

      

      He texted back: I told you I don’t know.

      

      Then I suggest you find out. In the meantime, perhaps we’ll ask someone else who might know. Don’t try to trace this number. It’s dead as of now. We’ll be in touch.

      

      His brain was still slow, and it took a minute for him to process the message, but as soon as he did, he forced himself to his feet and yanked open the car door.

      Jo. The fuckers were going after Jo!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I drive home on autopilot, following the route from Hollywood to our cottage-like house in Studio City. I don’t know what to think or even what I am thinking. I’m just driving, lost in a storm of dark emotions, confusion, and guilt.

      I know it’s not my fault that my husband killed himself. I know there must have been deeper issues going on. But surely I should have picked up on something? Had we really drifted so far apart that I had absolutely no clue how far into the dark my husband had slipped?

      Yes, I think. Yes, yes, yes.

      Tears prick my eyes, and I blink, trying to clear my vision.

      I know I shouldn’t blame myself, but how can I not? He was my husband, and no matter how distant we’d become, I still loved him.

      How could I have been so blind?

      It’s a refrain that plays through my head over and over and over as I move past the familiar landmarks and finally pull into our driveway and park next to my Fiat.

      I’ve never liked Mel’s new car, and I don’t understand why he wanted to buy it. He’d never been one for status symbols, at least I hadn’t thought so. But he’d snatched this up like a security blanket. Now, ironically, it’s my security blanket, because I don’t want to get out. In this car, I’m in a cozy little bubble where I can pretend that everything is okay and the world can’t touch me. But I know I can’t stay. I have to get out.

      I have to face all of the guilt that goes along with losing a husband I wanted to divorce.

      “You can do this,” I say, and even though I’m not at all sure that I’m right about that, I push open the door and make my way into the house. It’s small and clean and smells of vanilla, and despite the memories that I know will soon assault me, the simple act of stepping inside makes me feel more centered.

      Sure, there were tears and arguments as I begged him to just sign the papers so we could both get on with our lives without having involve a judge.

      But there were good times, too. Laughter and sweet memories that I will always cherish.

      “Mel,” I whisper. “Why the hell didn’t you just talk to me? Did you think I wasn’t your friend anymore? That I didn’t love you? I still did—I still do. Just not the way you wanted me to.”

      There’s no reply, of course. And considering I’m certain he was sleeping with someone else, maybe he no longer loved me. Maybe he got lost in his guilt about the affair.

      So many maybes. And an utter dearth of answers.

      I’m about to head into the kitchen for a glass of bourbon when there’s a sharp knock on the door. I shift directions, almost stumbling over Rambo, our fat and lazy cat, who’s magically appeared between my legs from wherever he’d been hiding.

      He rubs my legs as I peer through the peephole. I recognize Abby’s bouncy curls and wide eyes immediately, and I pull open the door, then find myself engulfed in her hug.

      “Renly called me earlier,” she says. “He said that Red had just told him that Mel was dead and he was on his way to the distillery. I was in Burbank, so I came here to check on you, but I didn’t see your car. So I thought I’d try one more time before heading home.”

      “I’m so glad you did.” I usher her in, and we head to the sofa in the living area.

      “Was it an accident? Renly didn’t know what happened, and I haven’t talked to him since. He left one voicemail, but all it said was that he’d tell me later when he saw me.”

      I start to tell her that it was suicide. Instead, I burst into tears.

      “Oh, Jo, it’ll be okay.”

      She gets up immediately and goes into the kitchen, then pours two glasses of whiskey. It was one of the smarter moves in my life to marry a man who wanted to open a distillery, especially as I’ve always preferred whiskey to wine. She brings them over, hands me one of the glasses, then reaches out as if to toast. “To Mel and the memories,” she says.

      I nod, and though it’s simple, the toast seems completely appropriate.

      She settles on the sofa beside me, then reaches for my hand. I take it eagerly, grateful for the comfort.

      We haven’t known each other that long in the grand scheme of things. We met at a party at the distillery right about the time Renly asked her to marry him. It’s been less than a year, but Abby and I hit it off, and she’s become one of my closest friends.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” she asks.

      I shake my head. “I really don’t. Right now, I’m trying to forget. I know I can’t—but just for a little while, can we pretend everything is normal?”

      “Are you kidding? Of course. Whatever you need. Is it okay that I’m here? Would you rather be alone?”

      “No, it’s great. But aren’t you in the middle of some big upgrade?” Abby’s a partner in a software development company with Nikki Stark, and it seems like they’re always in the middle of rolling out a new product or an upgrade.

      “Nope. I’m golden. We got that finished over the weekend.”

      Reality smacks me in the head. “I can’t believe I said that. Of course you’re taking the week off. And I’m really looking forward to the party.”

      She practically glows, and I wonder if I looked like that in the days before I married Mel. Honestly, I don’t think so.

      “The timing’s now kind of terrible,” she says.

      “No,” I say. “Everyone will want to have a chance to celebrate. Take our minds off things.” Abby and Renly are getting married on Friday in front of a judge, but immediately after, Damien Stark is throwing them a party at his Malibu home. They’ll stay in his guesthouse that night, then head off to a honeymoon in Italy.

      “My mother thinks I’m crazy not to want a big wedding, but that’s not us. I want to get married intimately, then have a celebration.”

      “I totally applaud you. And I’m really happy for you both.” I mean it, too. Abby and Renly have been lifelong friends, and you can see their connection crackle around them. Honestly, it makes me a little jealous. Because that’s not something Mel and I ever had.

      “Thanks. But I didn’t mean to hijack the conversation. You must be in shock.” As I nod, she continues. “Was there some sort of accident at the distillery, or—”

      “He killed himself,” I blurt, shocking us both. And then, suddenly, all those damn tears are back. “I’m sorry. I didn’t—”

      “Don’t you dare finish that sentence,” she says. “Jo, my God.” She puts her arms around me, and I let her pull me close. “I had no idea.”

      “He didn’t even leave a note. No explanation. Just sorry.”

      “Do you want me to stay the night? Renly will understand, and we can hang out and get drunk and watch movies. I mean, it sounds as reasonable a plan as any, don’t you think?”

      I laugh despite myself. “It sounds like an amazing plan, but all I want is to finish this whiskey and go to bed. What’s that saying? Even if tomorrow isn’t a better day at least it’s a different one?”

      Abby rolls her eyes. “That’s not the way the saying goes, and tomorrow will be a better day.”

      “Honestly, I think by default it has to be. The only way to go is up.”

      “Cheers to that,” she says, and we clink glasses.

      “Can you hang out for a little bit? Maybe watch some mindless television?”

      “Of course. I can,” Abby says, and I turn on the television. I scroll through the streaming services until we come across The IT Crowd, and she squeals for me to stop. “It’s a hoot,” she promises, when I tell her I’ve never heard of it. And she’s right. It’s not only funny, but it’s clear why she loves it, what with working with computers herself.

      “It’s great,” I tell her after we finish the third episode. “But I think I’m televisioned out.”

      ”Do you want me to go? Or I can stay and make you some food. Distract you. I can stay the whole night if you need me to. Truly.”

      I shake my head. “No. Seriously. I’m fine. It means a lot that you came over. Tell Renly that I’m glad he was there today. I know that Red must be losing his mind. He was more married to Mel than I was, when you think about it.”

      “There are all sorts of partnerships. And all sorts of friendships.”

      I’d been thinking that very thing. Because Mel and Red and I had been like a perfect trifecta during college. And back in those days I’d been absolutely certain how it would work out for all of us. Funny how things never seem to go as you planned them.

      She reaches down and scratches Rambo’s ears. He’d disappeared when she came in, but now that he’s decided that Abby—who he knows well—won’t be attacking him anytime soon, he’s decided to emerge.

      “Hey there, Rambo.” When she bends over and picks him up, the cat immediately goes boneless, hanging completely limp until she deposits him in her lap. “Just a quick scratch behind the ears, then I have to go.”

      “You embarrass him every time you do that. He supposed to be the big, tough warrior of the house. You pet and stroke him like he’s a little baby.”

      She bends down and nuzzles her nose against his fluffy cat forehead. “He’s my wittle snooker-wookums,” she says in a baby voice, making me laugh. She tilts her head sideways and grins at me. “I guess my work here is done. This one will look after you the rest of the night?”

      “I promise you, he is very good at helping take my mind off things.”

      “Promise to call me if you need anything.”

      “Swear,” I say, then carry the cat as we walked to the door. I see Abby out, but ignore Rambo’s chomping at the bit to do the same. We do let him outside on occasion, but only in the backyard. We have a fence made of corrugated steel that matches the distillery, and it’s impossible for a cat to climb. He goes out, sleeps on the concrete patio, and then comes inside feeling like he’s made his rounds and is protecting home and hearth.

      Now though, he’s staying inside for his dinner. I close the front door and follow him into the kitchen.

      He knows the routine as well as I do.

      “I’m sorry to tell you, baby kitty, but your daddy won’t be coming back.”

      I realize tears are trickling down my cheeks as I put his cat food on a platter. I don’t know how to handle this frustration. This anger at knowing that there was something going on with Mel. That if he’d just talked to me, maybe I could’ve helped him. At least steered him toward therapy.

      Because there was something going on, just like I thought. Maybe not an affair, though. He didn’t have a history of depression, but maybe something happened that he never told me about. Or maybe it really was an affair, and he got his heart broken and felt trapped with me.

      Bottom line? I don’t know. And the not knowing is killing me.

      I look down at Rambo. Sometimes, I think it really would be nice to be a cat.

      With a sigh, I pour myself a little bit more whiskey, just because it will help me sleep. I head toward the back door, calling for the cat. “If you want to do outside time today, now’s your chance. I’m going to bed early, and you’re going to be stuck inside if you don’t do it now. I’ll give you fifteen minutes and then you’re coming back in.”

      As if he understands every word I said, he trots over to the door. I let him out, close only the screen door so that I can hear if he howls at something, then set the timer that sits on the table by the back door. He uses that time to sniff the flowers, chase the birds, and sprawl on the concrete, still warm from the day.

      While he’s in kitty heaven, I eat ice cream. It’s not my usual dinner, but today I need it. Heaps of vanilla with chocolate sauce drizzled all over it.

      I’m licking the spoon when the timer goes off, and glance over to see that he’s already standing at the screen.

      Who says you can’t train a cat?

      He meows, lower and more growly than his usual voice, and I wonder if this isn’t one of those evenings where he can sense the dog next door.

      “What’s up, buddy?” I ask as I push open the screen. I expect him to saunter over the threshold as always. Instead, Rambo hisses, then races inside the house, brushing my legs and actually making me stumble.

      I turn, watching him run. “What are you—”

      My words turn into a gasp as someone grabs my wrist and yanks me outside, then slams me back into the side of the house. My attacker is dressed all in black from head to toe, and he has a knife pressed against my throat.

      My heart is pounding so hard I can barely hear my thoughts much less what my attacker is saying.

      “Where are they?” he says in a voice low and gravelly. “Where is the package your husband took from us?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” About six-two, I think. Raspy voice. Brown eyes.

      “Don’t lie.”

      “I’m not. I swear.” I hear the tremor in my voice. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      “You damn well better find out, bitch.” He takes the knife, and before I even realize what’s happening, he flicks my upper lip. The blade is so sharp I barely feel it, but I can immediately taste the blood, and go rigid with fear.

      “Please, I—”

      He flips me around and tosses me back inside. I stumble to my knees, and by the time I’ve righted myself, he’s gone.

      I take five quick, deep breaths, then scramble for the back door. I close it, then lock it, then simply stand there, my body numb with a combination of fear and relief. I want to go outside and see how he got into the yard. He must have used bolt cutters on the gate’s padlock. Or used a ladder to get over the steel fencing. But there’s no way I’m going outside right now.

      I take another deep breath, then go into my bedroom and get the handgun I keep there. My ex-military father started taking me to the range when I was ten years old. He taught me gun safety and how to shoot straight. But, dammit, you never seem to have a gun on your person when you need one.

      I have it now, though fat lot of good it’ll do me since the attacker is thankfully gone.

      Then—holy shit—there’s a rattle at the front door.

      The son of a bitch is back? Rage bubbles through me, overtaking the rising fear, and I rush forward. I rip open the door and level the gun right at his face. “No way, you fucker.”

      “Jesus Christ, Jo, it’s me.”

      Red is standing in front of me with his hands up in the air. At least that’s what my brain registers in that moment. But somehow he’s moved, because a half-second later, his hands are no longer in the air, they’re around me, and the gun is in his hand.

      “If I could do that, so could whoever the hell you meant to be pointing that thing at.” His voice is hard, and I can hear both anger and concern.

      “I thought you were a bad guy.”

      “Then why the fuck didn’t you run out the back?”

      I start to sob. I don’t know. I should have. I know that. My father always said the gun was a last resort. But my husband’s dead, and I don’t know why, and a stranger attacked me, wanting something that Mel had. I have no idea what’s going on, and I don’t like it. Worst of all, I’m scared.

      But I don’t say anything or any of that to Red. Instead, I simply look into his eyes, then choke on tears as I say, “I’m having a really bad day.”
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      “You’re bleeding,” Red says. His finger brushes my upper lip, and I shiver, turning my face away, embarrassed by how much I want to lean into him. To let him comfort me and wash away my fears.

      “It’s just a scratch. I’ll be okay.” I sniffle. The truth is, all I really want to do is curl up and cry and pretend like none of this is happening.

      Instead, I tilt my head back, searching his face through the blur of tears. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I almost shot you, and I’m sorry I’m a mess. I just have no idea what’s going on.”

      “Come on.” His voice is as gentle as the palm he presses against my back. “Let’s get you settled.”

      He shuts the door and leads me to the couch, then sits me down. I curl my legs up under me in the corner, then pull a pillow into my lap. He’s sitting sideways, facing me, and when he bends forward, for one strange moment, I think he’s going to kiss me.

      Stranger still, I think I want him to, if only so that I can slip outside of myself, and for a few glorious, blissful moments, forget the hell that has become my world.

      But he’s not kissing me. Instead, he’s looking at my lip. He pulls a tissue from the box on the table and dabs gently at it. I bite my lower lip, but the reaction isn’t because of pain. It’s because of him—this broad-shouldered man who had once been the focus of my fantasies. A soldier who has seen wounds much worse than mine, now treating me so gently.

      A man who, because of grief or loss or lingering terror, has slid quite inappropriately into my thoughts.

      I turn away, afraid he can read the truth in my eyes. “It’s fine.”

      “It will be,” he agrees. “It’s barely a scratch. But facial wounds always bleed a lot. Does it hurt?”

      I shake my head, then realize I’m crying, as if in contrast to my negative response. “No. No it doesn’t hurt. I just ... God, Red. I’m a mess.” I draw in a shuddering breath. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

      “I know.” He puts down the tissue and leans forward, taking my hands. “Let’s take this one step at a time.”

      I swallow and nod.

      “Tell me what happened before I came. How did you cut your lip? Was someone here? Is that why you got the gun?”

      I can tell from his tone that he already knows—or at least suspects—the answer.

      “There—there was a man…”

      I’m mortified to realize my throat is thick with tears, some of which are now streaming down my cheeks. I pull one hand free and wipe my eyes. “I’m sorry. My emotions are all over the place.”

      “Of course they are.” His voice is as soft as a caress. “It’s okay, Jo. Whoever was here is gone now.”

      I shiver. “I don’t understand what’s happening.”

      “I think I do. Part of it, anyway. I’ll tell you everything. But I need you to go first. Can you do that for me?”

      His voice is soft but steady, as if he’s explaining something important to a child. The tone irritates me—not because he’s talking down to me, but because I’m actually melting down.

      Get it together, girl.

      “Yes,” I say firmly. “I can do that.” I draw a deep breath, then begin. “I have no idea why, but some guy jumped me when I was letting Rambo in.” I pull my hands free from Red’s, needing to hug myself. “I—I didn’t see much. He was all in black.”

      “He?”

      I nod. “I think so. At least that’s what his voice sounded like. I’d be surprised if it was a woman.”

      “So he talked to you, what did he say?”

      “It was about Mel—something about Mel having something. He said, ‘Where are they,’ and then he said he wanted the package Mel took.”

      As I speak, a horrible thought comes to me, and I’m about to share it with Red. But he speaks first.

      “They? You’re sure he said they?”

      I think back, then nod, chills creeping up my spine. “Yes, yes. I’m sure. But Red,” I say, hurrying on. “I just realized — I mean, what if it wasn’t suicide? Maybe somebody murdered Mel to get this thing.”

      Red looks at me for so long, I begin to think I’d tossed out the most ridiculous theory ever. Then his face seems to crumple, and I see tears in his eyes.

      “You’re right,” he says, his voice thick. “They murdered him, but he never told them where it is. The murder must have been a mistake,” he adds, his voice soft, as if he’s working through something. “Kill him, the thing is lost. Unless you or I know where it is.”

      He’s looking at me now, but I can only shake my head, completely confused. “You’re saying you think I’m right? Then we should call the police. They need—”

      “No.” He grabs my wrist, preventing me from reaching for my phone.

      I try to tug my hand back, but he holds on tight. “Red, you’re scaring me.”

      “You can’t tell the cops it was murder.”

      “Why?” My head is spinning, and I’m not sure if it’s because this entire conversation is confusing or if I’m overwhelmed by the events of the day.

      “Because the killers told me not to.”

      “They attacked you?”

      “No—well, yes. But this was before that. They made it clear that the cops need to keep believing this was suicide.”

      “Oh.” I swallow as that settles in. “Oh,” I repeat, then hug myself as icy fear cuts through me. “I think you need to start at the beginning.”

      He does, telling me how Mel asked to meet him, but didn’t show up. At least, that was what Red believed until he found my husband’s body in the mash.

      “And they called you?”

      “Yes. But on Mel’s phone. And they showed me—”

      He stops, as if he isn’t sure he should continue.

      “What?”

      “Jo, I don’t think you should—”

      I press two fingers over his lips and shake my head. “No. No way are you playing macho protector guy. I mean, yeah, protect me all you want—I am completely fine with that—but you don’t get to dole out the information. He was my husband. I was attacked, too, and for better or worse, I’m your partner in the distillery now.” Technically, I always have been since I got my third of the business when I used my savings to help finance the place. But I never participated and only voted if Mel and Red disagreed, which they never did. Now, though, it’s just me and Red.

      “I mean it,” I say. “Whatever it is, I can take it. Don’t coddle me.”

      He runs his fingers through his thick, wavy hair, making it stand up a bit, augmenting the illusion of flames.

      “Fine.” He swallows as he types in the passcode, then hands me Mel’s phone. “But you asked. Go to the last video.”

      I pause, holding the phone. “You have his passcode?”

      The knowledge is like a little twinge to my heart. When we were first married, Mel and I used the same code for computers and phones. Then he changed his, a fact I discovered when I wanted to look back for some photos we’d taken on a trip to Catalina Island. He emailed me the pictures, but stalled on the passcode. Eventually, I stopped worrying about it. By that time, passcodes were the least of our problems.

      “I didn’t. They gave it to me. Whoever they are.”

      I shiver, once again thinking about the affair I’d assumed had been going on. Maybe I was right. Maybe he’d been seduced by some bitch who was using him for some reason.

      None of which matters at the moment. The phone has re-locked, so I type in the code Red gives me, then watch, feeling sicker and sicker as a masked stranger tortures my husband, then leaves him to die in a tub of mash.

      Numb, I pass the phone back to Red. “I— I— Oh, God.”

      I clap my hand over my mouth and race to the bathroom. I throw up bile and whiskey, then close the lid and rest my forehead on the cool porcelain. I don’t even realize that I’m crying until Red finds me there. He brushes my hair back away from my face, then helps me to my feet.

      “I know,” he says. “But you need to be strong. We both do.”

      I nod. I know he’s right. Whoever killed Mel has their eyes on me now. Red, too. “What are we supposed to do? I don’t know anything about this package. Do you?”

      He shakes his head. “Nothing. Or, nothing until a few moments ago. You provided one piece of the puzzle.”

      “Me? How? I don’t know a thing.”

      “No, but they do. And they let something slip.” He’s looking at me, as if waiting for me to see this massive clue. But I don’t see a thing. “They. You told me your attacker said Where are they.”

      “Right, but what—oh.” I nod, proud of myself for having caught up a bit. “It’s one package, but it has multiple things in it. But what? Counterfeit bills? Gems? Blackmail photos?” My love of thriller novels is clearly showing. “And does it matter?”

      “It might. Right now, I’m operating on the assumption that any fact we can unearth matters.”

      I hoist myself up, but my legs still feel wobbly, so I move to sit back down. I’m aiming for the toilet lid and instead end up on the floor, my back against the sink cabinets.

      Red had been squatting beside me. Now he moves to the edge of the tub across from me. “They seem to think we know something about the package. Possibly, they’re desperate and grasping at straws hoping that Mel told one of us something. But it’s also possible that they’re positive one or both of us does know something.”

      “Do you?” I ask.

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Same. And it’s not as if Mel and I were talking a lot lately. And God knows there wasn’t pillow talk. Not for years.”

      As soon as the words are out of my mouth, I want to kick myself. Red is the last person with whom I want to discuss my utter lack of a sex life. Especially right now.

      “It’s possible one of us knows something, but we’re not aware that it’s relevant.”

      “For all intents and purposes, that’s the same as not knowing.”

      “Can’t argue with that.” He grins, and for a moment, it feels as if we’re having a normal conversation. “But tell me about the last few months with Mel. Maybe I’ll pick up on something you haven’t.”

      “I wish there was more to tell. We hadn’t even been talking much. And like I said, he lived here on paper only.”

      “You wanted a divorce because he’d become distant?”

      I shake my head. “No. Well, yes. It started years ago, really. Long before this.”

      “We don’t know what this is. Much less when it started.”

      I swallow, realizing that he’s right. “Fair enough. Originally, it was—oh, hell. I think originally it was me. I love Mel—I do. Did. I—” I have to take a breath and pull myself together. “I guess I realized pretty early on that we shouldn’t have gotten married in the first place. It was a lot of little things. I tried to make it work, but I guess he felt it, too, because we grew apart. It was such a mess, you know, because we’d been great friends in college, and then…”

      I trail off, my voice shaky. I hate spilling all of this onto Red. On the one hand, he was the person who knew us best of all. On the other hand, if he hadn’t joined the military, it might have been us who’d walked down that aisle.

      “I get it,” he says gently. “Relationships aren’t easy, and most people can’t point to when they shifted off course.”

      With a sigh, I drag my fingers though my hair. I’m wearing it long these days, and I twirl one strand around my finger idly as I gather my thoughts. “I told you I’d assumed he was having an affair. And maybe he was. But maybe that wasn’t it at all, maybe it was because he gotten involved with the wrong people.”

      “You may have a point. But all that means is that we need to dig into what was going on with him. If it was an affair, whoever he was with might know something. Hell, they might be involved themselves. What made you think that he was cheating? Was there something specific, I mean, that made you think affair rather than that he was simply pulling away?” He frowns. “Although I guess there’s nothing simple about that.”

      “There’s not,” I agree. “But are you telling me you never saw signs that he was cheating?” It’s a question I haven’t asked Red before. I’m not sure why not. After all, he’s been one of my closest friends for years. And he spent more time with Mel than I did.

      So why hadn’t I gone to him and asked if he thought my husband was cheating on me? I don’t know. Or maybe I do know.

      Maybe I didn’t care to know the answer.

      I realize he hasn’t answered, and when I glance over, he’s looking right back at me. I swallow, suddenly extremely self-conscious. “Well?” I prod.

      “No, I didn’t catch any of that kind of vibe. All I knew was that he seemed off, you know?”

      “Yeah. I know.”

      “We need something tangible. We need a place to start looking.”

      I raise a brow. “Well, we have his phone. Shouldn’t we start there?”

      He chuckled. “We should, and we will. But it was in their possession, and they had the passcode. So I’m assuming they’ve already given it a once over.”

      “You know what they say about assumptions.”

      He tilts his head in acknowledgement. “True.”

      “And to be honest, I don’t have a better idea. His phone would be my first suggestion. He rarely answered calls if we were together. And if he was on a call when I walked into the room, he’d end it abruptly. Maybe we can look at the numbers he was calling. Or maybe he’s got a contact that says Sexy Sidepiece or some such bullshit. After all, he kept his phone locked. Not like I was going to see it, right?”

      I realize I’ve been ranting, my words popping out of my mouth with the force of my anger.

      “All good points,” he says. “In fact, that may be why they gave me the phone and didn’t just send the video.”

      “Because they think one of us might notice something odd, whereas they might overlook it?”

      “It’s as good a guess as any.”

      “So what should we do? Go sit on the sofa and start paging through it?”

      “Yes,” he says. “But not now. We need to get some sleep. And I want to go to Stark Security in the morning.”

      “The alarm system,” I say. “They shouldn’t have been able to disable the safety protocols so easily.”

      “That, but also the phone.”

      I shake my head, not understanding.

      “If they can do an exact clone of it, you and I can both have a copy to review and compare notes on. And I’ll ask them to run all the incoming and outgoing phone numbers through their databases to see if anything pops.”

      “Got it.”

      “If nothing else, we should pretty quickly have a sense of whether the phone is a dead end on leads or not. But even if we find something actionable, it’s still only one branch of the plan.”

      I nod, liking the way he’s thinking methodically. It makes me feel in my element. After working as a legal assistant at a law firm for the last seven years, I’ve gained an understanding of how much you can accomplish if you stay focused on your lane.

      “So the other branch is the hotel.”

      He reaches out and taps the end of my nose, something he used to do in college. I pretended like it irritated me, but it never had. What had irritated was that it was his only touch. At least until that one night when—

      “—the files.”

      I clear my throat, hoping my cheeks aren’t bright red. “Sorry. What?”

      “If he really was using a comped room at his friend’s hotel, that’s someone we should talk to. Can you check the client files and get us a name?”

      “I shouldn’t—not without clearing it with my boss—but I will.”

      “Good.”

      “Right. Okay. I’ll go into the office tomorrow. I need to tell them about Mel, anyway.”

      “And you need to take a week’s leave.”

      I swallow and nod. Under normal circumstances, I’d be surrounded by family and friends for the next week or so as I planned my husband’s memorial and tried to get myself centered.

      As it is, I’m going to spend the time I should be mourning playing private detective. And to be honest, I’m okay with that. I’m not someone who can sit and wallow in grief or pain or loss. I need to do something.

      If I can’t bring him back, then maybe I can at least find answers.

      “And then we go to the hotel,” I say, continuing down this path.

      “Yes, but we can talk about that tomorrow once we know we have an address. For all you know, the guy never actually called for consult, much less hired the firm.”

      He has a point. “In that case, what will we do?”

      To my surprise, Red laughs. “We worry about that tomorrow.” He stands, holding a hand to help me up. “We both need rest.”

      “It’s not that late.”

      “Do you want me to refresh your drink? Might help you sleep.”

      I should say no. I’ve had enough already. But I can feel the weight of the day in my bones, and I know how elusive sleep will be. “Yeah,” I say. “A whiskey would be great.”

      But when he goes to the bar and meets me at my bedroom door with a glass, I can’t help but think that it’s not liquid comfort I crave, but the warm solace of falling asleep in his arms.
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      Sure enough, I toss in bed, unable to fall asleep despite the whiskey and the long, hot shower I took before sliding between the sheets. I’d thought a shower and washing my hair would clear my head, but it didn’t work. No matter what I try to think about, I can’t shake the image of Mel’s face being submerged over and over and over in that tub.

      I keep my lips pressed tight together to keep my whimpers to myself. Before, I’d been able to skirt this reality, foregoing thinking about what happened to the man I’d once loved enough to marry by burying my thoughts in the details of how to find the killer.

      But we’re not planning now. We’re supposed to be resting. Sleeping. But it’s in the dark that demons come. Not the supernatural kind, but the ones that live in your thoughts and haunt your dreams.

      Stop it. Just stop it!

      I roll over, smooshing up my pillow as I try to get comfortable. Red’s not asleep either. Even though the guest bath separates my bedroom from his, I can still hear the low rumble of whatever he’s watching on television.

      I half-smile, remembering all the late nights in college. He and Red and I shared an apartment for sophomore and junior years, then part of our senior year, too, before Red decided to graduate early and join the military.

      Those days are among my favorites. Study sessions with popcorn and root beer, then weekends with the real thing. We’d watch movies and hang out or just sit and talk for ages, especially me and Red. Mel used to fall asleep on the sofa, but Red and I could analyze a movie to death. For that matter, we could talk pretty much anything to death.

      Back then I hadn’t an inkling that I’d end up married to Mel. I loved him, of course, but I’d loved Red, too. They’d been friends since high school in Texas, and they’d rescued me freshman year when I was trying to balance on crutches and carry my books. Even better, they hadn’t laughed when I’d explained how I’d ended up on crutches in the first place—by ignominiously tumbling off a curb when I’d seen Bruce Willis walking straight toward me in Santa Monica.

      They’d been my friends—nothing more. Especially not Mel. How could I think about him romantically when I’d had a secret crush on Red?

      That, of course, was never meant to be.

      I toss and turn, trying to get comfortable. Trying to erase the memories and the regrets so that I can finally get some sleep. At some point, I must have dozed off, because when I float up to consciousness again, the television is off and the room is dark and silent.

      I roll over and check my phone, expecting it to be almost morning. Instead, it’s barely past two. I groan, then lay back again, trying to drift off. But once more, sleep eludes me, my mind too filled with a cacophony of thoughts.

      I feel lost. Alone. I’m sad for my husband, and I already miss him terribly. Not in a way that makes me regret asking for the divorce, but because he was a good man who was my friend and now someone has taken him from the world. From me. From everyone who loved him.

      I sigh, realizing that in the morning I have to call his parents, and I hate that I can’t tell them the truth, because they would undoubtedly want the police involved.

      The whole thing is so horrible, and I can’t stop thinking about death and darkness. I feel like I’m tumbling into a dark pit full of horrible thoughts and gnashing demons biting at my heels.

      I hug myself wishing I was stronger, but I’m not. And I really don’t think I can do this alone.

      With tears stinging my eyes, I sit up, then slip out of bed and walk the short distance to the guest room. I tap lightly, but when there’s no answer I enter anyway. A bit of light seeps in from the crack in the curtains, the illumination coming from the front porch light.

      It’s not much, but enough that I can see that Red’s asleep. I hesitate, knowing I should probably turn around and go back to my room. But that means going back to being alone.

      So instead, I move quietly to the bed and slide in beside him. Despite my stealth, I see his body tense the moment I disturb the covers. I’m not surprised. He’s always been a light sleeper. On top of that, even though we weren’t supposed to know about it, Red once told me and Mel that he’d been part of a Special Forces team. An elite, secret team. And I imagine that living with that kind of danger gives you an even sharper sense of your surroundings.

      “It’s me,” I whisper. “I don’t want to be alone. I promise I won’t hog the covers.”

      He rolls over, his eyes on mine, and I’m suddenly aware of how long his lashes are. Not to mention the fact that in turning, the sheet has shifted, settling down around his hips.

      My mouth goes dry. I hope—do I really?—that he’s wearing boxers or something, but maybe I should have considered that before climbing into bed. As it is, his top half is entirely bare, and even in the dim light, I can see the wild and colorful tattoo that dominates his chest.

      With effort, I drag my eyes up from it back to his face. “I can stay?”

      “Whatever you need, Jo.” He reaches out and brushes his thumb lightly over the curve of my cheek. “Anything at all.”

      I smile and whisper thanks. Then I close my eyes and sleep finally creeps up on me. I start to drift away, and as I do, my mind returns to the single kiss that we shared after he came back from that horrible mission that he refused to talk about. The last mission before he left the service. And though I don’t know for sure, I assume that’s the reason he left.

      It was still months before Mel and I got romantically involved, and the three of us had been laughing and watching a stupid movie. I don’t even remember what. Mel left to go pick up more beer, and the vibe shifted to something edgier. Needier. I hadn’t expected it at all, but when it did, I knew that it was what I’d wanted. I don’t think he’d planned it either, but when I leaned toward him to reach the remote, he cupped my chin and turned my face toward him.

      I’d been breathless almost to the point of begging. An eternity seemed to hang between us, our eyes locked on each other. Then he pulled me to him and kissed me like I’d never been kissed before. Or, honestly, like I’ve never been kissed since.

      A long kiss, so deep and sweet and passionate that it seemed to steal my senses. I was floating in space, and I never wanted it to end.

      Who am I kidding? Not end? Hell, I wanted more.

      But all too soon he pushed me away, breathing hard. “I’m sorry,” he said. “That was a mistake.”

      “No,” I said. “I don’t think it was. I think it was incredible.”

      I smiled, but his expression didn’t change, and I felt the tension grow in my chest.

      “It won’t happen again.” He stood up, then walked to the door. He paused there, and all he said was, “Jo, I’m sorry. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to tell you how sorry I am.”

      And then he left, leaving me on the couch, my lips still tingling, and my mind spinning with confusion.

      We never spoke of it again and I wasn’t sure if I was hurt or angry or just confused. I ended up deciding on the latter, because I didn’t have any other choice. He was my best friend. He’d just gotten back from an assignment that I knew nothing about other than that it had been like going through hell.

      I had no idea what was going on with him emotionally. And I knew that, more than anything else, he deserved the benefit of the doubt. I could let it go, even if, in my deepest most secret places, I held it close every night for the rest of my life.

      Over the next months, the topic turned to the dream of starting a distillery, and we three were together almost constantly as those plans evolved. Every day, I hoped something else would spark between Red and me, and every night I was disappointed.

      I’d sit a little too close, then accidentally brush his hand. I knew I shouldn’t, but I couldn’t help it. If he noticed, he never commented. And he never kissed me again.

      Soon enough, I let it drop, though I still kept the memory in my heart. Not long after that, Mel started to see me as more than a friend, and I leaned into that. I even went so far as to ask Red if he minded that Mel and I might start dating.

      I told myself that I wasn’t asking because of the kiss. On the contrary, it was because we’d been a trifecta of friends, and if Mel and I hooked up, it might make it strange.

      Except of course it was about the kiss. It was always about that kiss.

      But all Red said was that we’d make a great couple and he wished us well.

      That was the day my fantasy of having Red in my arms finally died.

      Now, as I drift off to sleep, I can’t help but wonder what would have happened if, on that day long ago, instead of wishing us well, Red had pulled me close and kissed me.
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      Red bolted awake with a startled yowl, his heart thudding painfully in his chest as he leapt out of bed, desperate to escape the hell he’d awakened to: an erection, a woman in his bed, and the earthy smell of juniper and eucalyptus filling his senses.

      No, no, goddammit, no!

      “Red? Red, Christ, are you okay?”

      The dark fog around him faded to reveal the reality that the woman in his bed wasn’t her. It was Jo, looking both concerned and terrified.

      His cock tightened, and he was breathing hard, trying to rein it in. It would be so easy. Push her back against the mattress. Hold her wrists above her head with one hand as he fucked her hard, his other hand over her mouth to stifle her moans until he let her cry out.

      He wanted that, damn him. Wanted to overpower. To take.

      To take back.

      He wanted to hear her call his name, to beg for more, to have her completely at his mercy.

      He wanted it, dammit.

      And there was no way in hell he was going down that rabbit hole with Jo.

      “Red.”

      A sharp swath of anger—at himself, at his demons—cut through him, and he bent over, his palms to his knees as he tried to breathe. To center himself. He was home. He’d escaped. The bitch was dead. A painful memory, but still just a memory.

      “Red? You’re scaring me.”

      “Just give me a damn second, okay?” He shouldn’t snap, especially not at Jo. It wasn’t her fault he was fucked up. Broken. A victim to his goddamn past.

      He looked up to tell her as much, feeling like an ass when he saw the concern reflected in her eyes.

      She was propped up on one arm, but now she sat upright, the sheet falling away as she did to reveal pert nipples under the thin tank top she wore. His cock grew harder, his vision swimming with violent need. She didn’t have a clue. Not a goddamn clue.

      It would be so easy to take her. To use her. To push past this moment so he could center himself.

      He took a step forward, then stopped cold, sickened by his own base needs.

      “I’m sorry. Fuck it, I’m sorry.” The words came out as a growl, and he turned, barely registering Jo’s worried and confused expression as he stalked out of the room and into the guest bath.

      He turned on the shower, then sat on the edge of the tub, stupidly wishing that things were different. That he was different.

      He remembered that first day he’d met her when she’d tumbled off a curb, unstable on her crutches. He’d leapt to her rescue, then held her close as she regained her balance. Her hair had smelled of strawberries, and that combined with the sensation of her body pressed against him had made him giddy.

      He’d wanted her that day.

      Hell, he’d wanted her every day after, too. But he never made a move. How could he when he and Mel and Jo had so quickly bonded, their friendship the kind that he’d known even then would last for years? Something rock solid that he could count on.

      No way would he risk screwing that up.

      Then he’d graduated early to join the military and had been immediately recruited by the SOC. His perspective had shifted in those early days in the service, forging in him a deep need for stability and love, home and hearth.

      He’d tried not to think of Jo in those days—by then she was firmly in the friend slot. But he’d gotten serious with a few women he’d met either on missions or in those months when he was off-duty, recharging for the next deployment. And somehow, in the back of his mind, he always compared them to Jo. Made sense, after all. Sex wasn’t everything; if he was going to sleep with a woman, he’d wanted her to be a friend, too.

      Lisa had been both. Lover, friend. A kind woman with a sharp mind, a brutal uppercut, and deadly accuracy with a firearm. They’d worked two missions together before she’d gone undercover as a flight attendant.

      Before everything had changed.

      Before he’d changed.

      Now Lisa was dead and Red wasn’t the man he used to be, not by a long shot.

      More than that, he knew he never would be. He’d tried to find himself after Romania. Tried to slide back into this life and normalcy. Hell, he’d even turned to Jo, certain that if anyone could bring him fully back to himself, it was her.

      God, how he’d wanted her.

      He’d held back at first, hesitant to poison their friendship. But there was no denying that the passion he’d always felt for her hadn’t dimmed. He’d taken a risk that night by kissing her, and his heart had leapt when she’d responded with such passion, almost with desperation. As if she’d been waiting years for his touch.

      Hell, maybe she had been. Hadn’t he? Even though he’d forced himself to do nothing, hadn’t he always wanted her?

      God yes, and for a few blissful moments, he’d lost himself in the sweetness of her lips and the strawberry scent of her hair.

      It didn’t last, though. He should have known better. The ghosts. The panic. The weight on his lungs and heart so heavy he couldn’t breathe.

      He’d broken away, feeling like an ass but knowing it didn’t matter. He had to get some distance between them. Had to make her understand that nothing could ever happen.

      She deserved better than a man like him, broken now in so many ways. And there was no way in hell he would bring her down to that level.

      But oh how he wanted to.

      To claim her. Make her his. Feel her alive and wild and vibrant beneath him, begging him. Needing him.

      He wanted that release. Craved that sensation of being alive.

      And what in his life had ever made him feel more alive than simply being in Jo’s presence? No one, not even Lisa.

      But he couldn’t have her, and he damn well knew it, so why the hell was he torturing himself? And what the fuck was he doing even thinking like that less than a day after his best friend’s murder?

      It didn’t matter. His mind had no conscience, and in his thoughts his mouth was on her tight nipple, his fingers sliding between her legs. And his cock—

      “Red?” Her voice and a tentative knock, and he shot guiltily to his feet, only then realizing how steamy the bathroom had become. “Are you okay?”

      He almost laughed. Did it seem like he was okay? But he said nothing. She tried two more times, then gave up. He closed his eyes and counted to ten, hating himself for craving her like that. For having the images in his head even now. Her naked body beneath him, open to him. His to use like a shield against the demons that haunted him.

      They’d made him a damn monster.

      With a sigh of self-loathing, he stripped, then stepped into the shower. He tilted his head back, wishing the water could wash away the pain and the past. It couldn’t, though. Romania had scarred him. Hell, it had destroyed him. Lisa and his team and those other two innocent women had died. He’d lived. But to this day, he wondered if they hadn’t gotten the better deal.

      He stayed under the spray until the water turned cold, then felt like an ass about that, too. Jo probably wanted to shower as well.

      When he couldn’t justify staying in the bathroom any longer, he wrapped one of the huge towels around his hips and left the bathroom for the guest room, hoping to hell Jo wasn’t in there.

      She wasn’t, and he breathed a sigh of relief, then smiled when he saw the folded clothes on the bed. He’d been an absolute prick, but she’d still thought to bring him fresh clothes.

      He put them on—jeans and a Swift Red tee—then told himself he couldn’t avoid seeing her and pulled open the door. She looked up when he entered the living area, and he was relieved to see she’d put on a robe. She stood in the connecting kitchen, staring at the coffeemaker as if that would make it brew faster.

      She looked up at him, and though she smiled in greeting, he thought he saw trepidation in her eyes. As if she was afraid he’d go postal on her again.

      “I thought Mel’s clothes might fit you. Figured you’d want something clean.”

      “Thanks.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      It wasn’t fine, not by a long shot. But he didn’t argue.

      She poured a cup of coffee and passed it to him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.”

      Her lips twitched. “Color me not surprised.” She crossed the small area back to the coffee maker.

      “Bottom line, I’m not used to waking up to a woman in my bed.” That was true, but it damn sure wasn’t all of it, and he was certain Jo would realize that as well.

      She poured her own coffee with her back to him, then turned to face him. “Are you telling me you’re celibate? Or you just haven’t been dating for a while?”

      He almost told her it didn’t matter. He’d apologized; end of story. But dammit, she deserved more. This was Jo, after all, and even if he couldn’t have her, that didn’t alter the reality that he’d loved her for years. As a friend and, yes, as so much more.

      He took a sip of coffee. “I don’t date. And I’m not celibate.”

      Her head tilted as she took that in, and he wondered if she understood. He had dated when they were in school, and it was only his fear of screwing up their friendship that had kept Jo out of that circle. But since he’d returned? There was only a certain type of woman he was willing to let see the kind of man he was now.

      “Call girls? Jesus, Red, why? You’re an incredible man. I can think of a half dozen women who’d be thrilled to go out with you.”

      “I sincerely doubt that.”

      “What are you—”

      “We’re dropping it, okay?” He’d already skirted too close to the line. He had no intention of ever telling her what happened, and if they kept this conversation up, he’d have to either lie or hurt her feelings to shut it down. “You’re my closest friend in the world, Jo, but that doesn’t mean I owe you an explanation.”

      She pressed her lips together, and he felt like an ass.

      “No,” she said after a long pause. “Of course it doesn’t. I’m sorry about pushing. And about coming to bed. I should have stayed in my room, not expected you to babysit me.”

      She was right; he should never have let her share his bed. That had opened the door, and now his secrets were trying to escape. But how could he have refused her?

      “Last night wasn’t about my issues,” he said. “It was about you and Mel and loss, and there was no way in hell I was going to push you away. I will always be there for you, Jo. Especially right now. Please tell me you know that? That even though I lost my shit, you still believe it.”

      She looked down at her coffee as she said, “Of course I do. It’s all really stressful now. We should cut ourselves some slack.”

      Everything she said made sense, but there was too clean an edge to her voice, as if they were strangers finding their way.

      She took one last sip of her coffee, then put her mug in the sink. “I’m going to go get dressed. Then we can head out.”

      “Sounds good.”

      She brushed past him as she left, his body shifting into fight-or-flight mode as she did, a visceral response to that wretched shampoo scent.

      He watched her leave, wishing things were different. Wishing he was different. But they weren’t, and when she reached her bedroom door, he called out for her to stop.

      She paused, looking at him over her shoulder.

      “Do me a favor and take a shower, would you?”

      Her brows rose. “Excuse me?”

      “The shampoo, Jo. Just do me this one fucking favor and use a different shampoo.”

      Her eyes flickered with a thousand questions, but she didn’t voice them, and for that he was grateful. Instead, all she said was, “Sure.”

      Then she disappeared into the room, and he dropped his head to his hands, grateful for that one, small, stupid victory.
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      Damien wasn’t at Stark Security when they arrived, a fact that surprised Red. His brother had told him that after Damien had played the bad ass action hero role in New York, he’d decided to take a more active role in Stark Security. After all, it was a venture that he felt strongly about, having founded the organization in the wake of his daughter’s kidnapping.

      “He’s here pretty often these days,” the agency’s chief, Ryan Hunter, told Red when he said as much. “But he still has a universe to run. I think he’s in Boston for the day. Possibly Amsterdam.” He shrugged. “He’s a hard man to keep up with. Come on, let’s get settled in one of the conference rooms. It’s good to see you both again,” he added, nodding to Jo, “but I’m terribly sorry about the circumstances.”

      A tall, lean man with chestnut hair and vivid blue eyes, Ryan crossed the room with long, purposeful strides, barely even pausing as he answered questions tossed at him from various agents and support personnel at the stations that dotted the room.

      Their destination was a large, glass-enclosed conference room on the west side of the building. One side opened out over the agency’s interior, the other over the courtyard of The Domino, a relatively new business park in Santa Monica that had been completed as a co-venture between Damien and his brother Jackson Steele.

      Red walked to the far wall, looking out over the people gathered at the coffee cart, sitting on benches, enjoying a bit of the morning outdoors as they took a break from their work. He envied them, but he pushed the emotion aside. For all he knew, each and every one of them was broken, their scars as deeply hidden as his.

      “Can they see in?” Jo asked. “I mean, don’t you guys do all sorts of secret stuff in here?”

      “We do, though I don’t imagine anyone would find a meeting around a conference table to be that revealing.”

      “Lip reading,” Red said. “You should have me or Renly give it a test run sometime. I bet we’d leave that courtyard with dozens of your secrets.”

      “A good point,” Ryan said, knowing full well that both Red and Renly were proficient at lip-reading and ASL, having learned when their mother lost her hearing. “But the truth is that the glass is one-way only. And when we do have sensitive meetings in here, we black it out entirely to be absolutely certain. Not to mention that the view can be distracting.”

      As if in demonstration, he pushed a button on a control panel located at the head of the huge table. Immediately, the glass shifted from clear to opaque.

      “Neat trick,” Jo said.

      “We aim to please.” Ryan gestured. “Go ahead and grab a seat. Renly and the others will join us in a moment.”

      As if on cue, the door opened and Renly entered with Mario, who Red remembered as the agency’s resident tech genius right behind him. “Did you and Damien fill everyone in?” Red asked his brother.

      “Yup,” Renly said.

      “We took a quick look last night,” Mario said. “You were right to be wary of multiple surveillance devices. So now we’re setting up to do a more thorough sweep for any audio or visual bugs or hacks, so we can log and map them all, hopefully do a backtrace. Plus we’ll install a full upgrade on your system. As for the bugs, for now, we’d like to keep anything we find in place, with the exception of the camera in the fermentation room.”

      “Why take that one?” Jo asked.

      “Because Red knows it’s there,” Renly said. “We take that because you’re smart and figured it out. But we leave the others so our bad guys think they’re clever.”

      “I can live with that,” Red said.

      “How do you want us to handle it if we find surveillance in your homes?”

      Beside him, Jo leaned forward. “Do you really think that will happen?”

      “Won’t know until we know,” Mario said.

      She leaned back, biting her lower lip. Red reached over and took her hand. Their eyes met—just one quick glance—but the awkwardness was gone, thank God, and they seemed to be back where they should be.

      “So you just need us for surveillance and security?” Ryan asked.

      “For now,” Red confirmed. He glanced at Jo. “Right now, we only have one lead as to who might have done this. We’re going to follow it up today.”

      “Happy to go with you, bro,” Renly said, but Red shook his head.

      “The hell you will. I don’t even know why you’re here. I thought you and Abby were taking the week off to get her moved into your place and clear your plates before the wedding.”

      “That’s still on the agenda, but if you expect me—”

      “I do expect it,” Red said. “Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate any help you want to offer. But this is your time, man. Enjoy it. And I’ll see you for drinks on Thursday. Open bar at Swift Red in lieu of a strip club for your bachelor party. Very untraditional of you, bro.”

      “Abby’s all I want an eyeful of,” Renly said. “And I can still marry my girl and help you out.”

      “No way,” Jo said. “Red’s right. We’ve got this. And if we need help, Ryan will put someone on it, right?” She glanced toward Ryan, who nodded.

      Renly shook his head. “I hate the thought of—”

      “I have six minutes on you, bro,” Red said. “So shut the hell up and do what your older brother says.”

      “Ass,” Renly replied, but Red knew that was the end of it.

      “Thank you all so much,” Jo said, writing down the code for the keypad lock at her house and sliding it to Mario.

      “Like I need a code to get in. Oh, sorry,” he added, probably seeing the look of shock on Jo’s face. “Fact of life, though, right? But I’ll upgrade the keypad while I’m there, too. And you double-lock with a deadbolt, right?”

      She nodded.

      “If I can get it open in under twenty seconds, I’ll replace that, too. I’ve got a model in the supply room I’ll take with us,” he added, as if he was certain the existing lock would fail. From what little Red had heard about the tech geek’s skills, Red was certain Jo would have a new set of locks by the time they returned to her place.

      “Yours too,” Mario said, looking at Red. “Wanna give me your key or code?”

      Red half-grinned. “Hell no. If you need that to get in, you’re not anywhere near qualified to be on this project.”

      They all laughed, and it felt good, the last of the tension that had been clinging to him finally fading away.

      “You’re sure there’s nothing else we can help you with now?” Ryan asked as he pushed back from the table and stood.

      “Actually, I forgot one thing.” He pulled out Mel’s phone and put it on the table. “We need this cloned and analyzed.”

      Mario reached for it. “You got the code, or do I need to hack it?”

      “Got it,” Red said, then recited it from memory.

      “Two clones? That way we’ve got one for each of you and we’ll keep the original here. If we’re looking for oddities to try to figure out what Mel got himself into, Jo’s gonna be the best bet, but this way, we’ll all have eyes on.”

      “Perfect,” Red said.

      “We’re on it,” Ryan said. “Anything else?”

      “I think that’s it for now,” Jo said. “But with any luck, we’ll have a few more leads by this evening that we’ll will need help with.”

      “Call me tonight,” Renly said, and Red promised to do just that.

      Then, knowing that at the very least, the distillery and their homes would be secure, Red put a hand to Jo’s back and steered her toward the door.

      Time to go play detective.
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      “You remember how to get to the firm?” I ask, once we’re away from The Domino.

      “Straight up Santa Monica toward the towers, but you’ll have to remind me of the turn.”

      “Sure.” I pick at non-existent lint on the knee of my favorite jeans, hating how stilted and awkward we sound, and not really sure how that happened. We’d both been quiet on the ride to Stark Security, but inside the office, things felt back to normal. Or, at least, what passes for normal at the moment.

      Now, though, it seems like I’ve lost him again, and I want to understand why.

      I hesitate, then tell myself to go for it. The worst that happens is that he shuts me out, and he’s going to do that anyway. “So, um,” I begin. “What’s the deal with my shampoo?”

      He doesn’t answer immediately, but I see his hands tighten on the steering wheel, his knuckles going white.

      “Never mind,” I say. “It’s no big deal. I only wondered why—”

      “Bad memories,” he says, taking his eyes off the road just long enough to glance at me. “And we’re going to leave it at that.”

      “Sure. No problem.”

      We drive in silence some more, slightly less awkward this time, and I almost smile when we stop at a red light and he asks me, “So why’d you stop using the strawberry stuff anyway?”

      “I didn’t. Well, yeah, I did, but only yesterday. Crazy timing, huh?”

      “And the why?”

      I have no idea why this fascinates him so much, but maybe he’s just making conversation to get past the awkwardness, too, and if that’s the case, I’m all in. “A friend is a rep for an organic beauty supply company. She gave me a sample.”

      “Hmm. Well, don’t use it. Go back to the strawberries.”

      “I will.” What I really want to say is that he needs to open up, if not to me, then to somebody. I mean, when a shampoo triggers that kind of a response, there’s some serious shit going on.

      I don’t tell him any of that, though. Instead, I say, “You can talk to me, you know.”

      He doesn’t look my direction, but he does say, “Yeah. I know.”

      I wait for him to elaborate, and that doesn’t happen either. I consider pushing, but that won’t end well. So instead, I sit back in my seat, resigned to driving in silence.

      “Why did you marry Mel?”

      The question comes completely out of the blue, and my instinctive response rests right there on the tip of my tongue. Practical words about friendship and love and building a life.

      Instead, I hear myself saying, “I didn’t want to be alone.”

      He glances sideways at me. “Your mom.”

      It’s a statement, not a question, because of course Red knows me well. I shrug. “Probably.”

      “You’re not alone, Jo. You never have been.”

      He may be right about that, but that’s because I’ve worked so damn hard after those early years. I’d been seven when my father walked away, and I haven’t heard or seen from him since. I barely remember him, and I assume he’s dead. At the very least, he’s dead to me.

      From that day, it was just my mom and me struggling to get by. Her a single mom with no family, me a little kid terrified that she was going to leave one day, too.

      And then, of course, she did.

      I know it wasn’t her fault. It’s not like she asked for leukemia. But she’s gone all the same, and at twelve I really didn’t understand that. Intellectually, sure. I was a bright enough kid. But emotionally? I was a wreck, and I blamed her for leaving. For the fact that I ended up in foster care. Some families were okay, and a couple were terrible. But I never felt like I belonged. I was the outsider. The one who had to be taken care of.

      Which was why I graduated early and started college. I’d thrown my pain and my grief into my grades, as if getting straight-As would somehow make me worthy. Could help me find a real family.

      In a way, I guess it did. I found Mel and Red, after all.

      The truth is, if Red had stayed in town, I might not have married Mel. I loved him—I did. In the same way I loved Red. They were my best friends, my closest confidants. And when it was the three of us, I felt like I did have a family.

      But then things started to shift. My attraction to Red that I’d always managed to shove to the background kept teasing me. And then that night when we kissed—well, it mattered to me.

      So much that when he pushed me away, I felt more alone than ever. And Mel, bless him, was always so sweet to me. Our friendship had always been intense, and when he confessed that he wanted to shift what we had toward something romantic, it made sense to me. I already loved him, after all.

      It had been a mistake, of course. We were meant to be friends, he and I, and although I almost believed our lie, over time, the illusion shattered. I craved what we used to have, and I think Mel did too.

      But more than that, I craved Red, too. And not just in a friendly way.

      Honestly, is it any wonder Mel had an affair?

      A flicker of anger teases my senses, because the truth is, I didn’t have an affair. More, I tried to talk to him about it. Hell, I did talk to him about it, and he even agreed that something had changed after we married. We’d lost that friends-connection we’d had, and there’d been nothing deeper to take its place.

      I suggested counseling. I suggested talking.

      In the end, I suggested a divorce.

      He wasn’t having any of it. That’s when I saw an attorney. And by that time, I was certain something was up. An affair, I assumed. And that only pissed me off more.

      Now, it breaks my heart that those years poisoned our friendship. And that I was so terribly complicit. If only I’d said no when he put marriage on the table. If only I hadn’t been so desperate to not be alone.

      I married Mel to save myself from that fate. But in the end, I was more alone than ever.

      “Hey,” Red says, pulling my attention back from my misery. “I lose you?”

      I shake my head. “Just thinking about being alone. Somehow it always comes around again.”

      He takes my hand, then squeezes. “Bullshit. You’ve got me, right? And we’re going to find out who killed your husband.”

      “Our friend,” I stress. Because to me, those were the best years, and the ones I want to keep close in my memories.

      “Hell, yes,” Red says, then pulls his hand away, returning it to the steering wheel. I mourn the loss, but it’s probably for the best. With Red, my thoughts seem to have a mind of their own, and it’s a pretty naughty mind.

      I shift sideways so that I can see him better. We used to talk about everything. Now I’m holding back about my rocky marriage and my lust for him, and he’s holding back about what happened overseas.

      I know things have changed, and we’re not college friends whose biggest problem is getting notes for all the lectures we skipped. But I still miss that intimacy. Those long nights where the three of us drank and talked and shared our dreams and our secrets. And, yes, our fears.

      “Will you ever tell me what happened?” I ask, the question out before I have sense enough to call it back.

      “Happened?”

      I scoff. “I’m not an idiot, Charlie Cooper. You came back with a shit ton of baggage. It weighs you down. I can see it. Hell, even before this morning, I could see it.”

      “Christ, Jo, do we—”

      I hold up a hand, cutting off his sharp words. “It’s me, Red. Remember me? We used to be able to talk about anything.”

      “And then you married Mel.”

      “I—” I go silent. I have no idea what that has to do with anything. “In case you missed the memo, you son-of-a-bitch, I’m not married now. And what the hell does that have to do with anything anyway?”

      We’re at a light, and he turns to look at me. His expression is unreadable. But his eyes—oh, God, I know the nature of that heat in his eyes. I’d seen it before on that night we shared a kiss. The night when he pushed me away.

      I swallow a gasp, suddenly unsure of everything. “We need to talk.”

      “No,” he says. “We really don’t.”

      I don’t argue. What would be the point? Instead, we drive in silence, heading to Century City and the law offices of Kline and Rosenfeld, until I point out where to turn, then guide him into the parking structure. I pass him my access card, and we find an empty space after going in circles for about ten minutes. Only the lawyers have assigned parking. Legal assistants and other support staff get to battle it out among the other tenants and guests.

      On the whole though, I like working here. The building is nice and the people are demanding only when the work requires it. Nobody’s an ass just to be one, and considering what some of my friends at other firms put up with, I consider that a major plus.

      Not only that, but it’s walking distance to the mall, which means decent food and shopping during my lunch hour.

      We take the elevator to twenty-eight, but before I can step toward the firm’s double doors, Red takes my elbow and tugs me back.

      “I’m sorry,” he says.

      I hadn’t realized how tense I was until I hear those words. I exhale, then give him a hug. “I’m sorry, too.”

      “Are we good?” he asks as I pull away.

      “Absolutely.” I can’t guarantee I won’t press him again later, but for right now my heart is full again, knowing that my best friend is beside me.

      We cross the small alcove, and Red holds the glass doors, etched with the firm name, open for me.

      Immediately, our receptionist, Roxie, stands. She comes out from behind her desk, then pulls me into a hug. Well-past retirement age, Roxie has been with the firm longer than anyone, including the partners, as neither the original Kline or Rosenfeld are still alive. It’s like being hugged by a loving grandmother, and it’s everything I can do not to burst into tears.

      “We didn’t expect to see you this week.”

      “I know.” I’d called this morning to tell the attorney I’m assigned to about Mel’s death. “But I can’t just sit at home. Red’s taking me to deal with probate stuff,” I lie, “so I thought I could pick up some files and do a little work at home.”

      “Oh, sugar—”

      “I need to do something.”

      She gives me another quick hug, then nods. “Do you want me to tell the partners you’re here?”

      I shake my head. “They’ll be in a staff meeting now. I’ll just grab a few things and go.”

      “Well, okay, but you let us know if you need anything. And you take care of her, Charlie.”

      “I will, ma’am.”

      Roxie is the only person I know who regularly calls Red by his legal name. They met when Red came in to sign the corporate documents for Swift Red that my boss had put together.

      I lead Red back to my office, accepting condolences along the way. I share the space with two other legal assistants, neither of whom are here. “Probably in the meeting,” I say, nodding for Red to close the door.

      The first order of business is to see if we ever took on Mel’s hotel friend as a client, and once I’m logged in, I navigate to the admin section and pull up the client list.

      “Are you authorized to be in those files?” Red asks, though since I’m already in, the question is somewhat moot.

      “Technically, no. But I’m not logged in as me.”

      “Jo…”

      I look up at him. “I did some work with Marissa a few months ago,” I say, referring to the office manager. “I saw her type in her password.” I have a knack for remembering certain things. Not a photographic memory per se, but names and numbers have a habit of sticking with me.

      “So it will look like she was in the files.”

      “Assuming anyone even notices. It’s hardly top-secret stuff.”

      “But if they do, won’t they notice it’s from your computer?”

      I shake my head. “Not unless they dig deep. And seriously, aren’t you overthinking this? We’re not doing a secret mission trying to get enemy intel. This is just your run of the mill law firm, and all we’re looking for is a name.”

      “Fair enough. Too many years running black ops. But hurry, okay?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      As he leans over me, his nose near my ear, I try to focus on my search. But his proximity is distracting. As is the certainty that he can smell my strawberry shampoo. I still don’t understand why changing back was important to him, but considering his mood this morning, I decide not to explore the topic.

      Besides, I’ve just gotten a hit. “There, see?” I point to the screen where Mel’s name is prominent. “He’s referred five clients over the last three years. I know Jack and Remy,” I add. “We met them after college when you were overseas. Looks like they’re currently inactive, which makes sense. Both have moved to the East coast.”

      “Donna Clark is a frequent customer at the distillery,” Red tells me. “A party planner.”

      I swivel around to look at him, my eyes narrowing. “Were they affectionate?”

      He frowns. “Unless she’s the coolest female on the planet, she didn’t have a thing going on with Mel. And as far as I know, she’s happily married.” He sighs. “Then again, I assumed you and Mel were, too.”

      I look away, shrugging uncomfortably. “Yeah, well. Nobody ever really knows anybody, do they?”

      “No,” he says. “They don’t.”

      I tilt my head up to look at him. “Most people tell me I’m a horrible pessimist when I say that.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      For a moment, it feels as if the air has been sucked from my lungs. Then I’m forced to draw a breath, and the moment evaporates, leaving me to wonder if it had been there at all.

      “Here are the last two. Patrick Kline and Martin Corveau. Either ring a bell?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Then we go further.” I click on Patrick first, only to discover that he’s deceased. “That leaves Martin. Cross your fingers.” I hit the button to open up his information, then hear Red whisper, “Bingo.”

      He’s right. From what little I can see on the intake file, Corveau made a significant amount of money investing in a tech startup, then used it to buy a hotel about nine months ago.

      “The Hollywood Terrace,” Red reads. “He would have gotten a good deal.”

      “You know it?”

      “Not directly. There were some stories in the news. Stark Security was involved, actually, though that part wasn’t public. Apparently some bigwig bought it, fixed it up, then used it for high-end prostitution. And worse. He lost it, it sat empty, and then it was bought up recently.”

      “By our Mr. Corveau. Concidence, or do you think he’s dirty? And if so, how? What are we even dealing with?”

      “I haven’t got a clue.” He tapped the screen. “Until now. What do you say I buy you a drink at one of old Hollywood’s poshest hotels?”
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      “This is seriously impressive,” Jo said as they stepped inside the Art Deco lobby of the historic Hollywood Terrace Hotel. “The former owner really held wild sex parties here?”

      Red shrugged. “So Ryan tells me. Apparently Quincy met Eliza at one. Or, rather, they met again.” He’d met Quince, the former MI6 agent through Renly, as he’d met several of the Stark Security operatives. But keeping track of their various adventures was a job in and of itself.

      He took a step forward, only to realize that he’d lost Jo. He turned back, amused by the perplexed expression on her face.

      “What?”

      “Granted I only met them that one time when they came with Renly for drinks at Swift Red, and they looked head-over-heels in love. But are you telling me they actually met at a sex party?”

      He had to laugh, and almost considered leading her on, weaving a steamy and decadent story before giving in and telling her the truth. It was something he might have done in college. Now, though, with his desire for her so close to the surface, he wasn’t about to open that door.

      “They were both undercover,” he explained.

      She snickered. “Oh, I bet they were.”

      With a laugh of his own, he took her arm. “Come on, let’s go see if we can track down Martin Corveau.”

      They crossed the elegant lobby to the gilt registration desk, then asked to speak to a manager. The woman who came over wore a 1940s-inspired suit, and smiled at them with professional politeness. “Welcome to The Terrace. How may I help you?”

      “We’d like to speak to the owner,” Jo said. “Martin Corveau. Is he on property?”

      “Oh, I see. If there’s a problem, I’m sure I can assist you.”

      “No problem at all. I’m from Kline and Rosenfeld. We were doing an audit of our records and realized that there were a few minor corporate papers that needed updating. As I was going to be in the area anyway, I thought I would come by and save him the trouble.”

      Red tried not to wince. That wasn’t part of the plan they’d discussed during the drive, and if Corveau called the firm to check, they were sunk. Still, if it worked, it would certainly be the most expeditious way to approach the man, especially if he was dirty and paranoid of strangers.

      “I see. One moment.” She stepped sideways to a computer hidden behind the reception desk. Red could hear her typing, her professional smile never wavering.

      She must have been texting Corveau, because a moment later, she returned with a genuine smile. “If you would like to take a seat in the lobby, Mr. Corveau will be right down.”

      “Thanks,” Jo said, but when she turned away from the desk, her expression shifted from professional to deer-in-the-headlights.

      He bit back a grin, took her arm, and led her to a plush settee in the open area.

      “I took a risk,” she said.

      “And it paid off,” he said mildly. “Don’t do it again.”

      She winced. “I know. Sorry. I thought of it as we were walking in. I mean, it’s the most solid connection, and the safest. If I introduced myself as Mel’s wife—well, what if he’s the one who sent the thugs to attack me?”

      “I agree one-hundred percent.” He paused. “Just don’t do it again.”

      “I know. Sorry.” She reached over and took his hand, then squeezed. “We’re a team, right?”

      For a moment—just one, brief, horrible moment—he wanted to stand up, leave that place, and get as far away from the distillery, Mel’s death, and this woman as possible. He did not do teams. Not anymore. But damned if she wasn’t right. They’d become one so seamlessly he hadn’t even noticed. And though that terrified him, he knew it was true. More, there was no way he was walking away now. Not with Jo still in danger.

      “Red?”

      “Yes,” he said quickly. “Yes, of course, we’re a team.”

      “No, I mean you’re hurting me.”

      He realized with a start that he’d tightened his grip on her hand. “Sorry,” he said, releasing her.

      “You okay?”

      There was an edge to her voice, concern mixed with wariness, and he was certain that she was thinking of the way he’d lost his shit that morning. “Fine. Just distracted.”

      “Well, don’t be. I need you on your A-game.”

      “You’re right,” he said. “And I am. I won’t let you down.”

      “We won’t let Mel down,” she corrected. “And we won’t get killed in the process. Deal?”

      He couldn’t help but grin. “Deal.”

      Across the lobby, a tall, thin man in a silver-gray suit exited the elevator, then glanced toward the reception area. The clerk who’d helped them nodded in their direction, and the man, presumably Corveau, strode to them, his expression curious, but not wary. Perhaps he wasn’t involved. Or, perhaps, he was very good at hiding his true emotions.

      “I’m Martin Corveau,” he said as he took the seat opposite them. “I understand you’re from Kline and Rosenfeld? Is there a problem? Ms. Painter mentioned something about documents.”

      “Mr. Corveau, I’m Jo Swift, and I’m a legal assistant at the firm. This is my friend, Charlie Cooper.”

      “You can call me Red.”

      Corveau’s brow furrowed. “Red Cooper. You’re Mel’s partner. And you’re his wife.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I see.” He leaned back in the chair, then leaned forward again. “No, I’m sorry, I don’t see at all.”

      Jo glanced toward Red, and when he nodded, she drew a breath, then began, launching into the approach they’d previously agreed to take with the man. “I’m very sorry to tell you that my husband is dead. He—well, the truth is he committed suicide yesterday. We’re trying to figure out why.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear that. But I don’t understand why you’re here. You think I might know something?”

      Red had been watching the man’s face, searching for any sign of nerves or obfuscation. He saw nothing.

      “The distillery has been doing well,” Red said. “But at the same time, Mel was trying to expand. We know he’d been negotiating a supply contract with your hotel, and since he spent so much time in discussions with you, we thought he might have said something that can help us understand.”

      Even before he finished speaking, Red knew that something was off. The man’s brow was furrowed, and he was slowly shaking his head. Now, he said, “I’m sorry. I enjoyed Mel’s company, but I didn’t know him that well. He approached me once about a supply contract, I told him I wasn’t interested, and that was that.”

      Red glanced at Jo, who leaned forward. “You only saw him the one time? But he introduced you to the firm.”

      “Oh, I saw him quite often. He and I met through a local business-owners’ association, and he often came here at lunch or in the evening for a drink.”

      Red’s frown deepened. Mel had told Jo they’d met at a gym. “So you were never in negotiations?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Was there someone else he might have been negotiating with?” Jo asked.

      “I handle those details myself. I’m not Conrad Hilton. This is the only hotel I own, and I bought it because I have a love of historic buildings and this one was horribly mistreated by its previous owner. It’s my home as well. I keep the penthouse suite, though I travel quite a bit.”

      “So you’d chat with him if he was here for a drink?” Jo asked.

      “Certainly. In passing at least. As I said, we were friendly acquaintances.”

      “Did he say anything that might give us a clue as to the reason for his death?”

      The man slowly shook his head. “I can’t think of anything.”

      “Was he,” Jo began, then cleared her throat before starting over. “Could he have been having an affair?”

      “Mrs. Swift,” Corveau said in a solemn voice, “I wouldn’t know. And even if I did, I would hesitate to sully the memory or the reputation of a friend.”

      “Okay. Thanks,” Jo whispered, and Red couldn’t tell if she believed him or not.

      To him, it sounded like one of the more elusive answers he’d ever heard, and he followed up with a question of his own. “Do you know if Mel held business meetings in the restaurant or bar?”

      “Yes, I’m certain of it. I’d see him sometimes and drop by the table to say hello.”

      “Did he ever introduce you? I’m talking to all of our current business contacts, but if he was negotiating with potential future suppliers, they may not be on my radar.”

      “I’m afraid not. Or, at least, not that I remember. Honestly, I didn’t chat with him here that often. I assumed he’d prefer to be left alone to do his work.”

      “There was a woman he told me he was negotiating with,” Jo adds. “He mentioned liking her enough to possibly invite her over for dinner. Did you happen to notice him with any women at these meetings?”

      “One or two. There was a woman I saw him with at least twice, but I don’t know her name. She had dark hair that she wore in a twist. I only remember because it reminded me of my wife’s style.” He shifted to the edge of the seat. “Again, I’m sorry for your loss, and for not being more help. But please feel free to reach out again if you need anything.”

      “Of course,” Red said. “Thank you so much for your time.” He waited until Corveau had walked away, then turned to Jo with a smile. “Well, that was productive. We have our first lead. Potentially, anyway.”

      She made a whooshing motion over her head.

      “Security footage. If we can identify the woman, we might be able to identify her.”

      Jo nodded slowly. “Because if she was his mistress, she may know something. Something he never told me.”

      “It’s possible,” Red said. “It’s also possible that whoever killed Mel knows about her. She might even have the package, or they might believe she does. Which means she may be in as much danger as we are.”

      “Oh, hell.” Jo’s curse was soft, and she whacked the heel of her hand against her forehead. “I’m such a bitch. I was thinking only that she was screwing my husband—the husband I’d already asked to divorce me for more reasons than a possible affair. It never even occurred to me that she could be in danger, too.”

      “Well, it’s not your job.”

      “It’s not yours either,” she pointed out. “Not anymore.” She drew in a breath, then met his eyes. “I’m sorry to pull you into this. I know it’s not like we’re running around doing black ops, but I also know that there’s probably some crossover. And that you left that life for a reason.” She paused, then added, “And for a good reason, I think.”

      “Jo, about this morning—”

      “No. It’s okay. I’m saying thank you. In a very bad way, but it’s still thank you.”

      “In that case, you’re welcome. But you don’t have to thank me. The Great Trifecta, remember? SIC?”

      She laughed. “Mel Swift, Jo Irwin, and Charlie Cooper. We might have seemed like an odd group, but we were exactly the way we were supposed to be.”

      “We were indeed.” That was why they’d arranged their acronym as they did—because sic was used in writing to show that something quoted that appeared wrong was in fact the actual, correct quotation.

      “He was a good man,” Jo said, her eyes welling. “He deserved better than what we had.”

      “Sounds like both of you did. And there’s no point beating yourself up now. All you can do is move forward.”

      She shifted in her chair, then changed the subject. “Why didn’t you ask Corveau to see the security footage? You just told me we need it.”

      “Because you’re supposed to be a bereaved wife looking for answers.”

      “I am. I admit I’m angry about the way Mel was acting, and I wanted a divorce for more reasons than that, but I still love him. I always will, and—”

      “I mean an answer to a suicide,” he said gently. “Not a murder. And that seemed to be pushing it.”

      “But—”

      “What if Corveau is part of it?”

      “You mean a really good actor who was playing us?”

      “It’s possible. We press on something like security footage and that might be showing our hand.”

      “Would that be a bad thing?” Jo asked. “The bad guys are the ones who want us to locate this thing, remember?”

      “Except they assume we know where it is. So from their perspective, we might be trying to locate them, and not just the MacGuffin.”

      “They’re idiots if they think we won’t.”

      He chuckled. “Possibly, but it’s not as if we have a choice. Even if we didn’t have to find this thing to protect both of us, I’d still want answers. Wouldn’t you?”

      “Hell, yes.” She frowned, then asked, “Do you think he is? Involved, I mean.”

      “Honestly, no. But I also didn’t know you and Mel were having problems, so maybe my take isn’t that valid.”

      She said nothing, just held his eyes.

      “What?”

      “You knew we were having problems,” she said. “Of course you did.”

      He sighed. “Yes, I did. Though the fact that you’d asked for a divorce really was news.” He dragged his fingers through his hair. “I ignored all the signs, when instead I should have talked to you both. Tried to help.”

      “Why did you ignore them?”

      Because I was terrified that if the two of you weren’t together, that I’d want you, but I damn sure couldn’t have you.

      He didn’t say that, though. Instead, he said, “Because I’m a shitty friend.”

      For a moment, she only sat there looking at him. Then she rose and came to his chair. She bent over and brushed a gentle kiss over his cheek. “No,” she whispered. “You’re not.”
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      “It’s gonna depend on the system they’ve got,” Mario says when we return to Stark Security after the Corveau meeting. This time, we’re sitting across from him at his desk in the open area.

      “Not me hacking in,” he continues. “I can manage that even if it’s local. But how long it takes, if we need a team, and how long they store records are all open questions. Plus, are they storing on tape? Digitally? Transferring over wi-fi or coax cable or, oh, you know.”

      I glance sideways at Red who, unlike me, does seem to know. “Can we unpack that a bit? Maybe slower? And with definitions?”

      “Yeah. Sure. No prob.” Mario’s young, late-twenties, I’d guess, and has so much energy I’m already exhausted. “What exactly do you want me to run back over?”

      “How do we know what kind of system? And what does it matter?”

      “Right, gotcha. I can pull the plans and get some idea, but basically, that building is so old they might be on something ancient and, you know, wired.”

      He says it like a curse, then pauses to run his fingers through thick brown hair tipped with bits of orange. “What I’m hoping is that the cameras talk to the network through wi-fi, because that’s gonna be the easiest to hack. And then I’m hoping the files are stored on disk, without any sort of overwrite protocol.”

      “What’s that?”

      This time, Red answers. “It’s what we do at the distillery. We don’t need years of surveillance. We only need to be able to look back if there’s an incident. So we overwrite our hard drives every ninety days.”

      “Exactamundo,” Mario says, pointing a finger at me. “But none of that is a you problem. It’s a me problem. I do my job, then I ring you up and tell you if it’s good news or bad news. And if it’s bad, I’ll tell you how bad.”

      I glance at Red, who nods. “The sooner you can get started, the happier we’ll be.”

      “Renly says you two are a priority, so I’m calling this his wedding present and pushing you guys to the top of my pile. Well, except for some shit I have running in the background about some fucking human trafficking network. Those people are the worst kinds of monsters.”

      “Human trafficking?”

      It might be my imagination, but it sounds like Red’s throat has gone raw.

      “Yeah, we did some work a while back for a monarch whose daughter had gotten trafficked. Nasty business, but we got her out. Since then, we’ve had our fingers in a few things, working with an EU task force. The situation’s depressing as shit, but it’s a solid high when we get a win, you know?”

      Red only nods, and I have the impression that he knows more than he’d like to.

      “Anyhow, I’ll ping you as soon as I have something. You’re looking for a woman with dark hair hanging with Mel anywhere in the hotel.”

      “Right. But flag any woman you see him with.”

      “Will do,” Mario says. “And I’ll search the exterior cams, too. There’s a rooftop pool and bar, both of which should have cameras, plus the valet area’s probably wired. The parking structure, elevators, presumably the floors. I think we’re going to luck out on this one,” he adds as Red and I stand.

      “Yeah?” Red asks. “Why’s that?”

      “Because Scott Lassiter was a prick,” Mario says.

      “The previous owner,” I say.

      “Right. He was time-sharing girls for fast fucks in the hotel rooms, pardon my French,” he adds to me. “But you gotta know he was filming every naughty thing that went on. That’s currency, too.”

      “Blackmail,” I say, and Mario taps his nose.

      “You may be right,” Red says. “I hope you are. And thanks.”

      “Not a problem. To me, a job like this is better than a drawer full of Snickers.”

      I manage a straight face when I say, “It looks like Ryan’s still busy. Can you tell him what we talked about?”

      “Not a problem. He may be a while, anyway. He’s in with the new guy. Or maybe the borrowed guy. Not sure, honestly.”

      “Yeah, what is the deal with that?” The question comes from behind me, and I turn to see Renly standing there. “He was setting up his desk earlier. I thought I’d offer him those tickets for the Moon Raiders red carpet premier, and you would’ve thought I’d ask him to scrub my toilets.”

      “You still get free tickets?” Renly used to consult on action movies before coming full time to Stark Security.

      He shrugs. “What can I say? They miss me.”

      “Why’d he say no?” I ask. “I’d jump all over that.”

      “They’re yours,” Renly said. “I offered them around the office, but everyone’s booked. Next Saturday. I’ll be enjoying Italy from a comfy bed with a view.”

      “Thanks. I’ll drag Red with me.” I glance up, and he nods. “But I don’t want to steal them out from under the new guy. He really doesn’t want them?”

      “His exact words were that he’d rather eat glass than walk the red carpet.”

      “Weird,” I say. Personally, I’d be all over that.

      “That’s more than I got from him,” Mario says. “He didn’t say three words when I got his system set up.”

      “Ryan says he’s rock solid, but keeps to himself.” That from a stunning redhead who towers over me, especially as I’m still seated. “I’m Emma,” she says. “You’re Red—I’d recognize you even without seeing your picture on Renly’s desk. You two are very much twins. And you must be Jo, the new client.”

      “Guilty. Well, not really.”

      Emma grins. “I’m sorry I missed that release party you guys had for your rye. Tony and I were grabbing a long weekend hiking in the desert.”

      “I’m sorry you missed it, too, but that sounds like fun.”

      “It was,” Emma says “But what I really want is to know the details of our new recruit. More than just he doesn’t like the movies. Mario? You’re nerd guy. Don’t tell me you haven’t run his background.”

      Mario frowns his eyes darting to me and Red. “Paying clients, Em.”

      “Family,” Renly retorts. “Come on, what’s the deal?”

      “I haven’t run him,” Mario says.

      I almost laugh when Emma crosses her arms and cocks her head.

      “Bullshit,” she says.

      “Okay, fuck. I tried. I failed. Me. Talk about a punch to the gut.”

      “Really?” Emma’s voice rises, and she takes a step back as she says it, her attention shifting toward the glass wall of Ryan Hunter’s office. I see him back there, the head of this agency, looking every bit the part. And right there with him, looking equally commanding and competent, is the tall, muscular, blond-haired god in a suit we’ve all been gossiping about.

      I smile.

      “Like him that much, do you?” Red teases.

      “No,” I say, though I shoot a he really is hot glance toward Emma. “I was just thinking that it’s nice to feel included. I mean, Red’s in with you guys by default, but—”

      “You are, too,” Red says firmly. “Isn’t that right?” His eyes are hard on his brother.

      “Hell, yes,” Renly says.

      “Yes, of course. You’re one of us,” Emma says. “But spill, Mario. His file is really sealed that tight?”

      “I didn’t try for that long—oh, hell, yes I did. Couldn’t find a damn thing. All I know is what Ryan gave me to put in his personnel file. His name’s Simon Barré, he was born in France to a French mother and American dad, lived there until he was seventeen, then moved here. He’s working on the trafficking detail, on loan from Devlin Saint. And that last part,” he adds with a look to both me and Red, “really is confidential.”

      “The philanthropist?” I remember there was some big scandal about him not too long ago, but I don’t recall the details. “His foundation helps victims of trafficking, right?”

      Red closes his hand over mine. “I think Saint does a lot more than philanthropy.”

      “What do you know about Saint?” Mario asks.

      “My brother was with the SOC,” Renly says. “You know that. He could tell you, but then he’d have to kill you.”

      “Forget Saint,” Emma says. “I want to know about Red’s time with the SOC. Seagrave talks about you a lot, you know.”

      “You know Colonel Seagrave?”

      “Who’s that?” I ask.

      “He’s the head honcho there,” Emma says. “My former boss, mentor. Practically father. As far as I’m concerned, he’s one of the best people on the planet. He told me a bit about you. About how you got those scars,” she adds, with a nod to Red’s forearms.

      “Did he?”

      It may be my imagination, but Red’s voice has gone cold.

      “One of these days, I’d like to learn more about that. Might be something I want to look into.”

      She must mean following up on mission specs, but I don’t understand what she means. I really want to ask, but Red says curtly, “Not something I talk much about.”

      “No, I suppose not. No worries. What I really want is the story on this guy,” she says, neatly changing the subject by turning her attention to Mario as she points to Simon. “Come on, give it up, Mario. The real story. Not where he lived when he was in diapers.”

      “That’s my point,” Mario says, though I’m barely listening. Instead, I’m watching Red and noting his troubled expression. “I can’t find shit,” Mario complains.

      “Bottom line is he doesn’t play well with others,” Emma says. “But I guess he’s got skills that Stark and Ryan want.”

      Renly snorts. “You don’t play well with others, either, Em. Or you didn’t when you first got here. I’ve heard all the stories.”

      She spreads her arms. “Yeah, but I’m a special snowflake.”

      I bite back a laugh, not even thinking when I reach for Red’s hand. He takes it, and I glance over at him, sharing a smile.

      Later, after we get Mario’s promise to call as soon as he’s got something, I turn to Red in the car. “You fit in there, you know. It’s already like you’re one of the team.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far. But they’re good people.”

      “Why aren’t you with them?” I press. “I know Mr. Stark tried to recruit you.”

      “I told you when I came home seven years ago,” he says with a shrug. “I’m retired.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t be.”

      “Yes. I should.” He turns to look at me, his expression hard. A few small scars mark his face, seeming to define his strong cheekbones, and I’m sure each one is the souvenir of a job. “Jo, just drop it.”

      His voice is low and flat and final, and as soon as he’s said his piece, he turns back to concentrate on the road. I want to argue, but with what? It’s not as if I have any say in what he does with his life. But the truth is, I do wonder what happened to him over there. And how much of it he brought home with him.

      My attention shifts to his forearms. His Swift Red tee has short sleeves, and there’s no missing the horrible raised scars, each about five inches long and an inch wide on the outside of both forearms. I’ve heard a few people ask about them. Customers in the tasting room making conversation, and he always tells them the same thing: that he was in Special Forces.

      For most folks, that’s answer enough. For the ones who press, he says he’s not at liberty to say.

      Today, though, he was talking to someone who would understand, and still he brushed it off. Moreover, Emma had suggested that he got them on a mission, but I don’t actually believe that’s true. He was a badass in the military, sure, but the mission story just doesn’t ring true.

      Maybe I’m nosy or maybe I’m emboldened by the camaraderie at Stark Security. Or maybe I simply want to feel closer to this man. I don’t know. But for some reason, I ask him.

      For some reason, I’m stupid enough to think that maybe he’ll tell me the truth.

      “How did you really get those scars?”

      I see his hands tighten on the steering wheel, but he doesn’t turn to look at me when he says, “Jesus, Jo. Is there a reason you’re interrogating me?”

      “We’re just talking, Red. Since when can’t you talk to me?”

      He exhales, and only when I’m certain he’s going to completely ignore me does he say, “I already told you. A mission.”

      It’s true; that’s what he told me. But I don’t believe him. “You didn’t have them when you came home,” I say. “Then you went to Texas to visit your mom for six weeks, and when you came home again, you had scars. Looked like they were pretty well-healed by then, too, so whatever happened was not long after you went away. Or are you saying you went on a mission instead of back home?”

      I wait for him to lie to me, because I know he went to Texas. Either that, or he’d pulled his mom into the lie, too. Because I’d texted her one day, and she’d told me that he was sleeping, doped up after a medical procedure and she was playing nurse.

      “Jo…” I hear the warning in his voice, but I don’t stop.

      “We used to tell each other everything. Why won’t you tell me about it?”

      “I did. I told you they’re the result of a particularly bad mission.”

      “So you got called back in even though you’d officially left? Or was this a Texas mission code named Medical Procedure?”

      “Jo, let’s drop this. We have other things to think about.”

      “Not until we hear back from Mario, we don’t. Unless you’ve had some brilliant idea, we’re stuck in waiting mode. And it’s getting late. We should order Thai and talk. We haven’t really talked in a long time.”

      “We can watch a movie. We can eat. We can even talk. But not about my scars. Not about my missions.” He turns to me without slowing the car. “Are we clear?”

      I nod, because what choice do I have?

      He goes back to driving, and we make the rest of the trip in silence.

      I tell myself he’s right. It’s none of my business. But as we continue to drive in silence, I can’t deny that I truly want it to be.
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      After jumping between streaming services for what felt like a decade, we finally decided on a classic marathon. We ended up drinking wine for me and fizzy water for him and eating cheese cubes while we watched Raiders of the Lost Ark followed by Back to the Future.

      As far as I’m concerned, it was about as perfect as an evening can get.

      It’s the after part that’s hard. This uncomfortable moment in which I find myself alone in my room with only my thoughts to keep me company. Dark thoughts about mysterious packages and my husband slipping slowly beneath the fermenting mash.

      Well, shit.

      For over an hour, I beg sleep to spirit me away, but to no avail, so I once again slide out of bed, then head to the guest bedroom. Although to be honest, it’s only been a guest bedroom since last night when Red slept there. For most of the last year, it had been Mel’s room. When he’d stayed at home, anyway.

      Then again, all things considered, maybe it was a guest room even then.

      I hesitate at the door, remembering Red’s reaction this morning, and I almost turn back. But I don’t. I stay.

      I tell myself it’s only because I don’t want to be alone, but that’s a lie. The truth is that I don’t want to be alone knowing that Red is right there, just a few feet away in a room separated from mine by nothing more substantial than the guest bathroom.

      What I want is him.

      Not sexually—or, at least, I tell myself that’s not what I want—but simply the comfort of knowing that even though the world has turned upside down, he’s still here for me.

      And that’s why I gently push open his door, then give it a quick tap. It wouldn’t be enough to wake me, but I know Red’s a light sleeper, and I see his eyes flicker in the ambient light.

      “Can I sleep here?”

      One eye opens, his expression bordering on a scowl. “Do you remember this morning? I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      I sigh as I lean against the doorjamb, only then noticing Romeo curled up in the armchair in the corner of the room. I smile, but my attention turns back to Red. “I wish you’d tell me why.”

      He closes his eyes and is silent for so long, I start to think he’s fallen back asleep. “You’re right. We haven’t talked much. Not like before.”

      I take a step forward, not sure if that’s an invitation or not, but willing to be bold. “We used to talk all the time. I’d tell you every stupid thought in my head. I even told you about the fiasco when I slept with—oh, God. I don’t even remember his name.”

      “Timothy Brant.”

      “You remember that?”

      His eyes open slowly, and he watches as I continue to cross the room, then sit on the edge of the bed, just inches from his hips. I wait for him to tell me to go back to my room, but he surprises me by pushing himself up, then settling his back against the padded headboard. “I remember a lot of things. That weekend you lived at the kitchen table while you wrote that paper on—what was it?”

      “Oh, man.” I let my head flop back as I groan. “Why are you torturing me? I hated that class. It sounded so cool in the catalog, but that stupid paper killed it for me. The relevance and meaning of sun imagery in Nordic mythology. I mean, ugh. Before I wrote it, I loved mythology. Now I cringe every time I watch an Avengers movie with Thor in it.”

      He chuckles. “I learned a few new curse words that weekend.”

      I tilt my head. “I do not believe that. But I do remember how sweet you and Mel were. You had your own classwork, but you still fetched me fast food and made me gallons of coffee. And the cake,” I add. “The cake was the best.”

      I’d returned home after turning in the accursed paper to find a chocolate frosted sheet cake with You did it! spelled out in messy icing letters.

      “The cake was easy, except for the fact that we had no eggs in the apartment. The writing was hard.”

      “It was fabulous. One of my best memories.” We’d spent the evening drinking and playing Never Have I Ever, and sharing far too many secrets, most of which I don’t remember.

      “Oh, I remember some,” he says, when I tell him as much.

      I cringe. “Please tell me that’s not true.”

      “That was the night we learned that you’d never been on the giving end of oral sex.”

      I let my face fall into my hands. “I have no memory of saying that.”

      “But you did. Do you remember what I told you?”

      I look up, because now that he’s asked, I actually do remember it. “You teased the shit out of me and offered to let me practice on you. Mel was cracking up. He said he’d be willing to tape it if I tried. For instructional comment and critique. You jerks.”

      “You were cracking up, too,” he says. “So was I, for that matter. I laughed so hard my sides hurt.”

      “I miss those days,” I say softly.

      He rubs the pad of his thumb lightly over my knee, exposed in the sleep shorts and tank I’m wearing. “True confessions?” I almost don’t hear him, his voice is so low.

      “Sure.” My voice is breathy, and I’m not sure why. Something in his tone. Something signaling a change.

      “I meant it. That night. That offer. I can’t tell you how much I wanted you to take me up on it.”

      I swallow, then force a light-hearted giggle. “No way do I believe that.”

      “Oh, yes. Hell, Jo. I’ve wanted you since the day I met you.”

      “I—” I suck in a breath, suddenly far too aware of his touch. “Why didn’t you say something in college? And that night after you came back from overseas—the night we kissed—why did you pull away? For that matter, why didn’t you say something when I asked if you were okay with me dating Mel?”

      I think I hear regret in his sigh. “What does it matter now?”

      “No,” I snap. “You’re the one who opened this door. And you’re the one touching me right now. Do you even know what you’re doing to me, with just that stupid touch of your thumb? All the things you’re making me want?”

      He doesn’t move his thumb, but he does meet my eyes before purposefully dropping his gaze. I know what he sees. My nipples are hard against my tank. And if he’d just slide that hand higher, he’ll find out that I’m wet. Please, please, just a little bit higher.

      But he doesn’t budge. Instead he takes a deep breath, then starts speaking, his voice low, his eyes rising to meet mine. Worst of all, he pulls his hand away, stealing his touch.

      “Before I joined the service, I was too stupid to say anything to you. And I told myself a fairy tale. That nothing would change while I was gone, and when I came back, I’d have the courage to say something. Like I was some storybook hero who had to go away to prove his worth.”

      “You’re back now,” I whisper, but even as I say the words, I know he’s not finished with the story. Because he came back years ago. And despite that fairy tale he’s espousing, he didn’t claim me that night, back when it was only him and me, and Mel was just a friend.

      Instead, he very firmly pushed me away.

      “Things changed, Jo.”

      I swallow rising tears, but manage a nod.

      “I’ve always wanted you. But I can’t have you.”

      “Why not? I’m here, aren’t I? What changed?”

      He draws in a deep breath. “I won’t tell you that.”

      I feel the tears spill down my cheeks as I put the pieces together. “The scars,” I whisper. “The ones on your arms. Did you try to kill yourself?” They’re not in the right place, but what else could they be?

      He scoffs. “No. That was the one thing I never did. Maybe I should have.”

      My palm lands hard against his cheek before I even realize I’m going to slap him.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, and I know we’re both thinking of Mel. It wasn’t suicide. But for those long, horrible hours, I’d believed that it was.

      “That was a stupid thing to say,” I snap.

      “I know. I’m truly sorry.”

      I draw in a breath, then let it out slowly. “It was that bad?”

      “It was that bad.” He holds out his arms, indicates the scars with his chin. “These aren’t from trying to kill myself. They’re to save myself.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “A reminder.”

      “Of what?”

      His face goes blank and for a moment, I think he’s slipped inside himself. Then he says, “That there are ways to cope.”

      I shake my head. “You’re not making sense.”

      The corner of his mouth twitches, and I see a hint of humor in his eyes. “I’m not trying to.”

      I scowl, then exhale. “Thanks. I mean that, by the way. It’s not my attempt at sarcasm.”

      “I’m glad to hear that. But what are you thanking me for?”

      “For opening up to me. Not a lot,” I add, when his eyes widen in surprise. “But a smidgeon.”

      “Hmm.” He shifts on the bed, leaning toward me. “Do you promise not to ask me more questions tonight?”

      “What if I say yes?”

      He reaches over and folds down the covers on the other side of the bed.

      “You’re sure?”

      “Just sleep. Just so we’re clear.”

      “I get it.”

      I move to the other side of the bed, then slide in. He moves down until he’s flat, then rolls over, his back to me. “Goodnight, Jo,” he says.

      “Night, Red.”

      I watch him breathe in the dim light, the way his back moves. The way the tats on his arm—an abstract pattern of mostly reds and blacks that match his chest—seem to pop in the light as if they’re portents of a coming storm.

      I let them lead me toward sleep, and I’m on the verge of drifting off when I realize something. “Red,” I say. “Red, we’re idiots.”

      “I never doubted it.” His reply is so soft and mumbled I barely make it out.

      “I mean it. We were right there at the hotel.”

      “What?” He rolls over to face me.

      “You said it yourself. Hotels have safe deposit boxes. Some do anyway.”

      At first, he looks baffled. Then I see the remnants of sleep clear, replaced by a smile. He bends forward and presses a soft kiss to my forehead.

      “And now we have a plan for tomorrow,” he says.
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      “This has to be it,” Jo said as they left Red’s hybrid with The Terrace Hotel’s valet. “He had something to protect, apparently he came here all the time, so of course he’d lock it up here. It’s elementary, my dear Mr. Cooper.”

      Red chuckled, glancing sideways at her. “You’re in a good mood.”

      She lifted her shoulders. “I feel like we’re finally on to something. There’s going to be something here. You know I’m right.”

      “It’s a good bet, I won’t deny that.”

      She hipchecked him as they stepped into the lobby. “That’s not optimism. That’s a lack of pessimism.”

      “I’m going to go with pragmatism.”

      “Fair enough. Of our dynamic duo, I’ll be the one with vision. You can be the one who slogs.”

      “Seems like a fair trade to me.”

      “That’s not the only thing supporting my good mood,” she added.

      “No?” They retraced their steps from yesterday across the gilded lobby to the registration desk. “Dare I ask?”

      “It’s because of you. Us. Last night.”

      He cocked his head. She’d been angling for sex, which he’d firmly shut down. So unless he’d done more than talk in his sleep…

      “I can so read your mind, pervo, and no we didn’t, but it would serve you right if we had.”

      He laughed, not surprised at all that she really could read his mind. “If it wasn’t mind-blowing sex, then tell me what life transformative thing happened last night that I missed?”

      They’d reached the counter. “We talked,” she said, her smile as bright as sunshine. “I was afraid we’d lost that, but we haven’t. And that, Mr. Pragmatist, makes me happy.”

      She turned away to signal the clerk, leaving him reeling a bit. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but this … well, she was right. They’d talked more last night than they had in years. He’d feared they’d lost that connection, too, but clearly they hadn’t.

      Despite this hellish situation they were trying to navigate, they’d found the core of their friendship again, and that truly was incredible.

      The only thing better, in fact, would be to take that friendship to the next level, but as he’d told her last night, that would never—could never—happen. So all he said as the clerk approached was, “Yeah. That makes me happy, too.”

      He moved closer to the counter, his arm brushing hers. As if in contradiction to his thoughts, the contact sent sparks of awareness shooting through him, forcing him to stifle a groan.

      Shut it down, Red. You know it’s not happening, so just shut it the fuck down.

      “You’re certain?”

      Red glanced up, realized Jo was talking to the clerk, and kicked himself for being so off his game that he’d actually tuned their conversation out.

      “You don’t even do short term boxes for hotel guests?”

      “No, ma’am,” the clerk said. “The rooms all have safes. I’ve been here since Mr. Corveau took over the property. As far as I know, this hotel never had deposit boxes.”

      “I was so sure,” Jo said later when they were back in Red’s car. “It just made sense, you know?”

      “Nothing about this makes sense.” He muttered a soft curse, as disappointed as she was that their potential lead crapped out.

      “So what now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Her eyes were wide as she looked at him. “We have to figure it out.” There was a hint of panic in her voice. “It’s not going to just go away.”

      “No,” Red said, his hands tightening on the steering wheel. “And the longer it takes, the more insistent they’ll become.”

      “By insistent, you mean violent. Like that’s going to suddenly make us remember that we know what the hell this stupid package is, and where Mel stashed it?”

      The panic had morphed into fear and fury, but he didn’t try to calm her down or argue. She was right on all counts.

      “We need to swing by my place,” he said, focusing on the pragmatic side of planning since he had nothing else up his sleeve. “I’m staying with you until this is sorted out, and I need to get a few things.”

      He glanced sideways at her, expecting an argument, but she only nodded.

      He took the next left, mentally rerouting them toward his mid-Wilshire condo rather than her house in the valley. The condo was old enough that it didn’t have parking, and he reached into the middle console for his resident parking pass, which he slid onto the dashboard.

      He started looking for spaces on either side of the street once he was within a few blocks. Almost all the slots were full, some clearly not by residents. Like the dark car with tinted windows and no resident tag. He frowned, making a mental note as a bona fide miracle occurred, and a spot opened up right in front of his building.

      “It’s our lucky day,” he told her.

      She made a sour face. “If a parking space meets your standards, we really need to have a talk about what our goals here are.” But she was grinning as he reached her side of the car.

      Before they started walking toward his building, he took a moment to survey his perimeter—a habit he’d acquired over the years, and not one he ever intended to break.

      He frowned, considering that.

      She tilted her head, studying him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Not sure. I was thinking about Monday. I told you that someone nailed me with a Taser.”

      She cringed, but nodded. “And?”

      “They shouldn’t have been able to.”

      “Well, duh. You’re Bad Ass Secret Agent Guy.”

      “I’m serious. I always check my surroundings. It’s ingrained. I don’t think I could stop if I wanted to.”

      She paused on the steps leading up to the main entrance. “What are you getting at?”

      He took her arm and led her inside, then stopped in the entryway.

      “These aren’t your average thugs we’re dealing with,” he said, his voice low. “Whoever they are, they’re pros.”

      “I figured as much. I mean, think about the way they killed Mel.” She swallowed, clearly fighting a shudder. “And then the video. Maybe Mel got hooked up with, I don’t know, the mafia or something. Maybe they wanted him to launder money.”

      “No, you’re not understanding me. I don’t mean professional criminals. I mean they’re operatives. They’re like me—like I was, anyway. Probably retired. Definitely skilled.”

      “Oh.” The word was small, but she followed it with a forced smile. “So I guess we’re living in an action movie.”

      He made a rough noise in his throat. “And despite turning down Stark’s offer, it looks like I’m back in that goddamn life. At least for a little while.”

      She reached over and took his hand. “I’m really sorry,” she said. “But, Red, I can’t tell you how glad I am that I’m not going through this alone.”

      His heart twisted, and he wanted to give himself a hard, solid punch to the head. What the hell was he doing telling her all that? Scaring her more than she already was?

      “Do not even,” she said as they stepped into the elevator to go to his ninth floor unit.

      “Don’t what?” he asked as the elevator started to rise.

      “Regret telling me the truth about what we’re in the middle of.”

      “Stop reading my mind.”

      She shrugged and flashed him a lighthearted grin. “It’s what I do.”

      God, how he wanted to kiss her right then.

      “What?” she said, her eyes narrowing as she studied his face.

      He dodged with another truth. “Everything we’re in the middle of, and you can still laugh.”

      “Oh.” She looked down, and he watched as her shoulders rose and fell, and he wanted to kick himself.

      “Jo, hey, I didn’t mean that as a bad—”

      “I know you didn’t.” She met his eyes, hers hard with determination. “I’m not naive, Red. I know the depth of mire we’re in. But I can’t wallow in it. That wouldn’t do anyone any good. And yes, I miss Mel—I do. It pisses me off that I can’t even mourn him properly.”

      The elevator car came to a stop and the doors opened, but she didn’t make a move. “I hate that he died when our marriage was in trouble,” she continued. “And I hate the fact that no matter what was going on between us, the real tragedy is that I lost a friend. Both of us lost a friend.”

      She took a deep breath, then pressed the button to keep the elevator doors open, even though she didn’t budge from the small car. “But I can’t be that person. I don’t want to be. So I choose to look at the good side.”

      “The good side,” he repeated.

      “Yeah,” she said, finally stepping off the elevator.

      “And what’s that?”

      She glanced over his shoulder with a well, duh look. “You, dummy.”

      “I’m not sure I’m qualified to be anybody’s good side,” he said, following her to his unit.

      “I’m not going through this alone, which is a bonus. We’ve been rebuilding a friendship, which we both know had started to flounder.”

      “No. We were—”

      “I don’t mean like that. We’ll be friends forever. But like we talked about last night. It wasn’t as … I don’t know … intimate as it had been before. And now I feel like we’re back. That’s all.”

      She stepped aside to let him get his key into the door, and he was grateful for the diversion. Otherwise she might have seen the evidence of the way that word—intimate—had shot through him, firing all sorts of lust-filled responses that had no business firing.

      “I get it,” he said, pushing the door open. He hurried inside. “I’m going to go pack a bag,” he said, then he was off, leaving her to make herself at home while he took a breather in the back.

      Because damn it, this had to stop. He couldn’t keep thinking about her like that. Couldn’t keep wanting her. Craving her.

      But he did. He always had.

      And how much of an asshole did it make him that all these feelings had bubbled to the surface in the wake of his buddy’s death. “God, Mel, I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      Behind him, Jo cleared her throat. “I didn’t mean to interrupt—I only wanted to know if you wanted me to pack up your plants on the patio and bring them along. I mean, if you’re staying until this is over, it may be awhile.”

      He shook his head. “My neighbor has a key. I’ll ask her to check in on them.”

      “Oh.”

      He frowned, confused by the hard tone of her voice.

      “Are you guys dating? Because you should explain to her why you’re coming to stay with me if—”

      “I told you. I don’t date.”

      “She has a key. Is she one of the ones you—”

      “Christ, Jo. She’s my neighbor. She’s eighty-two, and although I think she’s one of the best people I’ve ever met, I can’t quite see her in that role.”

      “Right.” She drew in a breath. “I’m sorry. It’s just on my mind.”

      He blinked at her. “What is?”

      “Well, duh. You. Me. Sex.”

      He stumbled backwards, then sat on the edge of the bed.

      She kept talking, not seeming to care at all that she’d just tossed him a curve ball. “You said no, and I respect that. But dammit, Red, it’s on my mind.”

      “Sex?” What the hell was happening?

      “Hello? Yes. And God knows I shouldn’t be thinking along those lines, at all. Not with Mel gone like that and people attacking us. But I am.” She’d been pacing, but now she paused in front of him.

      “I’d say it’s that I want comfort,” she continued. “You know, after Mel. After everything. And I think that’s part of it. Mostly, though, I want a taste of what we never had. What we should have had that night you pushed me away.”

      “How can you do that?” he asked, utterly fascinated by her. “How can you lay it all out there like that? I’ve never known anyone that comfortable with honesty.”

      Her cheeks turned pink, and he watched as her throat moved. “Yeah, well, maybe this is the new me. I wasn’t honest enough with Mel. About wanting to try harder when it started to go downhill, or about wanting a clean break when I was certain it wasn’t working anymore. You’re meeting the new Jo, I guess.”

      “No. Same Jo. Just a new perspective.”

      “At any rate, I hope you like Jo-two-point-oh.”

      He reached for her hand as he stood up. “You know I do. Just like you know this thing between us isn’t going anywhere.”

      She bit her lower lip and moved closer. “So you admit there’s a thing.”

      “I never denied the thing.”

      “But you really won’t tell me what’s holding you back?” She moved closer still, then slid her hands around his waist, her body pressed to his. “Even if I beg?”

      He stifled a groan, trying to halt his body’s reaction, his traitorous cock that wanted to join in these games she was playing. And she knew exactly what she was doing, too. Of that he was certain. There was no way she could miss the erection straining against his jeans, not when her body was pressed flat against his.

      He drew in a breath, caught that scent of strawberries from her hair, and just about lost control. Instead, he used the rising need as a lever, giving him the will to spin them around so that he could push her back, tumbling her onto the bed.

      She gasped, a soft, startled sound, and he was on her in an instant, straddling her, his hands on her shoulders, holding her down.

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “No,” he said. “I know you’re just playing. I know you don’t understand. But you have to believe me. This is a door you don’t want to open.”

      “I’m not playing.”

      He managed a derisive snort. “There really are monsters in the dark, Jo. And I promise, if you push too hard, you’ll meet the ones that live in me.”

      She licked her lips, but she didn’t look scared. On the contrary, when she parted those moist lips, all she said was, “Let me.”

      And that’s when he realized the truth: Between the two of them, she was the one with no fear. While he was fucking terrified.
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      “Wait a second,” Red says, his hand going out to stop me before I continue down the steps. We’re in front of the entrance to the condo, looking out toward the tree-lined street.

      “What’s going on?”

      “That car. The black one with the tinted windows.”

      I see the car he’s talking about, but nothing stands out to me. “What about it?”

      He doesn’t say. Instead he takes a step forward, then glances back at me. “Stay here.”

      He doesn’t wait for me to respond, just continues down the walk until he reaches the curb. He pauses, then takes a step into the street, between two parked cars. Traffic is light, but there are enough cars that he can’t cross immediately.

      As he hesitates, I notice that the car in question is starting to pull out. Traffic clears enough for him to start to cross, and as he does, the car guns its engine, then screeches away.

      I hurry down the sidewalk toward the curb as Red continues crossing, then seems to inspect the area where the car was only moment before.

      I watch all of this, baffled, until he comes back to me.

      “What is it?”

      “Surveillance. On us.”

      My eyes go wide. “Are you serious?”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I don’t actually doubt him. The car definitely seemed to be zipping away from Red specifically. “And why did you notice that car in the first place?”

      “Instinct.”

      “Okay, but why?”

      “No resident tag. And there was someone sitting in the passenger seat, not the driver’s side.”

      “Maybe they were waiting for someone. And how do you know that anyway? The windows were tinted.”

      “The windshield isn’t.”

      “Yeah, but from our angle at the condo, we couldn’t see the windshield,” I tell him.

      “I didn’t see it when we came out, I saw it when we pulled in.”

      “You’re telling me that as we pulled in on our side of the street, you just happened to notice somebody sitting in the passenger side in a car across the street?”

      He just shrugs.

      “And that was it?”

      “When we came out, the back window was cracked. The front window was cracked when we first arrived.”

      “Well, I’m seriously impressed. And that’s not instinct.”

      “No?”

      “No,” I insist. “It’s training. And skill. And honestly it’s pretty creepy that someone was just sitting there watching your place for who knows how long, but it’s seriously impressive that you tagged them. Is that the word?”

      He shrugs. “It’s a word. It works.”

      I laugh. “Well, whatever the word, I can tell you that I feel better having you beside me.”

      The words weren’t intended in any sort of sexual sense, but as soon as they’re out of my mouth, I realize that’s how I mean them. I do want him beside me, and not only standing next to me, protecting me from bad guys.

      I want him beside me. In my life, in my bed. I want him. Charlie Cooper.

      But I’ve already told him most of that, and it didn’t get me anywhere. So for now at least, I push those feelings aside. It’s not like I have nothing else occupying my mind. I’m full up on interesting topics. Like, oh, coming up with a plan for staying alive, avoiding the bad guys, and finding the damn MacGuffin.

      Just another day in LA.

      I exhale, frustrated and tired. “Why do you think they’re watching us?”

      He starts to walk toward his car, his hand lightly at my back. “I assume they’re making sure that we’re really looking for this thing.”

      He clicks the button on his fob and unlocks the car, then opens my door for me.

      “Hello?” I say as I slide into the passenger seat. “They’ve attacked both of us, and they killed Mel. Hell yeah, I’m looking for it.”

      I look up at him, still standing there with the door in his hand. “That won’t be the end of it will it?” I ask. “I mean, once we find this thing, it’s not over, is it?”

      His shoulders rise and fall as he shuts the door. I watch as he circles the front of the car and then enters. “That won’t be the end, will it?” I repeat, the words heavy on my tongue.

      “It would be nice if it was.”

      I exhale, not liking the answer. Because we both know damn well that once they have the missing thing back, there’s no reason to keep us alive. We’ll have become a liability.

      “So what do we do?” I ask as he pulls into traffic.

      “What we’ve been doing. We find this thing. Then we’ll have leverage, and we go from there.”

      “You know what I said earlier about having you beside me?”

      He glances toward me—a quick glance since he’s driving, but I swear I see the heat in his eyes. Right now, though, I don’t care.

      Right now, that’s not what I’m thinking about at all. “It goes double now.”

      I settle back in my seat, wishing I had a coffee. I could use the caffeine hit right about now. I’m about to ask for him to find a drive-thru, when the sound of his ringing phone reverberates through the car.

      The in-dash screen identifies the caller as Ryan, and Red taps the button to accept the call. “What’s up?”

      Immediately, Ryan’s voice fills the car. “You driving?”

      “Yeah. Do you need us to come there?”

      “Find a place where you can pull over. I’ve got something I want you to take a look at. I’m going to send it to your phone.”

      “I have my tablet in my bag,” I say. “Send it there and we’ll be able to see it better.” I give him my number so he can text it, and as he sends the image and I open the file, Red pulls into a nearby parking lot to pull over.

      “Tell me when you’ve got it open,” Ryan says. “And by the way, the phones are done. Mario popped by your place to deliver yours, but since you weren’t there, he let himself in. I apologize. Mario sometimes forgets the smaller things like, oh, privacy, in the bigger picture.”

      I laugh. “It’s all good. Tell him thanks.”

      “He’s here with me. And what I told him was to ask permission first next time, and that you’ll report in if you see anything odd. We’ll look at the other clone in the meantime.”

      “Sorry about that,” Mario says. “Figured you’d want it right away.”

      “Not a problem,” I say, and I can practically hear Ryan rolling his eyes.

      “The picture loaded,” I add. “Signal’s not great here. Is it supposed to be this grainy?”

      “That’s the best we’ve got. The system wasn’t hi-res by a long shot.”

      I have my tablet balanced between Red and me on the console. We’re looking at two people in a hallway. Mel’s looking over his shoulder, his arm around a woman with long, dark hair facing away from the camera. My stomach clenches at their intimate pose, but I try to analyze the photo, not my irritation that he had a sidepiece.

      “Dammit, Mel,” I whisper. “If you were fucking her, why the hell didn’t you just sign the divorce papers?”

      Red reaches over and takes my hand. “Can you clean it up?” he says to Ryan.

      “It’s doubtful, but I’m trying,” Mario says.

      “Is that a mirror in the hall?” Red asks. I look more closely and see what he’s referring to. There’s something there, visible in the gap between their heads. It’s round, and has something blurry in the middle of it.

      “You got it,” Mario says. “But that’s as clean as I’ve gotten the reflection. If we can get it, we’ll have our girl. But I gotta tell you, confidence is low.”

      “So what’s the plan?” I ask.

      “If we found this, we can probably find more,” Mario says. “I’m all over it. This and the exterior cameras. More light. Might get a better quality image. Bottom line, I’m on it.”

      Once we end the call, Red pulls back out onto the road. For a while we drive in silence, and I wonder what he’s thinking. Mel was my husband, but I wouldn’t have expected him to tell me about an affair, though it would’ve been nice if he’d agreed to the divorce. But he was Red’s best friend, and unless Red was lying to me, he didn’t have a clue about the affair either.

      I’ve been nursing my wounds, but in that moment I realize that Red suffered the same kind of betrayal I did. With a friendship that close, why didn’t Mel turn to him? Why didn’t he tell him that our marriage was in trouble? That he was seeing someone else?

      These are all questions I know I’ll never have the answer to, and it eats at me, but at the very least, I’m grateful that I’m not going through this alone.

      We’re over the hill and in Studio City when another thought occurs to me. “What if she’s not in danger?” I ask. “What if he was having an affair with someone who was actually plotting to kill him?”

      “Not a bad theory, but it raises the question of why she’d want to kill someone like Mel. Was he into something shady? Did she pull him in?” He looks sideways at me. “Would that make you feel better? If his mistress was his killer?”

      I sit up straighter, shocked by the question. “Like that’s what he deserves because he screwed around? God, no. I just wish I knew why he didn’t agree to a divorce.”

      “Mel was never good at admitting he was wrong,” Red says. “Maybe he didn’t want to face the truth.”

      I sit for a moment, watching the familiar buildings go by. “Maybe. I guess I get that. It’s hard to own up to who you are sometimes. To get out of your own way.”

      The words linger in the air, and I have to wonder how much they apply to Red. There’s something between us. I know it. I felt it. Good God, I’ve felt it since the first day I met the man. And now, in the midst of all this tragedy, he’s even admitted it to me. And yet he’s not willing to do a damn thing about it. Is he not willing to get out of his own way either?

      With a sigh, I lean back and close my eyes, wishing that everything were different. But it’s not, and this is the new normal, and we’re going to get through this. I have to believe that, because the only other option is that we don’t find this thing, and my world crumbles even more. Possibly all the way into dust and ash.

      “Is your mom coming for the wedding?” I blurt the words out in an attempt to get my mind off the subject.

      He laughs. “Is that a subtle way to change the subject?” I roll my eyes at how well he knows me.

      “I didn’t think it was subtle at all.”

      He chuckles. “No, she’s not coming. She planned to, but Elise fell and broke her hip, so they can’t travel.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know. Will she be okay?”

      “Yeah, Mom says it’s healing well. She’ll have to be careful with it, but she’s doing okay.”

      “Good. I like Elise. She was a hoot that one time they came to visit when we were in college, and we went to the Getty with them. Do you remember?”

      “I do. That was a good day.”

      Elise, who at one point taught art history, had been our private tour guide. But she made it so much fun, telling us stories about the pieces that she knew something about, and making up things if she didn’t. It was the only time I’ve ever wandered through a museum and alternated between learning something and laughing my ass off.

      I adored her from that moment on, and I was truly happy when I learned that Red’s mom and Elise, who I’d always thought were just longtime besties, had recently gotten married.

      “I’m sad they aren’t coming,” I say. “I’d love to see them both again, and I was really hoping to practice on your mom.”

      “You’ve been practicing sign language?” I hear real surprise in his voice.

      “A little. I’m trying to not forget the basics, then expand a bit beyond that.”

      We’re at a light, and he turns to look at me, a question in his eye. “Why?”

      I can only shrug. The real answer is because it was important to him. What I say is, “I want to learn it. I’ve been practicing since college, you know that.” I’m not good, but I can communicate. Sort of. I’m like a first-year French student in a Paris tourist restaurant where the staff speaks perfect English.

      Red keeps his gaze on me for a little bit longer than necessary, so long that the person behind us honks when the light turns green. As he accelerates, I ask my other question.

      “Is your dad coming?”

      “He’s not invited. If it were a typical wedding, he might be invited to the ceremony, but it’s just going to be Renly and Abby. And Renly isn’t interested in having him at the party afterwards.”

      “Right. I forgot.” Red and his father have a decent relationship now, but their dad walked out on them when they were kids, and it made for some rocky times. Red patched it up with his dad, but not Renly. And then, when Renly joined the service right out of high school despite his father telling him it was a horrible idea, it drove that wedge deeper.

      “Renly didn’t like being told what to do, especially by a man who’d proved he didn’t much care about us when he walked away. And Dad doesn’t like being ignored. They can be civil now, but ... well, I can’t blame my brother. Dad was absent for most of our lives.”

      “You repaired the relationship.”

      “True, but I reached out on purpose. It was my choice. Not reaching out is Renly’s.”

      “I get that. But I’m glad that you did. And envious too. It’s hard for me not to criticize Renly’s choices, you know?”

      He reaches over and squeezes my hand, knowing full well that I’ve always been a bit jealous that his absentee father at least kept in touch, even sporadically. And his mom’s still alive. “You’ve got a different perspective. But everyone does. It would be pretty boring if we were all the same.”

      I manage a smile to push away the melancholy. “Yeah. It really would.”

      When we arrive at my place, Red parks in the driveway behind my car. We get to the front door, and see that among everything else, Mario has installed a shiny new lock.

      I’m punching in the code when my phone rings. I pull it out, glance at it, and almost drop my phone. Red catches it as it starts to tumble from my fingers. He looks at me in shock, obviously having seen the same thing on the screen as I did—the call is from Mel’s office number.

      I meet his eyes, then tap the speaker button to answer the call.

      “You need to work harder,” an electronically altered voice says. “Think harder. Otherwise we may decide we don’t need your help at all.”

      I see a red dot appear on the door in front of me. For a moment I’m confused, then the dot moves to me. My mouth goes dry and my pulse pounds in my ears as I look down and see the dot on my white tee.

      Suddenly I’m slammed backwards, and Red is in front of me, his body crushing mine against the side of the house, blocking me. Protecting me. “You know damn well I’m the one with the best chance of finding this thing,” Red says, still talking to the speakerphone. “You hurt her, you lose me.”

      “I don’t believe that, Mr. Cooper. But if you work faster, then maybe we won’t have to see which one of us is right.”

      I can’t see anything from behind Red, so I don’t know if the laser dot is gone. We stay that way for a moment, completely still, until Red finally moves forward, giving me room to breathe.

      He turns and punches in my code, so hard I’m surprised the little numbers don’t crush into dust. I can see the rage boiling inside him; it’s practically coming off in waves.

      He takes my hand, pulling me so that I stumble inside, surprised by the urgency since the threat is gone. He follows me, slams the door, and the next thing I know my back is flat against the closed door, and his mouth is hard against mine.

      I’m melting. Completely melting, and I want this so much. I want to work away the fear, the loss the anger. I want everything he’s giving, and I want to give everything he’s taking.

      He’s touching my face, his calloused fingertips rough on my skin. His eyes meet mine, then trail over my entire body as if he can’t believe I’m here. I gasp, his intense inspection like the most intimate of caresses.

      “Red,” I begin, but he cuts me off with a kiss so deep I feel it all through my body. His hand goes to my neck, holding me in place so tight I can barely breathe. Then his other hand slides down inside my leggings to cup my bare sex, and I almost come right then.

      I’m already so wet, and I moan as he thrusts his fingers inside me, hard and deep, his kiss mimicking the way he’s finger-fucking me. I’m trapped, immobile, needy, and desperate for more.

      I try to shift my hips, so desperate for his touch, wanting—needing—to grind against his hand. Needing that release. But I’m trapped, completely at his mercy. It’s heady and glorious, and all I want is more.

      Then suddenly, the cage is gone. He’s stepped away, his hands and mouth no longer touching me.

      Instead, he’s looking at me as if he doesn’t know me, and I’m so lost right now that I don’t even know myself. “Red? What—”

      “I’m sorry,” he says, his voice an echo of pain. “Jo, I’m so fucking sorry.”
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      What the hell was he doing?

      Red pushed back from her, feeling like a complete subhuman when her hand went to her neck, her eyes wide, her lips parted. She was breathing hard, just staring at him. And why not? He’d trapped her, basically attacked her, and had just kept on claiming her even when she’d struggled against him.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry.” That was all he could get out. All he could say.

      What words were there that would fill the void he’d just created between them? A looming black chasm that he’d never be able to cross.

      God, he’d never wanted her to see him like this.

      “So fucking sorry,” he repeated, then bolted from the living room, slamming himself into the guest room and leaning against the door as if to barricade himself inside.

      He drew in a breath, then another and another until he could see straight again. Until his heart stopped beating so hard that he risked cracking a rib. When he could get the picture of her shocked expression out of his mind.

      Jo. Of all the people he didn’t want to see him like this, why did he have to lose it in front of Jo?

      It was rhetorical question, of course. He knew exactly why. He wanted her.

      But his shame was that he craved her that way. In all the dark ways, the dark places where he lived now, he wanted her there with him, but dammit, he was never going to do that to her.

      With an angry burst he pushed away from the door and started pacing. He had to deal with this. He had to bring it down. He could feel the rage and the fury and then need bubbling through him.

      He was on the edge, and he had to get it out. Had to release those demons.

      He had to fight back.

      “Fuck it,” he murmured, then reached into his back pocket and pulled out his phone. He hit the speed dial number, leaving the phone on speaker as he paced, waiting for her to answer.

      “Mr. R, it’s lovely to hear from you.” Her voice was soft and polished. The voice of a woman you could trust.

      “I need somebody,” he growled.

      “Right away, I assume?”

      “Yes. I’ll need a hotel room. Can you arrange it?”

      “Of course. Just tell me what time, and—”

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      He whipped around to find Jo standing in the doorway. In two long strides she crossed to him and ripped the phone out of his hand.

      “He’ll call you back.” She ended the call and tossed the phone on the bed.

      He took a step toward her, certain his expression would terrify even the most hardened military man. Jo stood her ground.

      “Is that her? A call girl you see? What the fuck are you thinking?”

      It was a valid question. He couldn’t leave Jo now even though, dammit, he’d sure as hell proved that he couldn’t stay around her either.

      “Dammit, Red, answer me.”

      “Her name is Marjorie. She runs an escort service. And yes, she was going to arrange a girl for me.”

      He didn’t see the slap coming. He only felt it the sting on his cheek. She took a step back, breathing hard.

      He stepped closer. “I’d be careful if I were you. I’m not myself right now.” He shook his head. “No, that’s not the truth. I am myself right now. That’s the goddamn problem.”

      “Bullshit. I don’t know what’s going on with you, but I do know you’re running away. You’re running away from me to go pay someone to fuck you. Why?”

      He could hear the hurt in her voice, and his heart twisted.

      “Dammit, Jo. It’s a transaction, not a relationship. I don’t have to worry what they think of either me or what I need. I pay the money, I get whatever I ask. Is that what you want to hear?”

      He expected her to cringe away in disgust. Instead, she tilted her head back and met his eyes, hers just as cold and hard as he was certain his were. “Yes. That’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

      “Well, then you’ve heard. And now you know.” He started to push past her out of the room, but she grabbed his arm.

      “Why?” Her voice was soft now, almost tentative. “Why them and not me?”

      The words ricocheted through him. Why indeed? Because wasn’t that what he really wanted? To pull her into his arms. To wrap her in his embrace. To draw her close and slowly strip her from her clothes. To trail kisses over her skin. To taste her and touch her.

      Yes, dear God, yes. But he wanted so much more than that, too. Needed so much more.

      Raw, hard things. He wanted—no, he needed—to burn what was raging inside of him out of him. And he wanted it to be Jo who stoked that fire.

      He would never do that to her.

      Instead, he cupped her cheek and said, “I love you Jo. But you know what the song says. You can’t always get what you want.”
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      I didn’t mean to fall asleep on the couch, but I must have, because I’m awakened when Red presses his hand to my shoulder. The room is entirely dark now, and I have no sense of time.

      He sits on the edge of the sofa, his hip brushing against my torso. I stretch and curl onto my side, squishing my back against the cushions to give him more room.

      “Are you okay?” I ask. He’s looking at me so strangely, as if he’s never seen me before.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I wait, but he doesn’t say anything else. “It’s okay,” I say. “I didn’t have any right to interrupt or to make you feel bad or for any of it, honestly.” I don’t understand what he’s battling, but I know it’s something, and I hate the thought that I made it worse for him. “I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

      He’s shaking his head as I talk. Now I reach out and put my hand on his knee.

      “No. I mean it. I’m not in your head, but I know that whatever’s there is dark. I don’t understand why. But I shouldn’t have burst in like that and started railing on you.”

      He drops his head, so I have no view of his face. But when he finally tilts it back up again and looks me in the eyes, I can see the intensity reflected there. The flashes of emotion that catch in the dim ambient light peeking in around the curtains.

      I stay still and silent, waiting for him to speak. Even Rambo, curled up near my feet, hasn’t moved, as if he knows that anything out of the ordinary might shift Red offtrack, might keep him from saying whatever it is he’s come out here to say.

      And so I wait, almost waiting until I think he’s not going to say anything at all. Then I hear his voice, so low and gravelly that I almost don’t recognize it. “It was almost a year,” he says. “Almost a year that I was there, trapped and tortured. A hostage.”

      My body goes completely cold, and I have to physically tense my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering. I open my mouth, but I don’t know what I’m going to say, and I’m relieved when he continues.

      “I remember all of it. Not just in my mind, I remember it in my blood. I remember it in my soul. They changed me. She changed me. She twisted me around, and even though I won in the end, I didn’t really. Because they broke me, Jo. They completely shattered me. They ravaged my soul like wolves, and there’s no way I can ever put it back together again.”

      I can’t help it. I have to touch him, even at the risk of him pulling back. And so I slowly reach out and press my hand gently over his. For a moment he says nothing, and I fear I’ve made a mistake. Then he says, “I get flashbacks. I have dreams. What I don’t have anymore are relationships. She—they—twisted sex around. They made it something hard and desperate, but damned if I don’t need it. The release. The tension. That edge of control. I need it. I just need.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He shakes his head. “Maybe I don’t either. They turned sex into a battle. A fight, and if I’m not in control—I have to be in control— then the dark rises. The terror that I might lose myself again. And I can’t go there. I can’t risk it. I can’t do it.”

      I don’t understand what he means by any of this, but the pain is real. And I got a taste of that need for control in the way he pushed me against the wall, the feel of his hand against my throat, holding me still. “Have you talked to anyone?”

      “Only everyone under the sun. They tell me it’s normal. That it’s PTSD. That I can work through it. But I’ve tried. Seven years I’ve been trying. It never gets better. It never fucking gets any better. At least after I met Marjorie—after I started sessions with her girls—at least then the nightmares stopped.”

      “Red…” His words are breaking my heart.

      His expression is fierce. “This is who I am now. I’ve accepted that. But I’m not taking you down with me.”

      “I still don’t understand. What happened to you?”

      He’s silent for so long I think that he’s not going to tell me, then he says, “We were assigned a mission to intercept a splinter cell of a terrorist organization that was using human trafficking as a source of capital.”

      I nod, remembering the look on his face when Mario had mentioned that Stark Security was working on a human trafficking case, but I say nothing. Just wait for him to continue.

      “It was six of us from the SOC. We were trying to track the splinter group, break them, and rescue as many victims as possible. At the same time, a small group of flight attendants had banded together to educate their peers about how to spot trafficking victims and get them safely from their captors. The group was growing, gaining interest from other airlines, and several from the group were asked to host seminars, basically spread the word.”

      I stay silent, but nod for him to continue.

      “Intel told us the group was attracting attention from trafficking organizations that weren’t happy with their results. For obvious reasons. So the SOC put an agent undercover with them. Her name was Lisa, and because of the nature of the work, we would meet up on occasion when she was between flights. She was deep cover, none of the other people at the airlines knew that she was anything other than what she appeared to be. But I did. We talked, we started dating.”

      I feel a ping of jealousy, and hate myself for it.

      I say nothing, though, except to urge him to go on even though my stomach is twisting uncomfortably. I know this story isn’t going to end well.

      He tilts his head, cracking his neck, as if he can’t speak until he releases that tension. “We were a year into the job when we finally identified the leaders of the cell and their base just inside the Romanian border. The job was infiltration and capture. The powers that be wanted the leaders alive so we could get more intel.”

      “Were you leading the team?”

      He shakes his head. “No. That was Johnny. A good man. A good leader. But in the end, his skill, our team’s training, the fact that we had right on our side—none of it mattered. My entire team was captured, and they killed Johnny straight away. One bullet, right between the eyes.”

      I wince.

      “And the kicker? They simultaneously kidnapped three of the flight attendants who were on a layover, Lisa included.”

      “Red, I’m so sorry.”

      I’m not even sure he hears me. His voice is flat as he continues. “We were held hostage for I think two weeks before they started killing the rest of us off. I’m not sure. Time blurs, but for all that time, I was strapped to a chair.”

      Tears prick my eyes as I picture that horrible scene.

      “I lived in that chair for at least a month, maybe longer. My ass was raw from the excrement I was sitting in, I was in constant pain, the world a constant haze. I think I was unconscious most of the time, floating somewhere between this world and God knows where.”

      He looks at me. I try not to react. And it takes all of my effort not to let the tears fall down my cheeks. But I don’t want to interrupt him. I don’t want to give him any reason to stop talking.

      “They started killing off my companions. Some got off easy with a bullet to the head. Others were tortured. One man was flayed alive.”

      He draws a deep breath. “When it was just me and the women, they took me out of the chair. They cleaned me up. They tended my wounds. They fed me. They waited until I was somewhat strong again. I thought perhaps they were going to release us with a message. That they didn’t want the torture to show too dramatically.” He laughs, but there’s no humor in the sounds.

      “I was so fucking wrong. All they were doing was making sure I was fully cognizant when they went on to the next step in their plan.”

      “What did they do?” The question is a whisper, and I’m certain I don’t really want to hear the answer.

      “They forced me to watch as they raped the three women. Alice, Jennifer, and Lisa. Over and over again, brutal and hard. They killed Alice and Jennifer. One guy was fucking Alice, and another came up and sliced her neck, but not before he left the blade pressed there so that she knew what was coming. Jennifer got it easier. A man came up from behind and blew her brains out. So at least she wasn’t any more scared than she already was.”

      He’s been looking down, but now he meets my eyes again. “They made me watch all of it. Every single one. Told me it would be worse for them if I tried to look away. I believed them.”

      “Every day they would tell me that they were going to kill me too. That if I didn’t join them—if I didn’t use my skills to help them, that’s what they would do.” He makes another raw noise in his throat. “They told me they knew that I never would, but that I needed to know that I had an out. A true, legitimate way to save my life. But I wasn’t choosing it. I was asking for the pain, and that made it my fault not theirs.”

      He draws in breath and arches back, as if trying to stretch. As if the weight of these memories has pulled his body into a small, tight ball and he has to have release.

      “Do you want me to keep going?”

      I nod. Then I shake my head. Both answers are true. Then I say, “I want to understand. If you’re willing to tell me, I’ll listen to anything you say.”

      The tears I’ve tried to hold back are falling now. There’s nothing I can do about that. He reaches over and gently brushes one away, and that only makes me cry all the more.

      When he leans back, he rubs his palms over the scruff of his thin beard. “I don’t know why they picked me to survive. Maybe they knew that I’d been dating Lisa. They knew she was undercover, though I have no idea how they learned that. But whatever the reasons, soon, it was just Lisa and me.”

      “Were you together at least? Could you talk to her?”

      He shakes his head. “No. They only brought us into the same room to watch each other being tortured. Mine was water.”

      I frown, not understanding what he means, but he continues.

      “I was tied to the chair like I told you. They would strap me down so tight then they would pick me up, turn me over and dump me into a water barrel. Just leave me there.”

      He meets my eyes. “When I saw the video of what they did to Mel...”

      He trails off with a shudder, and I feel sick. He must’ve almost lost his shit seeing that after what happened to him.

      “Every day—every goddamn day—I wished I had a knife. I’d always carried one habitually. Still do. But they’d stripped me, so my lifelong habit was fucking useless.

      “Every day, I’d tell myself that if I had one, even just a three inch blade, I could have gotten free. Killed every last one of those motherfuckers, and gotten me and Lisa out.”

      His throat moves as he swallows, and his eyes are glassy with tears. “I don’t know if I would have managed or not, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t have my knife. And even if I did, I don’t know that I would have been able to get to it. There was an opportunity once or twice that maybe, if I’d been careful and clever, I could have retrieved a knife hidden in my clothes. But of course, I didn’t have my clothes. When they didn’t leave us naked, Lisa and I were wearing rags. Literally rags tied around our bodies.”

      “How did you get out? Did Lisa surv—” I stop the question. I see the answer in his eyes.

      “They tried to make me rape her. They couldn’t do it. But oh, God, what they did. I—”

      He turns his face away, and I have never seen such a look of agony in my life.

      “When I refused, they gutted her. I’m not even going to—” He draws a breath. “They killed her in the most horrible way. And all I could think was that I should have been able to save her.”

      “No. None of this was your fault. They’re the bad guys.”

      “If I’d only had a knife. Hell, if only I’d had a damn cyanide capsule.”

      I shiver. “Then you wouldn’t be here now.”

      His smile is infinitely sad. “No, I wouldn’t be. And Lisa would still be dead. And wishing things were different doesn’t change anything. It was hell, and for the rest of my life I have to know that I lived through hell.”

      “Yes,” I say. “You lived.” I shift so that I’m sitting upright and take both his hands. “You survived, Red. It’s horrible that you’re the only one who did, but that’s not your fault. That’s their fault. You survived. And that’s amazing.”

      I lean back again. “Will you tell me how you survived? Were you rescued?”

      “I escaped.” His voice is ripped. Exhausted. As if he’s back in that torture chamber. “After almost a year, I finally escaped. And it wasn’t even because I’m so damn special as an agent. If I was that special, I wouldn’t have gotten caught in the first place.”

      “Do not say that,” I interrupt. “It is not your fault any more than it’s the fault of the rest of the members on your team. You don’t blame them, do you?”

      He shoots me a sideways look. “No. You’re right. Of course I don’t. And no, it wasn’t our fault. There were a lot of things that contributed to our capture, but most were out of our control. But as for how I escaped, they got lazy.”

      “Lazy?”

      “They were planning on killing me soon, I knew that. They were about to move locations and leave me behind in the rubble as a message. But a guard got careless. And I got lucky.”

      I shift on the couch, leaning forward.

      “He came by himself, and when he bent to unchain me so that they could wash me again, I managed to strangle him. Somehow, I got the keys off his body. The rest was—is—a blur. I remember bits and pieces. I know I got to their weapons room, and I loaded up. At that point, I didn’t care what happened to me, and I fell into a frenzy. All I cared about was killing them. What happened to me wasn’t even an issue.”

      I hug myself, terrified for him even though I know that he got out alive.

      “I got as many as I could on my way to the exit where they’d set up the detonator. And the last thing I managed to do was bring down the building and kill the rest of them.”

      “I’m glad you killed them.” I frown, remembering something. “The other night, you talked about a woman. You kept saying she and her. What about her? Did she die, too?”

      “She did, the bitch.”

      I think he’s going to stay silent and not tell me about what she did, but after a long pause, he continues. “She was the reason they cleaned me periodically. She kept me like a pet.”

      I can hear the disgust in his voice.

      “She chained me to her bed. She used me. I’m not going to get any more detailed than that, except to say that she got what she wanted, and I will be forever disgusted that I let her have it, that I couldn’t fight my own body’s reaction. She stole every bit of my control. And Jo, that’s not something I’ll ever let happen again.” He swallows. “It’s not something I can. When I try—if I try—there are flashbacks. Memories. I can’t.”

      I hear the terror of the past in his voice and reach out for him. “I get it. It’s PTSD, right?”

      He nods. “So they tell me. But that doesn’t really matter, does it? She made me who I am now. This isn’t who I want to be.”

      “I don’t know,” I say, trying to lighten the moment. “A man who can do what you did—who escaped like that—seems to me a man like that deserves to be in control.”

      “Don’t,” he says. “Don’t joke about it. I’m not talking about control with little velvet ropes you buy from some kitschy store that sells flavored lube.”

      “I know,” I say. “I’m sorry. It was a stupid thing to say. But I also think you’re too hard on yourself. You’ve been through hell and back. You deserve whatever you need. It doesn’t make you a bad person, and it doesn’t mean you’re going to hurt me.” I lick my lips. “That’s what this boils down to, isn’t it? You’re afraid you’re going to hurt me.”

      “No. Yes. But also no. I’m afraid I’m going to use you.”

      “Then do. That’s why you see call girls, right? You use them to work through all this when it gets to be too much.”

      He swallows, then barely nods.

      “So don’t use them. Use me. Isn’t it obvious, Red? I want you to.”

      His chuckle is completely mirthless. “It’s not that simple, Jo.”

      “But maybe it is that simple. You don’t scare me, Red. You have control in spades.”

      He breathes in, a long, deep breath through his nose. “I told you all this because you deserve to know. Not because there’s an attraction bubbling up between us. Because honestly it’s more than attraction, and I think you know that. I love you, Jo. I always have. But,” he adds as he rises off the sofa, “that doesn’t mean I can have you.”
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      “A laser sight? You’re telling me that someone actually aimed a gun with a laser sight at your chest?” Abby stares at me, looking both appalled and in awe. “And Red jumped in front of you?” She closes her hands over her heart “Oh my God. That’s like something out of an action movie. You must have been freaking terrified.”

      “I was,” I tell her. “But don’t act like it’s such a big deal. You told me the story about your creepy stalker. A shiny red dot on my chest was nothing in comparison to what you went through.”

      Abby shakes her head. “No comparing ordeals. No one comes out the winner in that game.”

      We’re sitting in Emma’s living room on the stone hearth in front of her fireplace. It’s an adorable cottage in Venice Beach which, according to Abby and Emma’s sister Eliza, has tighter security than the building inside the Tower of London that guards the crown jewels.

      All in all, it really is a great venue for Abby’s bachelorette party. It is not however, the campy, trashy-looking strip club we’d been planning on.

      ”I’m really sorry that Red bullied you into changing venues.”

      Abby brushes it off. “Don’t be silly. He didn’t bully me. Although Renly was very happy we decided to move it.”

      Renly, I know, had specifically declined to have a stripper at his party. Abby, however, made clear she didn’t intend to be so pure. She’d talked about tradition, then shrugged, saying that if Renly’s ego couldn’t take it, well that was his problem.

      “Best sex I’ve ever had after I told him that,” she’d told me later. “Guess he had something to prove.”

      “Still, I feel bad,” I say now. “I can’t say that a strip club is my thing, but it sounded like campy good fun.”

      Once again, Abby brushes away my words. “Oh, don’t you worry. There will be hot campy goodness. Emma’s seen to that.”

      I sweep my gaze across the room, finding Emma talking to her sister, Eliza, along with Nikki Stark and Jamie Hunter, Ryan’s wife. I don’t know either woman well, though we’ve chatted a few times when I’ve bumped into them at the distillery. Nikki, of course, is the woman whose life Red saved in that horrible hostage situation two Christmases ago in New York.

      I recognize a few more women as well. Abby’s lifelong friend Lilah is chatting with Leah, another Stark Security agent, and a woman I don’t recognize, with pale blond hair and cornflower blue eyes. I’ve met Lilah a few times now. She’s a wisp of a woman, petite and delicate, with a biting wit that belies her sweet appearance.

      “Who’s Lilah talking to?”

      “Oh, that’s Xena. She’s Liam’s wife. Or maybe his girlfriend. I’m not sure, but it’s obvious they’re together with or without the paper.”

      I sigh, thinking that maybe the paper doesn’t mean that much anyway. It didn’t for Mel and me.

      The thought makes me think of Red, just a few blocks away. The men moved their venue as well, deciding that they would rather be closer to us just in case there was a problem. Originally they were going to be at the distillery, but now they’re down the street at Blacklist, a popular Venice Beach bar.

      I lean forward to refresh my drink from the whiskey bottle that’s sitting on the floor in front of the fireplace. “Xena used to work for Ellie Love, right?” I ask referring to the pop star who’s taken all the charts by storm.

      “Oh yeah. I think she may still. I’m not sure. But I know she does consulting for Stark Security.”

      That surprises me.

      “Yeah,” Abby continues when I say as much. “Renly said she’s been a huge help on this trafficking operation they’re chasing.”

      “That seems weird. What does her music background have to do with trafficking?”

      “Nothing. It’s all about her background.”

      I make a whooshing motion over my head, and Abby winces.

      “Dammit, I really shouldn’t talk and drink,” she says. “I’m sure she doesn’t mind if you know, but I still fucked up.”

      “You’re saying she was trafficked? Or almost was?”

      “Sorta. It’s a horrible story,” Abby says, “but I’ll let her tell it to you one day. The good news is that it all worked out, and she ended up with Liam in the process.”

      I think about Liam, an absolutely gorgeous black man who looks like he could as easily be starring in movies as working at Stark Security. He’s tall and broad, and must completely dwarf Xena, who’s petite and bubbly.

      “I was hoping to get the chance to meet Denny. You’ve become pretty close with her, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry she didn’t make it. Apparently her little one’s come down with a cold. She’s only working part-time these days. Since she’s a new mom, she wants to spend as much time as possible with her little girl before she’s school-age. And Mason, her husband, only works a few select jobs. He says he wants as much of home and hearth and sex—his words—that he can get. But I figured he’s earned the right to back off if anyone has.”

      I take a sip of my whiskey, then wave to Emma who’s pointing at a whiteboard she’s just pulled out. Dirty Pictionary is written across the top in neat block handwriting. I flash her a thumbs up and then signal that we’ll just be a minute.

      “It looks like it’s about time for the games, so tell me quick what’s going on with Mason that he earned the right.”

      Abby pushes to her feet “You should ask him. Or Denny. Suffice it to say that whatever drama you have with Red, it must be a cakewalk compared to what they went through.”

      She claps her hand over her mouth “Oh, God, I went and put my foot in it again.”

      I don’t have a clue what she’s talking about.

      She winces. “I shouldn’t be talking about you two like that.”

      I laugh. “In case you missed the memo, I’m the one who dragged you aside at your own party, and told you.” I’d laid it all out for her, really needing a female friend to dump on. It was only after I’d dragged her into my emotional mess that I told her about the laser sight and other terrifying things.

      I know. But—”

      “What?”

      “I’m just happy for you and Red, but I know it must be weird. Feeling that way about him with what happened to Mel.” She shrugs. “I’ve been drinking too much, and I’m sorry if I’m bringing up weird memories or making you feel awkward.”

      “You’re not. Really.” The truth is, my feelings for Red seem more right to me than anything has in a long time. So it’s not awkwardness I feel, it’s frustration for the way he’s pushing me away, and anger at the people who messed him up so much that he doesn’t trust himself to be with me.

      I don’t say that, though. Today needs to be about Abby and Renly, and I take her hand and tug her toward the Pictionary area. Emma comes over with scorecards in her hands. “You two okay?”

      “We’re fine,” I assure her. “We somehow got on the topic of my husband. A sad topic, and not suitable for a wedding shower,” I say with a stern look towards Abby.

      “Nonsense,” Emma says. “It’s all the cycle right? And I didn’t know him, but I doubt he wanted you to sit home. He’d want you to remember the good times. To honor him and enjoy your life. Let this be a reminder of how short it can be. Believe me, I’ve danced with death more times than I can count. Don’t sit it out when life invites you onto the floor.”

      I’m smiling when she finishes that speech and I reach forward and pull her into a hug, not even asking if it was okay. Thankfully, she hugs me back. From what I’ve heard about Emma, you can’t be too sure about that kind of thing.

      “And on that wise counsel,” she says, “it’s now time to turn to something more base.”

      “Pictionary?”

      “That’s next,” Emma says, taking Abby’s hand. “First, we need to put you in the Princess seat.”

      “Oh my God,” I say. “It’s stripper time?”

      Abby gives me a look filled with both anticipation and trepidation as Emma leads her away to a chair that’s been decorated as a throne.

      Then someone starts the music, and a dude dressed like a fireman struts into the room. Assuming fire stations let half-naked men work there.

      It’s so campy and stupid that I can’t help but laugh, especially when he starts to do his bump-and-grind routine right in front of Abby’s face.

      The man’s built, I’ll give him that. But the more he starts to tease and play—the more clothing he starts to peel away—the more I find myself thinking of Red, and hoping that somehow we can make this thing between us work out.
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      “—friends for years.”

      Red blinked, realizing he’d zoned out. “Sorry, what?”

      He and Renly were standing by the bar at Blacklist, waiting for the harried bartender to come take their order for the few drinks and snacks they needed to refresh their table.

      “I said it looks like we’re both going to end up with our best friends,” Renly said.

      Red shot his brother a sideways look. “You’re the one who lucked out, buddy. I’m not going to end up with Jo. No way would I saddle her with the likes of me.”

      Renly took a sip of his beer as he studied Red, the inspection taking so long that Red started to squirm. “You ever going to tell me what happened?”

      Red stirred the cherry in his Coke. “Probably not.”

      “Fair enough.” He grabbed a handful of nuts, then chewed them slowly. Finally, he said, “Can I offer you some free advice?”

      “This is your bachelor party, bro. Not a therapy session for me.” He glanced at the table, hoping one of the other men would come to his rescue, but they were all laughing and chowing down on the cheese fries and nachos they’d ordered.

      “You want the damn advice or not?”

      Red sighed. “Lay it on me.”

      “Don’t do what Mom did. Don’t wait decades to make the right decision.”

      Red shook his head. “It’s not the same.”

      Renly scooped one of the cheese fries off of his plate and popped it in his mouth. “Not directly, no.” He chewed and swallowed. “But ask yourself this—what are you scared of? Deep down, do you really believe that Jo can’t deal with your shit? Or are you afraid that you won’t be able to deal with it if you let yourself take the risk and she says no?”

      “Renl—”

      His brother held up a hand. “All I’m saying is that I don’t know what’s going on with you, not completely. But I have an idea. We know each other well enough. And let me tell you, if it’s the latter, then you’re a fool. Because Jo’s a hell of a lot stronger than you think.”

      Red tried again to get a word in, but Renly didn’t give him the chance. “And if she does cut and run? Well, at least you have your answer.”

      “And I’ll have lost my best friend.”

      Renly smiled, and Red kicked himself for what he’d just revealed. Because his brother had nailed it. The fear wasn’t so much that Jo would bolt, although that possibility did terrify him. The fear was that if she did, then the most solid and best thing in his universe would be ripped from him.

      But Renly was right about something else, too. Because by holding back, Red was cheating both himself and Jo out of the chance of finding out.

      God, he hated it when his twin was right.

      “You know you’re a pain in my ass?”

      Renly grinned. “You’re welcome.”

      Not that drilling down on his particular neuroses solved his ability to pay attention that night. Despite the fact that they were supposed to be feting his brother before he got married, Red kept having the same damn problem. He couldn’t keep his mind on the conversation.

      With effort, he forced himself to tune back in just as Mario was saying, “—ridiculously cool, right? And Renly, my man, I owe you big time.”

      “The hell you do,” Simon said. “You should run far and fast.”

      “What did I miss?” Red asked. Renly shot him a knowing look, but answered anyway.

      “Mario’s singing my praises because I’m sending him to Francesca’s house on Monday to check out her security system. I was going to handle it, but, hey, honeymoon.”

      Across the table, Mario beamed. “Seriously, Renly. You are the coolest.”

      “Just promise me you won’t drool on her. Very uncool.”

      The rest of the table laughed, but Simon only shook his head.

      Red considered asking the new guy what his problem with Hollywood was, but decided he had problems enough of his own. Instead, he kicked back and sipped his Coke, half-listening to the others laugh and tell jokes. They teased Renly and praised Abby, and the conversation ebbed and flowed. But Red couldn’t manage to keep his bearings. Instead, his mind drifted, and he found himself looking out over the street, watching the tourists and residents stroll by.

      The restaurant boasted doors that folded back, allowing the place to essentially be an open-air restaurant. He imagined himself and Jo strolling along the sidewalk, remembering that they’d done just that in college, coming down here to go walking on the beach or roller skating on the paved path.

      He should bring her back here. They could—

      He saw her. A flash of dark hair. That slightly crooked smile that on some women would look cute, but on her just seemed evil. The woman.

      No.

      He blinked. Because it couldn’t be her. He closed his eyes, then looked over again, and sure enough, she was gone.

      Fuck.

      His damn mind was playing tricks, and it was his own fault. He should never have told Jo about the woman. Talking about her had brought her back into his mind. Had given her life again, even though he knew damn good and well that she was dead. He’d seen the explosion, the rubble. There was no way she survived.

      She lived now only in his head, but apparently that was enough to drive him crazy.

      He lifted his glass to take a sip of Coke, then realized he was shaking. He tried to stop, but couldn’t seem to manage it. He had to go look; he had to be sure.

      He bent over and tapped his brother’s shoulder. “I’ll be right back.” Then, before Renly even had a chance to respond, he stepped out of the restaurant and moved to the middle of the street, ignoring the cars that honked, and the people that shouted for him to get the fuck out of the road.

      But he saw no one. Not a single person who looked like her. It had been his imagination. It must have been.

      He headed back in, telling himself to chill the fuck out. And for a little bit, he was actually able to take his own damn advice. Half an hour later, he’d relaxed, and was kicked back, grinning as Quincy shared how he and Eliza found each other again, that British accent of his making the undercover-at-a-sex-party mission sound pretty damn classy.

      That’s when he saw her again.

      Shit.

      He turned away, then back again. Nothing. Once again, she was gone.

      He was seeing ghosts. He was surrounded by goddamn ghosts. He had to be.

      The woman was dead. She and the men who’d helped her.

      But what if she wasn’t a ghost?

      He told himself that he was being paranoid, but he couldn’t take the risk. He bent toward Renly. “I have to go.”

      “You okay?”

      “I’m antsy about being away from Jo under the circumstances. It’s probably my imagination, but I’m not going to second guess myself.”

      Renly looked around the table. “Want us to come with you?”

      He shook his head. “No. I’m sure it’s nothing. Just my own paranoia. But I’m not taking chances with her.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He clapped his brother on the shoulder. “Next time I see you, you’ll be a married man.”

      “I know. Isn’t it fabulous?”

      Red had to agree. Because he didn’t think he’d ever seen a man look happier than Renly did in that moment.

      He thought of Jo as he headed out, then walked down the street toward Emma’s house, his brother’s face filling his thoughts. That’s when Red knew how happy he’d look if only Jo could be his.

      Seeing Renly was like looking in mirror, after all.

      What he still didn’t know was if he could ever have her. If he would ever be able to truly open up. And even if he did, he didn’t know if she could handle his shit.

      His brother was right. Red was too scared to push.

      But he’d learned one thing for certain tonight, if he didn’t, he’d never know what could have been. And damned if he couldn’t live with that either.
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      Because my friends have absolutely no class, we’re playing pin the cock on the porn star when I look over and see Red step in through Emma’s front door. His brows are furrowed, and I don’t think it’s because of the ridiculousness of the game.

      I hurry to him, stumbling a little because I’ve had too much to drink. “Is something wrong?”

      “We need to go.”

      My stomach twists. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. It’s fine.”

      “Then why do we have to go?”

      “Dammit, Jo, please. Let’s go.”

      I study his face, see the genuine concern there, and nod. “Just give me a second to say goodbye.”

      I make the circle, say goodbye to my friends old and new, then give Abby an extra tight hug. “I’ll think about you tomorrow at one,” I tell her. That’s when their ceremony before the judge is scheduled for. “You’ll be a married woman when I see you again.”

      Her grin is wide and her face sparkles with happiness. “I know. Isn’t it awesome?”

      “It really is,” I agree, then hurry back to Red.

      He seems less agitated now. “I’m sorry about pulling you away,” he says as we step outside and start walking to his car. “But I have a bad feeling.”

      “Why? You said nothing happened.” I glance around, looking at every stranger. When he doesn’t answer, I shift my attention back to him. “Red? Tell me what’s going on.”

      He looks sideways at me, but doesn’t stop walking. “I thought I saw her.”

      “Her?” I stop on the sidewalk. “The woman in Romania?”

      He’s a few steps ahead now, and has to backtrack to me. We get a few looks from beach-clad twenty-somethings who have to step around us, but I don’t care.

      “The woman you killed?” I whisper. “That’s not possible.”

      “Of course it’s not possible,” he snaps. “But I fucking saw her.”

      “I believe you. I’m sorry.” I take his hand. “But you’re not in that room anymore. All of that is over.”

      He draws in a breath, then nods. I step closer and give him a hug. I’m tentative, not sure he wants to be touched, but he goes all in, pulling me hard against me, as if he never wants to let me go.

      “Maybe it was my imagination. Maybe it really was a goddamn ghost. I don’t know. But it spooked me.” He pushes back, his eyes searching my face. “Do you know why?”

      “No.”

      He draws in a breath, and I notice him glance around, checking our surroundings. It’s the third time I’ve noticed it on this short walk, but instead of being nervous, his alertness makes me feel safe.

      “Red?” I press.

      “Because of you,” he says. “It spooked me because of you.”

      I gape at him, completely confused. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what—”

      “No,” he says, twining his fingers with mine. “It’s a good thing. Don’t you get it? I died in that room.”

      I have no idea what he’s talking about, and he’s starting to really scare me. I tug him to the side, next to a small shop window. “What are you talking about?”

      His shoulders rise and fall as he takes one deep breath, then another. “I’m trying to say that I’ve been dead for years. I’m trying to tell you that you were the one who brought me back to life.”

      I can only stare at him. “Oh,” I finally say, the word too small for the emotions rising in me. I feel a little bit like the Grinch, my heart expanding inside my chest. “Well, that’s good, isn’t it?”

      His smile flickers. “It is. But it’s hard. It’s fucking hard walking and feeling and loving. And risking,” he adds, his gaze meeting mine before flicking away.

      “What are you risking?”

      “You.”

      I shake my head, once again not understanding what he means.

      “I’m terrified that you can’t handle the man I am. The man they made me into. But, Jo—I swear to you, I will do everything I can to be the man you need.”

      “Are you saying you’d try to be something else for me?”

      “I’ll be whatever you need, if only I can.”

      A knife-edge of anger shoots through me, and before I even know what I’m doing, I’ve reached out and slapped his face.

      He staggers back a step, his expression an odd combination of anger and bewilderment. “What the hell was that for?”

      I take a step toward him, my own anger still hot. “I don’t want that. God, Red, you are so dense.”

      Maybe it’s the alcohol that’s fueling my fury, but I give him a hard shove with the heel of my hand. A passing couple gives us a wide berth, and the whole situation is so ridiculous, I almost laugh.

      “I want you, you idiot. You’re messed up? I get that. But guess what, so is everyone. Maybe not as much as you, I’ll give you that. But I need you, Red. I want you. I want you to be whoever you are. And,” I add with fierce determination, “I want you to take whatever you need.”

      “I believe you,” he says. “But you don’t know—”

      “No. Just no. God, you’ve pissed me off.”

      I start walking again, and he falls in beside me. We’re silent until we reach the car. As I open the passenger door, I look at him over the hood. “Don’t you have any faith in me at all?”

      Confusion flickers across his face. “Jo, I—”

      “Just get in,” I tell him, then slide in myself. Then I sit in the passenger seat with my arms crossed over my chest.

      For a full five minutes, he says nothing. We just sit in the car. When he does speak, he doesn’t look at me. “I’m scared, Jo. I’m scared you don’t want to give what I need, and I’m scared I can’t ask you for it anyway.”

      I’m not sure if it’s relief or anticipation that bubbles through me. Probably both. “Well, we’re just going to have to work through that, aren’t we?” I nod at the steering wheel. “But we’re not going to figure it out here. Let’s go.”

      I flash him what I hope is a seductive smile. “I have an idea.”

      To his credit, he doesn’t argue. And fortunately, traffic is light, because I’m ready to be home. I want his mouth on mine. I want his body against me. I want to feel him inside me. I want to lose myself in his arms and forget all the horror that’s been happening around us. Mostly, though, I just want him.

      And I think I know the way to get him.

      As soon as we’re inside, I shut the door behind us, then grab his hand and yank him toward me. I rise up on my toes, get right in his face, and say, “Pay me.”

      If I wasn’t so determined, his expression would make me laugh. He takes a step backwards, tugging his hand free. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “That’s what you do, right? That’s why you have Marjorie brokering girls for you. And I bet you don’t have any trouble asking—no, telling—them what you want.” I flash a winsome smile. “So pay me, and I’ll do what ever you say because I have to. The customer is always right, isn’t he?”

      He starts to shakes his head, but I don’t let him get away with that. “I’m serious. And honestly, I can use the money. These floors need to be refinished, and there’s a leak in the attic. So you can help fund my house repair kitty.”

      “Jo—”

      “How much do you usually pay those girls?”

      The corner of his mouth quirks, but he answers. “More than I should.”

      “Yeah, yeah. But how much? Five-hundred?”

      There’s no humor in his laughter. “Jo, give it a rest.”

      “A grand?”

      “Dammit—”

      “Fine. You can do whatever you want to me,” I say, trailing my fingertip down his chest and then grabbing his waistband. I give it a yank, forcing him to stumble toward me. “But it’ll cost you five grand.”

      He moves like lightening, caging me against the wall, his face close to mine, his hands on either side of me, his body so close I can feel his heat. “Dammit, Jo, stop it. You have no idea what you’re offering.”

      Anger lashes through me. “The hell I don’t. I’m offering me, you idiot. What do I have to do to prove it? This?”

      I reach for his fly, then suck in air when I feel how hard he is under the khaki of his slacks. I glance up, meeting his eyes defiantly, then nimbly undo the button. I work the zipper down, then slide my fingers in to stroke his cock.

      Or I try to, anyway.

      In one swift motion, he pulls me away toward him, then spins me around so that my arms are pinned above my head and my cheek is pressed to the wall.

      “Is this what you want?” he asks as one hand pins my arms above my head and the other yanks down my skirt. It’s a floral print peasant skirt with an elastic band, and I gasp as he shoves it down so that it pools around my feet, leaving me only in a pair of pale blue panties and my blouse.

      “This?” he continues, roughly spreading my legs before thrusting one hand down the back of my panties. His thumb presses against my ass as his fingers find my core. I gasp as he thrusts deep inside me, then leans in, his mouth against my ear. “Should I fuck your ass, baby? My cock and fingers inside you at the same time, fucking you so hard your tits are bruised from the wall, your cheek scraped because you can’t fucking escape from me?”

      My pussy clenches around him, and I’m so turned on I think I’ll melt. “Yes. Oh, God, Red, yes. Please.”

      “Jo,” he says, more of a groan than a word, and I sigh with pleasure, only to gasp again when he spins me around to face him, his hands caging me on either side of my shoulders. I’m breathing hard, and so is he. “You don’t know what you’re getting into with me.”

      “I do,” I say. “I’m getting you. All of you. Do you think I want some fake version of the man I love? Quit worrying about me, Red, and just be who you are, dammit. You cross a line, and I swear I will tell you. But,” I add, “I don’t think you will.”

      His breath tickles my face, but he doesn’t move. I reach for one of his hands, then press his palm over my breast. Then I slide it down until his fingers reach the band of my panties. I lead him under teasing my clit with his fingers. “Please, Red,” I whisper, closing my eyes as his fingers move on their own, sliding over my folds. “Yes, more. I’m begging you.”

      I hear his low, harsh groan, then whimper myself when he pulls his hand away. I’m about to protest—I’m so damn frustrated—when I feel the pressure of his hands on my breasts over my blouse. I open my eyes as his fingers grip the edges where the buttons are fastened. One quick tug, and he’s ripped it open, and I hear buttons pinging on the floor.

      I gasp, then moan as he yanks down one cup of my bra, exposing my breast. His fingers tease my already sensitive nipple, and I bite my lip, forcing myself not to beg as more pleasure seeps through me, pooling between my legs.

      As if he’s reading my mind, his other hand slides down, his fingers going deep inside me. “Christ, you feel good,” he murmurs, then closes his mouth over mine in a deep, brutal kiss, so hot and demanding I’m utterly destroyed.

      When he pulls back, I’m gasping for breath, unable to gather myself because of the way his fingertips continue to tease my nipple even as his fingers play with my pussy.

      I’m desperately wet, and my body clenches around him, wanting all of him. Wanting everything. “Don’t stop,” I say, writhing against his hand, then crying out when he twists my nipple hard, the sensation of pain mixed with pleasure sending sparks racing through my body, sensitizing every inch of me and making my pussy clench around his fingers.

      “Did that hurt?”

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Did you like it?”

      “God, yes.” My eyes are closed, but I open them now. He’s looking at me with such lust and passion, my legs go weak.

      Then the corner of his mouth curves up. “With me,” he says, then leads me to my bedroom.

      “Do you have any toys?” he asks, then chuckles.

      “What’s funny?”

      “Now you blush?”

      “Mel didn’t like to play like that,” I admit, realizing that my cheeks really are burning.

      “Mel didn’t?”

      I shake my head, holding his gaze. “I wanted to try things. All kinds of things,” I add lifting my chin. “You haven’t even come close to the things I thought about.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Show me what you have.”

      It takes me a second to realize he means the toys, but when I do, I head to the bookshelf and pull down an oversized copy of Anna Karenina

      His brows rise.

      “It’s a fake,” I say, lifting the cover to reveal a combination lock. I dial in the code, then open it to reveal a compartment with a vibrator, a blindfold, and some silk cord. I shrug. “I told you. Pretty lame.”

      “It’s a start,” he says. “Take off the rest of your clothes, then get on the bed. On your knees. Your ass toward me.”

      I do, my nipples tightening simply from the command in his voice.

      He tells me to scoot closer to the headboard, and when I comply, he comes behind me, then blindfolds me. “No fair,” I protest. “I’m completely naked and you’re still dressed. I didn’t get to see a thing.”

      “Arguing?” he asks.

      “No, sir,” I answer, and hear his responding chuckle.

      He tells me to bend forward so that my chest is on the bed with my arms in front, but my ass still in the air. I do, and he uses the silk cord to bind my wrists to the headboard.

      “I like that,” he murmurs, trailing a finger from my clit all the way to my ass. I bite my lower lip, wondering if he’s going to fuck me there, and surprised by how much I want him too.

      “I’m going to spank you, baby. And then I’m going to fuck you.”

      “Yes, please,” I murmur, then bite my lip when he bends over me, his cock pressed hard against my rear as he reaches for one breast. With his other hand, he fingers my pussy. I moan as he twists my nipple, then sigh with pleasure as he teases my clit. “You’re so wet, baby. Let’s see if we can’t take you to the edge.”

      I feel the bed shift, then the stroke of his palm against my rear. I bite my lip, certain what’s coming, but unprepared for the sweet sting when it finally arrives. I’ve never been spanked before, but I can’t deny the way my body reacts to the sting, my nipples tightening, my pussy throbbing, and then a warm tingling sensation coursing through me as he rubs the sore spot with the palm of his hand.

      “You like that,” he says, his tone suggesting he wasn’t sure.

      “Yes,” I say simply. “Are you going to do it again?”

      “Do you want me to?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He doesn’t answer, but I hear his sharp intake of breath. He spanks me again, that sting followed by the sweet pleasure of his soothing ministrations. Again, then again, a bit harder each time until my body is on fire and my pussy is so wet and needy I’m fighting not to beg.

      As if he can read my mind, he moves behind me, then thrusts his cock into me, so hard and fast that I gasp from the combination of pain and pleasure. He bends over, one hand cupping my sensitive breast and his other beneath me teasing my clit as he fucks me so hard I’ll probably have friction burns on my knees. And I want that—oh, how I want it. This sensual assault, the pain and the pleasure, and the visible marks to show that, finally, he surrendered and claimed me.

      “That’s it, baby,” he says. He’s close, I’m certain, and so am I. My body poised to explode, to shatter all around him. “Come for me,” he murmurs, and it’s as if my body has no choice but to bend to his will, because that’s when I explode, the world shattering around me as I lose myself to the power of the pleasure from this mind-blowing orgasm.

      Finally, I collapse, Red on top of me. I’m breathing deep, lost in a haze, and I only barely notice when he removes my blindfold and unties my wrists. I feel his body shift and realize he’s stretched out beside me, but I don’t move or open my eyes. Not yet.

      All I want to do is stay here, boneless and sated. But at the same time, I want more.

      I want it all.

      I roll over, then push myself up and move to straddle him. His eyes flicker open, and he smiles at me. “Well, hello there.”

      “You held back,” I accuse.

      Something flickers in his eyes. “Maybe. A little.”

      I slide down so that I can feel his cock against my ass. I grind against him, my hands flat on his chest. “I want more.”

      His grin is slow and utterly kissable. He cups my ass and squeezes. “I can go another round.”

      He starts to roll us over, but I interrupt. “No. That’s not what I meant. I want more.”

      “Jo—”

      “No. No way. I’ve got the floor.” A muscle in his cheek contracts, and I know he understands where I’m going with this. I rush to continue. “I’m not naïve. I read books. I watch movies. I live in this world. I know what it is you’re into, or at least I think I do. You need to talk to me, Red. You need to tell me what you want. Because that was one hell of an amazing orgasm you gave me, but even with the ropes and the spanking, it was pretty damn vanilla.”

      “You don’t—”

      “No, I don’t. Because you haven’t showed me. And maybe I don’t know, but I know enough to know you’re not just into kink. We’re talking hard core, right? Domination. Submission. And maybe I am naive, but I trust you, dammit. And the thing is, I have needs, too.”

      “Do you?” The question has an edge to it, as if he’s almost afraid of what I’ll say.

      “You, Red. I need you. And that means that wherever you need to go, I’ll follow. Not because you’re forcing me to do something I don’t want to do. But because I want to follow you there.”

      “Did you and Mel ...?”

      “No.” I feel my cheeks heat, which is a ridiculous reaction considering we’re naked and talking about kink. “I told you. I, um, suggested stuff a couple of times, not hardcore. But…”

      I trail off with a shrug.

      “What?”

      “It wasn’t what he wanted. And …” I hesitate, hating the fact that I need to voice this sad truth. “And even though I did want it—that edge that trust—I didn’t want it with Mel. Not anymore. Maybe I never did.”

      I don’t realize I’m crying until he reaches up and brushes away a tear.

      I slide one hand up his chest over that magnificent tattoo, then press my palm over his heart. “But the thing is, Red, I’m absolutely positive that I want that with you.”
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      I want it with you.

      Her words filled him, giving him hope, but also dredging up fear.

      “Why?” He had to know what she was thinking. Had to understand where she was coming from.

      “Because it excites me. I want to get into your head. I want to be close to you. Don’t you get it Red? I love you.”

      He said nothing, all he could do was look at her. All he could do was want her and wish that he was a big enough man to be able to trust that if he did what she was asking—if he took what he wanted—then she would still be there in the morning. Because she was the thing he wanted most of all.

      “You’re scared,” she said, reading his mind as always. “You think I don’t mean it.”

      He lifted his shoulder and let it fall. “Maybe a little.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Then start slow.”

      She rolled over, then straddled him. She put her hands on his shoulders, then drew them down to the buttons of his shirt and started to unbutton them one by one while he held his breath and wondered if his heart would ever remember to start beating again.

      “We have a lifetime for you to show me just how rough you like it,” she said. “Because I’m not going anywhere. I didn’t fight for you seven years ago when you pushed me away, and we both missed out. I’m not missing out this time.”

      “Jo.”

      She pressed a finger to his lips. “Don’t you get it? This is what I want. To know I belong to you, that you need me.”

      She climbed off of him, then sat up beside him, naked and completely unselfconscious. He was still mostly clothed, though his shirt was open and his cock was free from where he’d opened his fly to fuck her. He was still hard, and her words were doing a number on him. On his head and on his cock.

      She reached for his hand. “I’ve been alone my whole life except for with you and Mel. And honestly, even though I loved Mel, it was never like this. Don’t you get it? We fit. We’re like a lock and a key. And you know it too,” she said. “Don’t you?”

      He swallowed, but since he owed her the truth, he nodded.

      “So don’t push me away, Red. Do the opposite. Pull me closer than you ever thought you could.”

      He just watched her, trying to decide, knowing that the decision had already been made. He craved her too much. “I want to,” he admitted. “But losing you terrifies me.”

      “You won’t,” she said softly. “But I get that you won’t believe me just because I say so. So we’ll do whatever you need. If that’s to go slow, then I’m okay with that. You want to be vanilla for years, I’m okay with that, too.”

      His lips twitched.

      “What?”

      “Vanilla.”

      “That’s what it’s called, right?”

      “It is.”

      “See?” she said, moving to straddle him again. “I’m already well-versed.”

      He started to laugh, but she put a finger over his mouth. “Maybe we try one new thing a week. Or a month. Or a year if that makes you more sure. But if you’re afraid I’ll leave, that I can’t handle it, then you’re wrong. I will give you whatever you need.”

      Again, he started to speak, and once again she silenced him.

      “Push me to the edge, Red. I want you to. I want passion. I want tenderness. I want all of that. But I want more, too. You want me to be your sex slave? I will. You want me to be totally submissive? Fine.”

      She ran her hands down his chest, and his body hardened in response. He wanted to believe her. God, how he wanted to believe her.

      “You don’t understand what you’re asking.” She couldn’t. Because whatever she was thinking, he undoubtedly needed it a thousand times more intense.

      “That’s only because you haven’t shown me. But I promise, I will let you take whatever you need. I want you to, and not just because I love you … it turns me on, too,” she said, and God, how he wanted to believe that.

      “Jo—“

      “I swear I’ll tell you if it’s too much. And I’m not even talking about tonight, Red. We have the rest of our lives. All I want is to be the one for you. If you need something, you crave something, you come to me.” She drew a breath. “But if you really can’t, then maybe we’ll call Marjorie together.”

      His brows rose, and he wasn’t quite sure he was hearing her right.

      “I’m not saying it’s my first choice. I’m saying that I love you, and that I’ll be whatever you need me to be. And if you need me to stand aside or be the second girl, well, we can work it out.”

      “That will never happen,” he said. “The call, I mean—but god I love you for suggesting it.”

      “Does that mean you trust me? That you’ll come to me? That you won’t hold back?”

      “Starting slow?” he said.

      “Slow, fast, whatever convinces you that I can be there for you.”

      He nodded, not sure how in the hell he’d gotten so lucky to have her as a friend and his lover. She filled his heart. “It’ll be slow,” he said. “I do trust you, Jo. And God knows I need you. But we’ll go slow. And only with you.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m nervous,” he admitted, the words coming easy because the admission was to Jo. “But I love you, baby. More, I need you. So, yeah. I’m sure. Now come here.”

      Her brows rose, but she complied.

      “Lay across the bed, face down.”

      She did as he asked as he got up, then went to rummage in her bedside table drawer.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “Found it,” he said, holding up a black Sharpie. He crossed back to her, then used it to write on her ass while she squealed with laughter.

      “What are you doing?”

      “An IOU,” he said, capping the Sharpie. “For five grand. For services rendered tonight. From now on, though, no payment. Because I own you, baby. Don’t I?”

      “Yeah,” she said, laughter in her eyes as she rolled over, then reached out a hand to pull him toward her. “You really do.”
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      When I wake to sunlight streaming through the gaps in the curtains, Red is spooned against me. I sigh, lost in a pleasant haze. “I could get used to this,” I murmur.

      He nuzzles my hair. “Do you have any idea what a revelation you are?”

      I roll over so that I’m facing him. “Thank you,” I say, then continue when his brow rises. “For agreeing.”

      His lips twitch. “I should be thanking you for pushing.”

      “I pushed because I meant it,” I tell him. “Promise me you haven’t changed your mind. That you won’t sacrifice anything you need because you think I can’t handle it. I’m a big girl. I promise to say no if I need you to stop or slow down.”

      “I promise.”

      “Good. Honestly, I shouldn’t even have had to say this. You should already have known. Haven’t we always been there for each other?”

      He chuckles. “I think you running out to get me emergency Milky Ways when I was drowning in chem final reviews is a far cry from what I want from you in bed.”

      I laugh. “Yeah, but you forget the most important thing.” I wait until his brows raise in question. “I like both Milky Ways and sex.”

      He laughs, then pulls me close for a kiss, this one sweet enough not to get me riled up again.

      I sigh and settle back, still facing him, which gives me a view over his shoulders to my bookcase beyond. I see the space left by Anna Karenina, and I sit up, looking for the booksafe that got kicked to the floor. I find it tumbled open, my vibrator still inside.

      “We should go shopping,” I tell him. “Let you do the selecting so that you can really take me down the rabbit hole. We could make a day of it, even get a hotel and—”

      Oh, God. It couldn’t be that simple. Could it?

      I scramble of the bed, then go to the book, yanking it toward me. I already know the answer, but I run my finger over the lock, anyway.

      “Jo? What the hell? Are you okay?” He’s moving as he speaks, and now he’s kneeling naked in front of me, his hand on my shoulder. I barely notice. “Jo, dammit, what’s going on.”

      “The thing,” I say. “The MacGuffin. Red, I think I know where it is.”

      He looks at me like I’m crazy. But I’m not crazy. I stand up, then scramble into a pair of jeans. “We have to go.”

      “Dammit, Jo. Talk to me. What did you realize? Where are we going?”

      “The distillery,” I say, tossing on a black tee without bothering about a bra. “It’s the book. It’s in the book.”

      To his credit, he doesn’t slow down getting dressed, but he does shoot me a look that suggests he’s concerned about my sanity.

      I sigh. “About two years ago, Mel and I went to the Rose Bowl Flea Market. There was this booth that had all sorts of things that were book related. I bought that book at a booth. We each got one. I got Anna Karenina, and he got an old dictionary. He keeps it in his office at the distillery.”

      I see the moment understanding hits him.

      “This has to be it, right?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “But right now, it’s the only lead we have.”

      I shove my feet into a pair of canvas flats, then hurry toward the door. “Come on, let’s go.”

      “Coming.” He grabs his keys and wallet off my dresser and I hurry ahead, then disarm the security system at the panel by the front door. He reaches my side, and I pull the door open, then step out onto the porch, only to release a sharp, short scream when I see the figure standing on my front porch steps.

      “Put down your weapon, Mr. Cooper.”

      I barely register the voice as I turn to see Red standing behind me, a handgun aimed right at Detective Amaro.

      Immediately I sag with relief as the reality that it’s the detective—and not the killer—standing on my stoop.

      “Sorry,” Red says, putting the gun on the welcome mat, then standing. “Under the circumstances you can’t really blame me.”

      “Circumstances?” she says.

      I almost wince; as far as I know, the cops believe Mel committed suicide. But Red covers the mistakes seamlessly. “Jo had a break-in. We just had the security system redone. She’s a little jumpy. Add to that Mel’s suicide, and I’m helping keep her safe.”

      “I’m sorry about the break-in,” the detective says, stepping onto the porch and into the light. “Did you report it?”

      I shake my head. “No. With everything that’s been going on, I just wanted to put it behind me.” True words. Just not a true context. I frown as I look at the detective. “Why are you here?”

      “We just received some interesting information. I’d like you to come down to the station with me.”

      “And why is that?” Red says, before I can reply.

      “Ms. Swift? I’d appreciate your cooperation?”

      I glance to Red who shakes his head. “We were on our way out, obviously,” I say. “What’s this about?”

      “Your financial situation.”

      I shake my head, completely baffled. “My financial situation?”

      “With your husband dead, you are now a two-thirds shareholder in the distillery along with Mr. Cooper.” She shifts her gaze to Red. “Nice of you to stay here, keeping the widow safe and comfortable.”

      “We’ve been friends since college, detective,” he says. “I believe I told you that. All three of us. So are you going to tell us what this is regarding, or are we going to play games?”

      “What did you mean by my finances?” I ask again.

      “In addition to your ownership interest in the distillery, there’s also the matter of the life insurance.”

      “Life insurance?” I repeat. “We barely have any. Just term life on each of us that we got when we got married, and not even enough to pay off this mortgage.” I realize that I haven’t even thought about insurance. I guess I’m supposed to file a claim or something.

      I swallow back tears as I continue. “I have the policies,” I tell her. “Do you need to see them?”

      “That won’t be necessary. I’m talking about the two million dollar policy on your husband’s life that you took out three weeks ago.”

      “What the hell?” I take a step back, suddenly cold. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Then it’s a good thing we’re going to the station isn’t it? I’m sure we can get it all straightened out there.”

      I look over at Red, confused and scared. How the hell is there a two million dollar policy on Mel?

      He takes a step forward. “Detective, are you arresting Ms. Swift?”

      “As I thought I made clear, we merely want to have a conversation. Work through some questions. A quick sit-down to clear things up. It will be better for everyone in the long run.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Red says. “So here’s the deal. Arrest her if you want, but if you’re not going to do that, then I think you need to make an appointment to see Ms. Swift with her attorney.”

      For a second I think that Detective Amarro is going to arrest me, just because she’s annoyed with Red. But she doesn’t, of course. My firm may not do criminal law, but I know enough to know that without something concrete, it would be foolish to arrest.

      And there can’t be anything concrete. Can there?

      After a tense moment, she says that she’ll be in touch, then turns and heads back to her car.

      Red and I stand on the porch until she disappears down the street. Then I glance at him, my knees going weak as I sag down onto the top porch step. “I don’t know anything about that much life insurance.”

      “I know.”

      “This is them, isn’t it? Whoever killed Mel is playing with us.”

      “I think they must be.”

      “Who? Who’s doing this? Why did they kill Mel? Why are they trying to point the police in my direction? How is that supposed to help us getting this thing back for them? It doesn’t make any sense.” The questions spill out as tears—from stress and fear and too damn much adrenalin—stream down my cheeks.

      “Nothing makes sense,” he says, taking my hand.

      And in that moment, despite my wildly roiling emotions, I have to disagree with him.

      Because as I looked down at our intertwined fingers, I realize that right now, in this moment, there is one thing that makes perfect sense. Us.
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      “It feels like an eternity since I’ve been here,” Red said, unlocking the door to the tasting room. He’d already sent a text to Jessn and Charlie G, letting them know he’d be on property, but that he’d prefer not to talk today. With the beefed up security system, they’d be notified the moment he started to punch in the code. With the message, hopefully they’d abide by his wishes and not come join them.

      He held the door open for Jo, then followed her in. “The police are right, you know. We three were equal before, but now this place is more yours than mine.”

      She slid into his arms. “Does that bother you?”

      “Not as long as you’re mine, too.”

      Her smile bloomed. “You know I am.”

      He looked around the business that he and Mel had spent so many hours planning and growing. Those long years before they even had a whiskey ready for market. The hours sanding and polishing the bar to get it exactly the way they wanted. The floors they’d debated for a week. Everything down to the logo. It had been an adventure. And dammit, he missed his friend.

      “I wonder if he’s haunting this place.” He said the question more to himself than Jo, but she answered anyway.

      “If he is, it’s because he wants us to avenge him. Not because he’s angry with us. I’m certain of that.”

      They’d been traversing the tasting room, but now he paused. He hooked a finger under her chin, then tilted her head back. “I don’t begrudge Mel his time with you, and I would give anything to have him back. But I agree. I think that wherever he is, he’s happy for us.”

      “He is,” she assured him, then leaned in to kiss him. “And he’ll be happier when we avenge him.” She glanced around, her voice rising as she said, “You hear that, Mel? I don’t know what you got yourself into, but if you want to help us take these fuckers down, then give us a sign or something. They killed you and they’re setting me up and if there’s anything you can tell us, then now’s the time.”

      She fell silent, and they both listened, as if their friend really was able to help them. But the room stayed silent. No small rumbles of the bottles behind the bar. No mysterious messages appearing on the glass.

      Jo shot him a sideways glance. “Guess that means we’re already on the right track.” She took his hand. “Come on.”

      “The set-up won’t stick,” he said as they continued toward Mel’s office. “You know that, right? They did it to push you harder to find this thing, but ultimately, the life insurance bullshit will fall apart.” They hadn’t talked about it on the drive because she hadn’t wanted to. But he knew she was freaked out that someone had gone so far as to try to make her look dirty.

      “I know. Or, at least, I think I know.” They paused outside Mel’s office. “I’m not worried about that. Not much anyway.” Her lips pursed, and he could tell she was fighting tears. “All I want is to know what happened to Mel. To be safe and for this to be over. And once it is, I can worry about whatever evidence the cops think they have. It won’t stick. How could it?”

      A lump filled his throat, and he pulled her close, then kissed her strawberry-scented hair. He’d worked with a lot of brave, strong women. Women with intense training and hard-fought skills learned in the field. But right then, he was certain that Jo could match them all.

      When they separated, her hand went to the doorknob. “I’m scared we’re wrong,” she admitted. “What if this MacGuffin isn’t in the book?”

      “Then we’ll come up with a new plan. Find a new clue.”

      She hesitated, then nodded. “Right. Of course, we will.” She pushed open the door and flipped on the light. The office looked as it had on Monday, but Red barely acknowledged it. Instead, he headed straight to the bookshelf and the oversized canvas-covered dictionary that he’d noticed a time or two but had never thought about.

      He pulled it down, noting the weight of it. He opened the cover. Just like Anna Karenina, there was a metal plate inside the book with a six-digit combination code.

      “Go ahead,” Jo whispered.

      He moved to the desk, then manipulated the lock, using the passcode from Mel’s phone. He didn’t expect it to work—most likely, they’d need to pry the thing open—but as soon as he turned the tiny handle, the interior lid popped up.

      “Holy shit,” he said as Jo gasped.

      “Are those—”

      “Diamonds,” he said, pulling out the clear bag and testing the weight in his hand. “Three, four pounds, I’d guess. At least five-hundred carats, probably six.”

      “Good God, Mel. What the hell were you doing?”

      “If he double-crossed someone—and it sure as hell sounds like he did—then this is one hell of a motive for murder.”

      “They must be worth a fortune.” Both fear and awe tinged Jo’s voice.

      “About five million minimum retail,” Red guessed. “Probably half that on the black market.”

      “Can they be traced?”

      He put the diamonds back in the book. “No idea. Not an area I’ve ever worked in. But let's go see what we can find out.”

      Less than an hour later they were in Santa Monica at Stark Security. They’d called Ryan from the car, and now they were seated in his office as agents and staff worked in the main area.

      “Thanks for meeting us,” Red said. “Sorry to interrupt your day off.”

      “Not a problem,” Ryan assured them. “I was doing some work around the house, killing time until Jamie gets home. She’s been on set since four am.”

      “I overheard someone talking about that at Abby’s shower,” Jo says. “She’s in a Carson Donnelly film?”

      The wattage of Ryan’s smile could power all of Santa Monica. “The second female lead. I’m so fucking proud of her.”

      “That’s great,” Jo says.

      “It is,” Ryan says. “It’s also not why you’re here. What’s going on?”

      “Two things,” Red says, then tells Ryan about the cops and the life insurance.

      “Hardly enough to arrest on, but who knows what else they have? If someone’s setting you up,” he adds, his attention on Jo, “they’re probably parsing out the information slowly.”

      “Lucky me.”

      “You want us to look into it? See if we can trace the source of the policy?”

      “Hell, yeah.”

      “Not a problem. But that’s not worthy of a trip to Santa Monica. We could have set that up with a phone call. What’s the bigger issue?”

      “These,” Red said, plunking the fake book on Ryan’s desk, then opening it to reveal the diamonds, now sparkling under the fluorescent light.

      “Yeah,” Ryan said, his brows rising. “Definitely a conversation to be had in person.” He looked between the two of them. “This is what they want, then.”

      “We assume so.”

      “Can you hold onto them?” Jo asked. “MacGuffin or not, I’m not comfortable carrying around millions of dollars’ worth of diamonds. You must have a kickass safe here, right?”

      “We do, and we can. But you’re really here to see if we can trace them.”

      “Can you?” Red asked.

      Ryan leaned back with a sigh. “Odds are slim, but there’s a chance. Hang on.”

      He punched a button on his desk, and a moment later the new agent, Simon, came in. Red could tell the man was not only strong, but well-trained simply by the way he held himself. “What’s up?”

      His eyes darted to the diamonds, but to his credit, he didn’t ask and his face registered no reaction at all. Red had to give the man props.

      “Sorry to pull you away, but we have a quick question.”

      “No worries. I was about to pack it in anyway. Too many pages of useless data. I need sleep and a fresh look tomorrow.”

      “We won’t keep you long, but unless I’m misremembering, Devlin mentioned that you participated in a couple of operations surrounding conflict diamonds.”

      “You know you’re not misremembering, Hunter,” Simon said. “I can’t imagine you ever misremembering anything.”

      “What are conflict diamonds?” Jo asked.

      “Same thing as blood diamonds,” Simon told her. “Pretty much boils down to diamonds mined in a war zone to support an insurgency. A lot of people die for those diamonds,” he added. “Thus the blood moniker.”

      “We’re wondering about these,” Ryan said, nodding at the diamonds. “Can we trace them to a source? Tell if they’re conflict diamonds? Can we get any information about them at all?”

      Simon bent for a closer look, then shook his head. “Once they’re cut and polished, it’s impossible to tell. But reputable diamonds will have a pedigree. Paperwork showing where they were mined, cut, polished. All that stuff. My guess? These are either conflict diamonds or stolen. If they’re blood diamonds, tracing them will be next to impossible. But I have some contacts in the gemstone world. I can ask around and see if there’ve been any major heists in the last year or so.”

      “We’d appreciate it,” Red said. “Especially if they have any leads on who might have pulled off such a thing.”

      “Not a problem.” He gave them all a nod, told Ryan he’d report back, then left the office.

      “Seems like a good guy,” Red said.

      “He is. Keeps to himself mostly, but he knows his stuff and doesn’t play games.” Ryan pushed back from his desk and stood. “I doubt we’ll know anything today, but if we do I’ll be in touch. Or just tell you at the party tonight.”

      “I’d lost track of the days,” Jo said later as they were walking back to Red’s car. “I can’t believe that party is tonight. I’m so happy for Abby. And, honestly, I’m completely curious about what Damien Stark’s house looks like.”

      “It’s fabulous,” Red told her. “They invited me over after the situation in New York. It’s huge by my standards, but considering Stark’s net worth, it’s modest. I liked that about it. Felt like a home, not a showpiece.”

      “I heard it has an underground garage and tennis courts.”

      “Right on both counts.”

      “I would love to see him play someday. My mom was a fan back in the day and I can remember watching him. I think she had a crush on him, even though he was so young. Like what, seventeen or something? I know I had a crush.”

      Red laughed. “Should I be jealous?”

      “Nope,” she said, laughing. “Not in the least.”

      “At any rate,” he said once they were walking again, “it’s nice but at the end of the day, it’s just a house.”

      “Like you’re just a guy?”

      “I am.”

      She tugged him to a stop and kissed him, a hot deep kiss that earned them more than a few catcalls from passersby.

      “You’re not,” she said, when she pulled away. She started to walk again, but he pulled her back.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” she asked.

      He hesitated, trying to put it into words. “For being so fucked up. For not telling you years ago how much I wanted you. And for feeling guilty about wanting you in the first place. You belonged to Mel, and I loved him, and I hated myself for craving you.”

      “Don’t,” she said. “Don’t feel sorry about the past. We have each other now, and we’ve already agreed that Mel would be happy for us.”

      “I love you, Jo.”

      Her easy smile warmed him like the sunshine. “Good. Because I love you, too.” She bit her lower lip, then tilted her head, her eyes dancing. “Do you know what you can be sorry for?”

      “What?”

      She slid into his arms, then cupped his cock, clearly uninterested in whether anyone was watching. “For making me late for the party.”
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      By the time we need to get dressed for the party, I’m desperately on edge and begging for Red to please, please let me come again. And he, damn him, isn’t agreeable at all.

      After three mind-blowing orgasms, I probably shouldn’t care, but he’s played me like a symphony all afternoon, building the music of my passion up and up into a series of ever increasing explosions until I’m begging for more and more and more.

      Now my body is hot and needy, my pussy aching for him, and every touch to my clit sends waves of pleasure through me. Waves that suggest a coming tsunami—one that Red is very firmly denying me.

      “Please,” I murmur.

      “We need to get ready,” he says, sounding all too smug.

      I squeeze my legs together, but to no avail. Right now, I’m on my knees, my chest against the mattress and my wrists bound to the headboard. My ass is in the air, and my thighs are spread. I can still feel the lingering sting of Red’s palm against my rear, and when I close my eyes I can remember the way that sweet sting curled through me, seeming to center at my core.

      He brought me so close like that, then fucked me from behind, one hand teasing my clit and the other around my neck as he took me so hard the bed pounded against the wall, actually shaking one of my small, framed photos free.

      Each time I’d exploded around him, and each time he’d taken me further, whispering naughty words and telling me all the ways he intended to use me when we returned that night. How he’d tie my hands behind my back and hold my head while I sucked him off. How he’d ease me into a hot tub and gently wash me. How he’d blindfold me, then sit across the room, watching as I got myself off.

      And oh, God, I want it all.

      Right now, though, I just want him to make me come again. Just once more to release the ache in my pussy. And since he’s refused, I’ll just have to take care of that myself. I push back my knees so that I’m flat on the bed, then undulate my hips, trying to use the friction of the bed to make me come.

      Red chuckles. “Would you like to tell me what you’re doing?”

      “Getting off,” I say. “Or trying to.”

      The smack across my ass is sweetly delicious—but it doesn’t take me over.

      “Behave or we’ll miss the party,” he says, knowing full well that if anything can control me, that threat can. No way am I missing Abby and Renly’s send-off on their honeymoon. He moves to the head of the bed and unties my wrists. “Get dressed,” he orders. “But no underwear.”

      I slide into his arms. “Yes, sir,” I say, then kiss him. “By the way, I like you bossy.”

      I can tell he’s trying not to, but he laughs, then smacks my ass as I dance away to my bedroom so that I can grab a shower and raid my closet.

      When I come back, he’s already dressed, looking sexier than sin in a gray suit and a maroon tie. I’m in an ankle-length dress with a fitted bodice and a flowing skirt. Not formal attire, but definitely fancy.

      I slide into his arms and accept his kiss. “You look gorgeous,” he says.

      “Back at you.” I fiddle with his tie, as if straightening it even though it’s already perfect, simply for the pleasure of feeling domestic with this man.

      Then I step back and look him up and down for so long that he finally narrows his eyes and says, “What?”

      “I’m not sure how to say it,” I tell him.

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      I laugh. “No, it’s very good.” I step back, then reach for his hands. “Do you have any idea how incredible you make me feel? I don’t mean in general—I’ve known for years that being around you lights me up. I mean in bed.” I swallow, feeling bold for talking about it so openly. “For what you do to me. What you make me do. And all the rest still to come.”

      His mouth curves up as I speak, and now it’s a full-blown smile. “Well, that makes two of us.”

      I smirk. “Yeah, well here’s the thing. I think this is who you are. Who you always have been.” He starts to pull away, but I tighten my grip on his hands. “I know they hurt you. I know she tortured you. But I think part of the torture was them stealing control. You’ve always been a man who needs it. After that, I think that need just rose to the forefront.”

      “Jo—”

      “I’m not saying that’s good or bad. I’m just saying that I don’t think you’re as broken as you believe you are or that your shrinks have said you are. Maybe you thought it was wrong to want what you do, but it’s not. And, yeah, the torture was real, that’s for damn sure.” I press my hand to his heart. “But the control you crave in here? I think you’ve always had that. I think after they controlled you, you let yourself think that need was vile. But it’s not. I promise you it’s not.”

      I bite my lip, studying his face as I wonder if I’ve said too much or if I’m so off-base he’s going to close up on me. But he’s watching me and I can almost see the thoughts playing on his face, as if maybe there’s something real and solid in my words.

      “I think maybe you survived because you had this core ability to hold onto that control and wait for your opportunity. You’re saying she did this to you, but how dare you give her credit for something so inherently you. Don’t you get it, Red? She didn’t make you who you are—but it’s because of who you are that you ultimately ended the bitch.”

      He says nothing, but I see the tension in his cheek, as if he’s holding back deep emotion.

      I lick my lips, suddenly unsure if I’ve overstepped. “Red,” I begin. “I’m sorry if—”

      I don’t have the chance to finish the sentence, because he pulls me to him, then closes his mouth over mine. The kiss is long and deep, and I’m lightheaded when he releases me.

      “Does that mean you think I’m right?” I ask.

      “I don’t know,” he says. “Honestly, I’m not even sure it matters anymore. All I know is that I love you.”
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      I love you.

      Red’s words still fill my heart an hour later when we’re in the car and heading toward Malibu. He’s said it before, of course, but this time was different somehow on the heels of my amateur analysis of what makes him tick. What he needs.

      It’s what I need, too, and that’s something I hadn’t realized until we fully opened up to each other. He’s been my best friend for about half my life. Now, he’s so much more.

      “What?” he asks, flashing me a grin as he glances sideways at me.

      “Just thinking about how happy I am. We’re chasing a killer who’s using us to find a stash of diamonds, our lives are in danger, and the cops think I killed my husband who was one of my best friends. And despite all of that, I’ve never been happier.”

      He takes my hand. “Oh, baby. Me, too. And when this is over...”

      “What?” I urge.

      “I haven’t decided. But we’re going away somewhere, just us. Someplace where I can take you out at night and show you off. Someplace with the kind of clubs that require secret passwords. Someplace with fancy hotels where I can keep you all to myself. We’re going to make up for lost time, Jo.” He raises his brows, his lips twitching as he adds, “I hope you have the stamina.”

      I laugh. “Try me.”

      “Oh, believe me, I intend to.”

      I’m about to say he can pull over and try to tire me out right there by the side of this empty Malibu side road when his phone rings, the display showing that it’s Mario.

      “Got news?” Red asks in lieu of a hello.

      “The news is that I’m a bona fide genius,” Mario says. “We couldn’t clean up that reflection at all, and nothing else was popping from the interior security cams. Caught her a couple of times, but always with her head down. Woman was careful, I’ll give her that. But I figured there must have been a time they were seen together outside, even if they were being careful. So I’ve had a team scouring CCTV footage from an ATM across the street. And bingo, bingo, we won the freaking lottery.”

      “How so?” I ask.

      “She had her head down there, too, but there was a wreck not that long ago. Someone smashed full-speed into someone else. And when they did, our gal reacted. Lifted her head. Put it down fast again, but we managed to capture a freeze frame. And it’s a pretty damn clean image. Enough that we can start running it through the system.”

      “Send it,” Red says, something harsh and unfamiliar in his voice. He maneuvers the car onto the shoulder, then kills the engine. “I need to see her face.”

      “Red, you know it can’t possibly be—,” I begin but he shoots me such a hard, bitter look, that I silence myself. He’ll know I’m right soon enough. He told me how she died in the explosion. Whoever this woman is, I’m certain she’s not a ghost.

      “Sending now,” Mario says, this time shooting it to Red’s phone since I hadn’t shoved my tablet into my tiny cocktail bag.

      I watch as Red opens the file, and my heart flips I see his face go completely pale.

      It is her. Somehow it’s the woman. His tormentor. The bitch who tried to break him.

      And, as I watch the horror spread over his face, I wonder if this time she’s managed to do exactly that.
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      “She’s alive. How the hell is she alive?”

      He’d voiced the question aloud, but it didn’t sound like his voice. Hell, this didn’t feel like his life. How could any of this be real?

      “She?” Mario’s voice startles him from his thoughts. “You know this woman?”

      “Yes,” Jo begins. “She’s—”

      But he didn’t let her finish. He reached over and disconnected the call. “This isn’t happening.”

      “Yes,” Jo said, “it is. Red, look at me. You can handle this. You’re strong enough to handle anything.”

      “I need to think. We’re almost to Stark’s. I’ll drop you there. You’ll want to see Abby.” His voice sounded dead, but it didn’t matter. He just had to make it through this second, then this minute, then this hour. Do that, and maybe he could think clearly. Could come up with a plan. Could figure out what had gone wrong. How she’d survived.

      And what the fuck she wanted with him now.

      He sank back in the driver’s seat, realization hitting him with the force of a sledgehammer and shattering his heart to pieces.

      “This is about me. All of it. Mel’s death. Your attack. This bullshit race to find the diamonds. Even his affair. It’s all about me.” He turned in the seat to meet Jo’s eyes, knowing she must despise him for this. “She came for me. She’s playing cat and mouse, and everyone I care about has been ensnared in her trap.” His heart pounded in his chest as bile rose in his throat. Oh, God. He was going to be sick.

      “Red, no. This isn’t your fault. None of it.”

      “The hell it isn’t. You think this isn’t about me, then you’re—”

      “Of course, it’s about you,” she snapped, the severity of her words hitting him with the force of a slap. “You’re right. I have absolutely no doubt that you’re right, and it’s fucking terrifying. She survived, I get that. Somehow that bitch survived and somehow she found you. She played you. She seduced Mel. She probably planted the diamonds. She’s trying to hurt you, and the odds are pretty damn good she wants to hurt me, too.”

      She exhaled, her shaky breath the only visible clue to her fear. “But none of that is your fault, Red. Not one single bit of it.”

      “The hell it’s not. Back then I should have—”

      “What? You should have been an action hero? You’re not starring in a Marvel movie. They drugged you, they tortured you, and from what you told me they had you tied down pretty damn good. So you tell me, Red. How the hell was that your fault?”

      Her eyes flashed with anger and frustration, and oh, how he understood it. He knew she was right—every iota of common sense in his body agreed with her. And yet there was still that mantra—if he’d only had a knife back then, even the shortest of blades.

      Things were different now.

      He steeled himself, reaching out to grip the steering wheel, tension running through his arms, his hands so tight his knuckles were white. He saw the tendons pop in his arms, the muscles rippling from years of working out, of ensuring he’d never be a victim again, the scars that stood out as reminders of what he’d endured—and that in the future, he could prevail.

      Would prevail.

      He could handle this. He was prepared for this. Hell, he had to be.

      “Dammit, Red, talk to me. Don’t you dare pull away from me because this bitch is back in your life...”

      He turned to her, the words and her tone finally getting through to him. “Jo—oh, God, Jo—no. Never. Christ, don’t you know how much I need you?”

      The relief in her eyes filled his heart and fueled his determination. And, yes, he did need her. Needed the feel of her, the taste of her. Need to touch her and let the knowledge of what he was fighting for fill him. Because the fight was coming—he was damn sure of that.

      Without any thought about what he was doing, he pulled her toward him. She came willingly, neither of them worrying about that damn dress as she clambered over the center console to straddle his lap. “I need you,” he said, his fingers thrusting inside her as she frantically worked at his fly.

      “Yes, yes,” she murmured, abandoning her task as his fingers filled her and she arched back, riding his hand. “Oh, God, Red, I’d thought—”

      “No. No, just come for me. Not another word until I feel you explode.”

      Kaplow!

      The window shattered, sending bits of safety glass flying everywhere. Immediately, he pushed Jo off him and down onto the passenger seat, then covered her with his body.

      “Get out of the car,” a male voice said from behind them. “Get out now,” a second voice added, “or you watch the bitch die.”

      “They’re going to take us both,” Red whispered to her.

      “I know.” He heard the fear, and the courage in her reply.

      He started to rise, lifting his hands as he did, and knowing full well that, at least at the moment, there wasn’t a damn thing else he could do. Especially now that he could see the two laser sights—both aimed at Jo’s chest. “I’ll get us out of this,” he promised. “Somehow, I’ll get us out.”

      “I believe you,” she said.

      Then something hard and heavy impacted the back of his head. He heard the sharp blast of Jo’s scream.

      And then the world went black.
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      I wake in a darkness so thick I almost fear that they’ve blinded me. I’m naked, huddled in a corner, rough stone under my thighs and behind my back.

      I’m shivering, but not from cold. The room is stifling, warm and humid with stale, thick air. But from the way I’m shaking, I might as well be on an ice floe.

      “Red?” My voice is hoarse and I try to swallow, but there’s no moisture in my mouth at all. “Red, are you here?”

      Silence.

      I reach out, crawling to my left, away from the stone wall to my right. But I barely go a foot before hitting another wall. Then another. It’s a box. A small stone box. A miniature prison, like a dollhouse for the damned.

      And I’m in here all alone.

      “Red,” I whisper, my eyes too dry to shed tears. “Please be safe. Please, please be alive.”

      I pull my knees up and hug them to my chest, telling myself I have to think logically. I have to figure out what happened. I have to try to find some advantage, though God knows what that could be.

      Think, dammit. What do you know? What can you do?

      The do part of that equation is pretty minimal. I have no weapons, no clothes, no idea where I am, where Red is, or how to get out of this room.

      Trapped. I’m trapped.

      I squeeze my hands tight and close my eyes, telling myself to calm down. There’s no real point in closing my eyes, but at least this way, it’s supposed to be dark.

      “It can’t have been that long,” I say. “And they want something. If they’d just wanted me dead, they would have killed me in the car.”

      The car. I realize with a start that until that moment, I’d remembered nothing from before. I’d simply been here, alone without Red. But I didn’t remember how that had come to pass. Didn’t even realize the memory was missing.

      But it floods back now. The feel of him as I straddled him in the car. His horror that the woman who’d tormented him for so many months was alive. That she’d been playing cat and mouse with us.

      That she’d sent men to bring us in.

      I hear a pitiful sound, and realize it’s coming from me. I’m seeing those laser sights again, feeling the rough hands on my arms hauling me out of Red’s car, the ache in my throat as I scream his name, the bile that rises as Red slumps to the ground, a man in black with aviator glasses sneering at his inert form.

      I screamed and fought, but it didn’t matter. All it took was one fist against my jaw. I tasted blood. My head hit the pavement.

      And then I woke up in the dark.

      But it hasn’t been that long.

      I think about that, wondering how I know that. I’m not hungry, but that could be because of fear. But I don’t think so. I think it’s only been a few hours. And if that’s true, the maybe, surely, Red is still alive.

      Surely, I’ll see him again.

      I shiver, the possibility that I won’t too horrible to contemplate.

      I hug myself, trying to organize my thoughts, but to what end? I have neither skills nor opportunity. I’m in a box. I’m in a coffin.

      I start to shake, fear settling deep in my bones.

      “Stop it,” I say. “It’s going to be fine. Red will make it fine.”

      “Oh, I sincerely doubt that.” The woman’s voice is low and melodic with an accent I can’t place. It seems to surround me, and I can’t tell if she’s in front of me, behind, or above.

      Above? Am I in a pit?

      I look up, and I think that maybe—possibly—I see a glimmer of light. And then, as I blink and my eyes adjust, I know that I’m right. About the light and about the pit. Because that’s where I am, and someone is opening it from the top and light is seeping in, and then, suddenly, I’m blinking at white, blinding light.

      I cringe and throw my arm over my eye, then tumble backward when someone slams me in the chest with some sort of prod.

      I cry out and scurry backward, my eyes adjusting to see that one of the walls has swung away like a door, and two men dressed entirely in black stand behind a woman in a black suit skirt and a silk tank, her stiletto heels little more than nail points on the stone floor.

      “Where’s Red? What have you done with him?”

      “You will find out soon enough, Josephine,” she says in that same accent. “But first, I should introduce myself. I’m the bitch who’s going to torture the man you’re fucking, you naughty little whore. And do you know how I will do this thing? Hmm?”

      I can’t answer. My throat is too tight, and I feel like I’m strangling on unshed tears.

      “No? Well, then I shall tell you, yes? It is so very clever. Because, you see, he loves you, no? And so I shall do the best torture. One that will surely destroy him. I will let him watch, helpless, as you die.”
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      Red slammed into consciousness, jarred back to reality by the force of the water sprayed in his face. He sputtered, his soaked shirt sticking to his chest as he tried to move, tried to remember.

      Then he saw her and everything clicked back into place. He tried to surge forward but was foiled by the chair to which he was strapped, one thick rope around his chest that bound him to the back. His arms were crossed behind him and tied together above the wrist. His legs weren’t bound, but all that allowed was for him to bounce across the floor, and she’d undoubtedly kill him while he tried to move.

      Just like before. Dear God, this was just like before.

      Except it wasn’t. This time he had his legs, if he could manage to time the use of them. That was a benefit.

      But they also had Jo unless—please, no—they’d already killed her. And having her in their custody changed everything. He might take a risk with his own life, but not with hers.

      “Where is she?”

      “Your sweet Lisa? Those other bitches? Why they’re dead, of course.”

      He growled, the rising sound low and coming out like an animal about to attack. He lunged forward, but all that happened was the chair tipped a bit, then righted.

      But that movement—that slight movement—cut through the haze in his brain. He would get free. He had to. Jo needed him, and there was no way in hell he was letting her down.

      “Oh, did you mean the lovely Josephine? Why she’s fine as well. Naked and ready for you.” She smiled, then settled into the empty chair behind which she’d been standing. “I’m so looking forward to watching.”

      His entire being screamed for him to attack, but he forced himself to focus. To study his surroundings. To think. To analyze. To plan.

      Cinderblock walls. Three hanging bulbs for lighting. A small room, probably ten by twelve, with one metal door on the far side. Two men guarding it. No windows that he could see. They were in a basement, perhaps.

      “I killed you once already,” he snarled. “This time, I’ll do a better job.”

      Her laugh was full of delight, a sweet sound in utter contrast with the foul, sadistic bitch he knew her to be.

      “You didn’t kill me.” She stood, then crossed to him. She bent over, putting her hands on the armrests as she got right in his face. “But I will kill you.”

      Fear spiked, panic building. Every flashback he’d had throughout the years threatening to come back. To fill his head, debilitating him. Making him useless to himself. And, oh please no, to Jo.

      No. Goddamit, no.

      He’d survived this bitch before, and he could damn well do it again. He had to.

      “It won’t be an easy death, Mr. Cooper,” she said, her eyes dipping to the hose on the floor. He noticed that there was no barrel in which to submerge him, thank God, but he could see that the hose was the high-pressure kind used by firemen. She’d awakened him with it, but not at full pressure, he was sure of that.

      At full force, she could drown him simply by holding it steady long enough.

      A smile flickered on her lips. “Oh, no. No my dear Mr. Cooper. You will not die as easily as that. Not right away, at least. First you will watch another woman you care about die. As I had to watch my husband die after you buried us in rubble.”

      “No more than you or he deserved,” he snarled, fury that she’d dare hurt Jo coiling through him.

      “Try to be nicer, Mr. Cooper. It won’t save your woman, but it might earn you a quick death when you follow her. Right now, I am looking forward to killing you slowly. Painfully. But if you use your manners and show me your remorse for killing Lars, then perhaps I shall show the tiniest bit of mercy, no?”

      His lip curled up, but he stayed silent. The bitch was insane, and he wasn’t going to rile her. Not because he cared what she did to him, but if he pissed her off too much, she’d undoubtedly take it out on Jo.

      Think, dammit. A plan. A strategy. When his opportunity came—and, oh, he knew damn well it would come, he had to be ready. Had to be poised to kill the bitch in an instant, then go after her two protectors.

      And then he had to find Jo.

      He drew in a breath, then another, trying to relax his body. To ready himself for any opportunity. Behind his back, he tugged at his wrists, trying to no avail to loosen the ropes. He switched tactics, instead closing his hands over his opposite forearms, then breathing in when he felt the scar tissue beneath his fingers. The touch calmed him, reminding him that he could do this. He had the skill, the power. All he needed was an opportunity.

      She tilted her head, clearly giving a silent order to one of the men, who pushed the metal door open and disappeared. “You should rejoice, Mr. Cooper. Soon you will see your love. Enjoy the moment, as you will soon lose her as well. Though do not worry. There will be time enough. I assure you, her death will be slow.”

      “How the fuck did you survive?”

      Her beautiful face contorted. “Against the odds, Mr. Cooper. And every moment I was trapped with my dead lover, I thought of you. I planned my revenge. And I waited for the opportunity.”

      “You planned all of this. Mel’s death. The diamonds.” He hoped the words kept her distracted. At this point, he didn’t give a fuck how she’d pulled this off. All he cared about was slicing the bitch’s throat.

      Behind his back, he beat the knuckle of each thumb against the scar tissue on his arms, hoping against hope that he could find the pressure point. That his fucked up plan would work, because God knew it wasn’t anything he’d ever had the opportunity to test.

      “Of course I did. Mel Cooper was an easy mark. So bored in his marriage. So ready for glamour and passion.”

      “I’ll never believe Mel would help smuggle or sell stolen diamonds. The only thing that surprises me is that you managed to pretend to be a woman decent enough to attract his attention.”

      He forced his voice to stay level, hoping she’d assume the tightness and deep breaths he couldn’t avoid were a result of fear and anger, and not what he was doing behind his back.

      Because now he had the knife.

      One of two he’d had surgically implanted by the SOC’s chief surgeon after Seagrave gave him permission for the procedure. A design he’d come up with himself, then refined over a course of meetings with Dr. Hargrove. She’d been hesitant at first, but had agreed that the concept had utility. And if Red had wanted to be a guinea pig, then so be it.

      Now, he could report back that the system worked. The applied pressure on his arm in just the right place had send the titanium blade forward at an angle, slicing up through the scar tissue. His curled fingers had made contact, and despite the slickness from the blood, he’d been able to grab the textured handle that had been scored for traction to ameliorate the risk of dropping the weapon in a situation exactly like this.

      He hoped to hell there wasn’t much blood dripping on to the floor behind him as he strained to twist his hand and went to work on the ropes, even as his other thumb worked to release the blade hidden in his left forearm.

      Each knife was only barely over four inches long, handle included, but it was something. More than something since he’d been training constantly with similar short blades since the week after he underwent the procedure. Blade work, martial arts, weight training. He’d never given it up; he’d kept in shape. He’d been preparing for a day like this.

      “And here is your beloved,” the woman said, her voice still smug enough that Red was confident she didn’t know that his right arm was almost free.

      He looked up, all of his pleasure at almost being free of the chair fading when he saw Jo. She was naked, her hands bound behind her as she half-stumbled into the room as the man dragged her toward a chair.

      But the worst of it was when she whispered, “I love you.”

      “Jo—oh, God, Jo. I will get you out of here,” he said as the last strand of rope binding his wrists snapped. “I swear it.”

      The woman laughed, but Jo whispered “I know.”  She was about to say something else, but the man landed a hard punch against her jaw.

      When she lifted her head again, he saw the blood flow from the gash in her lip.

      “Leave her the fuck alone.”

      “No,” the woman said. “I think better to let her die slowly, as she already is. Boris, show our guest.”

      The second man at the door—Boris, apparently—went to Jo, then released her hands. Then fell to her sides as she sat in the chair, pale and terrified. And with blood dripping from the slits on her wrists.

      “You bitch,” he snarled. “I swear, I will fucking kill you.”

      “No,” the woman said, moving closer to him, taunting him from less than a foot away. “You are helpless. And I shall enjoy spending this last bit of time together as she dies. And then, my dear Mr. Cooper, I’ll cut off your balls and leave you to bleed out, too. You see how I am kind after all? You will be following your whore into hell.”

      The watch she wore emitted a short ping, and she glanced at it, frowning. “Tomas, go check the perimeter.”

      The first man gave a quick nod, then left, leaving behind one hell of an opportunity.

      Red hadn’t managed to release the left knife yet, but he also knew he might not get a better chance. With this back still strapped to the chair, he lunged up and around, using the chair legs to knock the bitch off balance. At the same time, he aimed the knife, hoping against hope that the hours of training paid off.

      He let the knife fly, gratified when it lodged in Boris’s throat. To her credit, Jo lunged sideways, knocking the chair over as she lifted her arms and clutched her wrists, positioned now to staunch the flow of blood.

      He wanted to go her, but the bitch was climbing back to her feet. Red spun again, but she jumped clear of the chair legs. His arm was unbound, but he hadn’t yet managed to free the second knife. Now, as the bitch burst toward him, howling obscenities, he slammed the side of his right hand down on the spring, releasing the knife with a burst of sharp, fresh pain.

      He relished it. Let it fuel him as he rounded on her, sending her and him and the chair tumbling. He slit her throat, one quick slice, and then to be sure, he lifted his body and then chair, then slammed it down hard on her chest.

      The bitch was dead.

      He used the knife to cut his back free, then scrambled to stand, blood dripping from his arms.

      A few feet from Jo, Boris had dislodged the knife and, gasping, was crawling to Jo who was trying to push herself away.

      “Jo! No. Stay still. Don’t increase your heart rate.”

      Boris lifted his head, sneered, then fell silent when Red kicked the knife from his hand before reaching down and snapping the bastard’s neck. He grabbed the man’s pistol and tucked it in the waistband of his slacks.

      Then he ripped off his shirt and used one of the knives to slice off the hem to bind Jo’s hands before cutting her loose and helping her to her feet. Tenderly, he put the now-mangled shirt over her head and helped her into it.

      “I never doubted,” she whispered, and oh, God, how he loved her.

      “We have to go. The other one’s still out there, and he may have gone to meet more of them.”

      She nodded. “I can walk. I’m woozy, but I can manage.”

      “I’ve got you,” he said, his hand on her arm. “And I’m never letting go.”

      “I know. Let’s get out of here. Please.”

      They moved as quickly as they could, checking corners, trying to find their way out of the underground maze. Then they turned into a corridor, only to be confronted by Tomas stepping from a shadow.

      Red shoved Jo behind him, then shifted his weapons, a knife in each hand.

      He felt the tug as Jo pulled the gun from his waistband, then heard the click as she fired. Except nothing happened. The gun was completely empty.

      “I assure you my weapon is not,” Tomas said. “And I will relish—“

      He didn’t finish the sentence. As he spoke, Red released one knife, sending it hurling straight into Tomas’s eye. It made contact a split second before the man’s head exploded, sending Red stumbling backward in surprise and confusion as he pulled Jo to the ground, covering her.

      Then his mind cleared as everything clicked into place. As he saw Simon standing behind Tomas, his weapon drawn, Quincy backing him up.

      He closed his eyes and drew a breath, then opened them again when he heard the distinct footfalls of someone running toward them. Renly burst around the corner, Emma right beside him.

      “Oh, thank God,” Renly said. “Christ, man, what happened?”

      “I ran into an old friend,” Red said. “But it’s all good now.” He helped Jo up, they clung to each other. “I’d say it’s all just about perfect.”
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      “Just another hour, and then you’re free to go,” the doctor said, adjusting something on Jo’s IV. They were in the Stark Security infirmary, and she was being treated by the physician on call.

      “I’ll be happy to get unhooked,” Jo said.

      “But she’s fine?” Red asked. “You’re sure?”

      “I am,” the doctor said. “You’ll both heal nicely.”

      Red nodded, glancing down at his bandaged forearms. The knives were gone, but first chance he had, he was having Dr. Hargrove redo the procedure. With luck, he’d never have to use them again, but he wasn’t taking chances.

      Red looked over to where Renly leaned against the doorjamb. The others were nearby, too, he knew, but were kindly giving them space. “Sorry about your party, bro. But thanks for the calvary.”

      Renly chuckled. “Yeah, I hate it when rabid human traffickers ruin my soirees. Looks so bad on the social register.”

      “How did you find us?” Jo asked.

      Red had already heard the story, but she’d passed out in the car and missed it, so he let Renly tell her again.

      “Quincy saw Red’s car on the road and reported in. That’s when Mario shared the picture he’d sent you, and Simon recognized the woman.”

      “Simon did?” Jo looked to Red, who nodded and took up the story.

      “Apparently she’s the head of the trafficking cell he’s been chasing. Says he and Devlin Saint owes us big time.”

      “So this was about trafficking?”

      “No,” Red said. “It was about me. She tracked me down. Wanted revenge for her husband. I thought they’d both died, turns out she escaped and this whole thing was a cat and mouse game with our lives, just like we thought. All of it was fake. She arranged for the life insurance. Planted the diamonds. All of it except Mel’s affair, but I’m sure she pushed hard on that front, worked to seduce him. He loved you, Jo. He would never have hurt you.”

      “I know,” she said, then reached for him. “Where were we? And how did you guys find us?”

      “Abandoned factory,” Renly said. “And you owe Mario for getting us there. Simon had some ideas about the general vicinity, but what led us to you was Mario’s tech. He put a tracker in Mel’s phone and the clones, and Red had it in his pocket.”

      “Why?” Jo asked.

      Renly shrugged. “I asked Mario that. Said he thought it seemed like a good idea.”

      “Can’t argue with that,” Red said.

      “I’m going to get out of your hair. Abby wants to see you before we head off on the honeymoon, so we’ll stick around until you’re released.”

      “Thanks, bro,” Red said, reaching for his brother’s hand.

      “Anytime. For that matter, why not take Damien up on his offer and we can watch each other’s backs regularly.”

      “We’ll see,” Red said, not ready to admit that he’d already been thinking along those lines. Part time, maybe. He had a distillery to run after all. And years of catching up to do with Jo.

      When they were alone, Jo smiled at him. “I never doubted you’d get us out.”

      He made a scoffing sound. “Not a sound bet. I’d failed once before, remember.”

      Her grin made his heart sing. “I knew, though.” She squeezed his hand. “I love you, Red,” she said, and he knew that he would never tire of hearing those words. “I’ve loved you for a very long time.”

      “Oh, baby. Me too.”

      “We both made wrong turns. But somehow we ended up exactly where we’re supposed to be.”

      “That’s true. And my first mistake was not grabbing you when I had the chance. But you’re mine now,” he told her. “And I’m never going to let you go.”
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      One year later

      I stand in the surf, Red right beside me, looking out at the Pacific as I hold the urn with my first husband’s ashes.

      We’re at The Resort at Cortez for a weekend retreat for all Stark Security personnel and their spouses or significant others. I’m here with Red, of course, even though the boat ride did a number on my first trimester nausea.

      “Sorry that took so long,” he calls from across the beach. He’s heading toward me from Damien’s bungalow where he’s just finished a quick call with a client about a recent operation. He hurries barefoot across the sand to my side.

      I smile in greeting. “No problem. I was just thinking about what a long road it’s been, and yet I can’t imagine any other one.”

      He pulls me close, then kisses my forehead. “You okay?”

      “I am. It’s not Catalina, but I think he’d love this place.” In college, we three used to go to Catalina Island at least once a month to eat, drink, and laze on the beach.

      “We’re here now more often, too,” Red says. “This way, he’s close to us.”

      I nod, then take the lid off the urn where we’ve kept Mel’s ashes since his memorial last year.

      “Ready?”

      Red nods. “Love you, buddy,” he says. “And next year we’re celebrating the release of Mel’s Special Reserve. Try not to let it go to your head. We love you. And we know wherever you are, you’re watching out for both of us.”

      It’s my turn, and I blink back tears. “We miss you, Mel. Friend. Husband. I hope you know how much I’ve always loved you. You and Red were the best friends I ever had. Despite everything, we had a good life. I hope you thought so, too.”

      Since it’s heavy, I give Red the urn, afraid I might drop it. We stand with the wind behind us, and as he tilts it, I watch Mel’s ashes catch in the wind and get blown out to the sea.

      “Goodbye,” I whisper when the urn is empty.

      “Slange, buddy,” Red says, and I smile at the toast. With a sigh, I press my hand over my belly where little Mel or Melanie is growing, then fall in step beside my husband as we head back toward the bungalows.

      Renly is there, standing with Abby. A few feet behind them, Simon is arguing with Damien, though I can’t tell about what.

      Abby gives me a hug and Renly hooks an arm around Red. “You two good?” he asks.

      “We’re fine,” Red says after catching my eye. “But what’s the story with Simon?”

      Though he still does the occasional job with Devlin Saint, Simon has signed on officially with Stark Security, so I’m assuming something’s up with one of his operations.

      “More like he’s trying to avoid an operation in the first place,” Renly says when I suggest as much.

      “What do you mean?”

      Renly and Abby share amused glances. “You know how much love Simon doesn’t have for the Hollywood elite?”

      “Sure.” I don’t know Simon that well, but his dislike of the Hollywood A-list is hard to miss.

      “So what’s happened?” Red asks.

      “Francesca Muratti happened,” Abby says, her lips twitching. “Apparently she just hired the agency. And our man Simon is the guy on point.”

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed Jo and Red’s story!

      

      Be sure not to miss Simon and Francesca in Charmed By You, coming August 9 from 1001 Dark Nights. Click here to subscribe to my newsletter and be notified as soon as it’s available for preorder!

      

      Did you miss Renly’s story? You can find it here: Memories of You

      

      Wondering about Red’s hostage experience with Damien? Be sure to read cherish me.

      

      But wait! There’s more!! Keep reading for the BONUS epilogue to Destroyed With You.

      

      Because you preordered or bought this book early, you’re among a group of lucky readers with access to this exclusive content! Keep reading for the Bonus Epilogue to Winston and Linda’s story!

      

      (If you haven’t read Destroyed With You, just click to grab it right now!)
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            BONUS EPILOGUE

          

          DESTROYED WITH YOU

        

      

    

    
      “I now pronounce you man and wife,” Judge Carlton says, then smiles. “For the second time.”

      I laugh, all my emotions bubbling over, as Winston pulls me close, then dips me before pulling me back up and into his arms for a long slow kiss.

      Around us, the guests at our wedding renewal clap and cheer, but I barely hear them, too thrilled to be officially back where I’m supposed to be—back from the dead, and back in my husband’s arms.

      “I’m so glad you decided to come to Llano for the ceremony,” Miriam, Winston’s mom, says as she pulls me into a hug, then passes me to his father, Dale, for another embrace.

      “Thank you for letting us use the house.” We’d renewed our vows on Winston’s parents’ porch, with our guests filling the front yard in dozens of white folding chairs. It’s easygoing and comfortable and feels so right, like coming home all over again.

      “We’re so glad you’re back together,” Dale says, echoing my thoughts so perfectly that I have to blink back tears.

      “Enough of that, Dad,” Winston says. “My turn.”

      I slide into his arms easily, teary-eyed but happier than I can ever remember being, and that’s saying a lot since finding each other again had been the best moment of my life. Well, after we’d kissed and made up. Emphasis on the kissing—and the explaining—part.

      Those years apart had been hard, but I’d known they would be. He’d thought I was dead, and I’d had to let him keep thinking that in order to protect him.

      At the time, I’d never believed we could be together again. Funny how you never know what life has in store for you.

      Now, we’re both safe, together, and, finally, remarried.

      “You are so beautiful,” Winston says.

      “And you look beyond handsome,” I counter fighting a mischievous grin.

      “What?”

      “Not a thing, Sheriff. I just never believed I’d get you to the altar twice, and that neither time you’d wear your cowboy hat.”

      He chuckles. “Guy’s got to have a few standards. Besides, I’d give up almost anything for you.” He takes my left hand and lifts it, kissing the ring I’d saved all these years. My original wedding band that I’d hidden away in a Chicago safe deposit box. “I’d say I regret the lost years, but I’m too damn happy you’re mine again.”

      “Me, too.” I step closer, my back against him and his arms around my waist, as we look out over his parent’s property in the Texas Hill Country.

      “Your family has a beautiful home,” Damien Stark says as he and his wife Nikki approach. Behind them, friends of Winston’s parents mingle with Ryan Hunter and the other agents from Stark Security. I’m humbled that so many of our co-workers came to Texas to share our happy day. All of them, in fact, with the few exceptions who are deep undercover or so immersed in a case they couldn’t get away.

      Denny and Mason even brought their little girl, who’s as cute as a bug in her party dress. And Red Cooper looks about to burst with pride as he dotes on Jo, who’s still got a few months left before their baby is due.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” Winston tells the Starks. “All of you. I hope you like barbecue and country music. Because that is very much on the agenda for the reception.”

      “I can’t wait,” Nikki says. “But I’m hoping someone will Two-Step with me. Texas girl. I miss it.”

      “Hello?” Damien replies, feigning indignation. “I’m standing right here, and I’m perfectly capable of doing the Two-Step”

      Her brows rise. “So sorry, Mr. Stark.” She winks at me. “All this time and that’s never come up. I just assumed. But I should always remember there’s nothing my husband can’t do.”

      He laughs and pulls her close. “You really should.”

      “Didn’t I hear something about you two renewing vows?” I ask.

      “You did, and we are,” Damien tells me. “And I hope that you all will be able to join us.”

      “I’m glad for you,” I tell him. “Winston and I pretty much had to. The downside of me being dead, at least if we wanted to be official again. But I think I’d like to do it again someday. Maybe a ten-year anniversary. It’s nice to say the vows. To have your friends and family there to support you. Not necessary,” I say, squeezing Winston’s hand. “But still magical.”

      “Yes,” Nikki says, taking Damien’s hand. “Magical.”

      “The music and the food is getting set up in the back yard. In the meantime, Linda and I are going to go change,” Winston tells them. Since the wedding is casual, we’d told people to dress for the reception afterwards, in comfortable clothes that allowed for eating and dancing.

      Now, Winston and I head inside to change, too. First, however, I have other plans.

      “What?” he asks as I tug him toward the kitchen. “We’re about to chow down on some of the best barbecue in the country. I’m not letting you have a snack.”

      “The garage,” I say. “I have something to show you.”

      “In the garage?” His brows rise and his voice takes on a hint of a leer.

      I roll my eyes. “That comes later, and not on a hard concrete floor. Now come on. I think you’ll like it. But you have to close your eyes,” I add, pausing at the door to the attached garage.

      I wait until he does, then push open the door and turn on the light. “You can look,” I say, my stomach fluttering with nerves. What if he doesn’t like it? What if it just makes him sad?

      But when I look at him, I know that it’s the perfect gift. His expression is awed as he looks from the truck to me. “Linda,” he whispers. “Baby, what did you—how did you—?”

      “I know she’s not really Old Blue,” I say. “But she’s the same color, Glacier Blue, and she’s a 1953 F-100, too. I hope—I mean I wasn’t sure—”

      His truck had been destroyed the same day that I’d almost been killed. For that matter, Winston had almost died in that explosion, too. Until then, Old Blue had been his pride and joy.

      “Do you like it? I was afraid it would be different.”

      “It is,” he says, pulling me close. “But there’s nothing wrong with different.” He cups my cheek. “She’s perfect. And darlin’ Linda, so are you.”

      His arms wrap tighter around me. “God, I love you. I don’t think you could have given me a better present. But baby, I didn’t get you a thing. Honestly, it didn’t even occur to me.”

      I pull back so I can see his face, then gently put his hand on my belly. “Actually,” I say with a grin, “you did.”

      
        
        THE END
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