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Description


Delighted


A Masters and Mercenaries Novella


By Lexi Blake


 


From New York Times and USA Today
bestselling author Lexi Blake comes a new story in her Masters
and Mercenaries series…


 


Brian “Boomer” Ward believes in sheltering strays. After
all, the men and women of McKay-Taggart made him family when he had none. So when the kid next door needs help one night, he thinks
nothing of protecting her until her mom gets home. But when he meets Daphne
Carlton, the thoughts hit him hard. She’s stunning and hardworking and
obviously in need of someone to put her first. It doesn’t hurt that she’s as
sweet as the cupcakes she bakes. 


Daphne Carlton’s life revolves around two things—her kid and
her business. Daphne’s Delights is her dream—to take the recipes of her
childhood and share them with the world. Her daughter, Lou, is the best kid
she could have hoped for. Lou’s got a genius-level intelligence and a heart of
gold. But she also has two grandparents who control her access to private
school and the fortune her father left behind. They’re impossible to please,
and Daphne worries that one wrong move on her part could cost her daughter the
life she deserves.


As Daphne and Boomer find themselves getting closer, outside
forces put pressure on the new couple. But if they make it through the storm,
love will just be the icing on the cake because family is the real prize.


 


**Every 1001 Dark Nights novella is a standalone story. For
new readers, it’s an introduction to an author’s world. And for fans, it’s a
bonus book in the author’s series. We hope you'll enjoy each one as much as we do.**





About
Lexi Blake


New York Times bestselling author Lexi Blake lives
in North Texas with her husband and three kids. Since starting her publishing
journey in 2010, she’s sold over three million copies of her books. She began
writing at a young age, concentrating on plays and journalism. It wasn’t until
she started writing romance that she found success. She likes to find humor in
the strangest places and believes in happy endings.


 


Connect with Lexi online:


 


Facebook: Lexi Blake


Twitter: authorlexiblake


Website: www.LexiBlake.net


Instagram: www.instagram.com 
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One Thousand
and One Dark Nights


Once upon a time, in the future…


 


I was a student fascinated with stories and learning.


I studied philosophy, poetry, history, the occult, and


the art and science of love and magic. I had a vast


library at my father’s home and collected thousands


of volumes of fantastic tales.


 


I learned all about ancient races and bygone


times. About myths and legends and dreams of all


people through the millennium. And the more I read


the stronger my imagination grew until I discovered


that I was able to travel into the stories... to
actually


become part of them.


 


I wish I could say that I listened to my teacher


and respected my gift, as I ought to have. If I had, I


would not be telling you this tale now.


But I was foolhardy and confused, showing off


with bravery.


 


One afternoon, curious about the myth of the


Arabian Nights, I traveled back to ancient Persia to


see for myself if it was true that every
day Shahryar


(Persian: شهريار,
“king”) married a new virgin, and then


sent yesterday's wife to be beheaded. It was written


and I had read that by the time he met Scheherazade,


the vizier's daughter, he’d killed one thousand


women.


 


Something went wrong with my efforts. I arrived


in the midst of the
story and somehow exchanged


places with Scheherazade – a phenomena that had


never occurred before and that still to this day, I


cannot explain.


 


Now I am trapped in that ancient past. I have


taken on Scheherazade’s life and the only way I can


protect myself and stay alive is to do what she did to


protect herself and stay alive.


 


Every night the King calls for me and listens as I spin
tales.


And when the evening ends and dawn breaks, I stop at a


point that leaves him breathless and yearning for more.


And so the King spares my life
for one more day, so that


he might hear the rest of my dark tale.


 


As soon as I finish a story... I begin a new


one... like the one that you, dear reader, have before


you now.





Chapter One


“Hey, Boomer. Do you want a smoothie?” 


Boomer slightly adjusted the light that sat over the three
small eggs he’d rescued from overeager kids the day before. The temperature
seemed right. He could usually tell by touch. This wasn’t his first rodeo. He
glanced over to the cat sitting on his desk, her eyes wide as she stared at the
eggs. “Don’t change on me now, Sheba. You are the rare cat who gets along with
birds. Play nice.”


He scooped up the cat he’d nearly died for a few years back
and strode out of the little room he used as an office, shutting the door
behind him before calling out to the woman in the kitchen. “Sure.”


Mae Beatrice Vaughn stood in the middle of his kitchen, two
green smoothies in her hands as though she’d known exactly what his answer
would be. 


Probably because when someone asked him if he was hungry,
the answer was almost always yes. He wasn’t picky. He liked pretty much
everything. Cookies? Good. Meat? Good. Healthy veggies pulverized into an
approximation of soft serve ice cream? Good. 


He’d lived off MREs for weeks. He didn’t complain. 


Mae placed the smoothie on the counter in front of him and
took a sip from hers. It was weird to see her with black hair. She’d dyed it
shortly after they’d gotten back from their last op together, but he was still
getting used to it. 


“How are the new recruits coming along?” Mae asked. 


She was staying with him for the week due to her recent
run-in with a bad guy. Girl. Woman. He wasn’t sure how Julia Ennis would want
to be referred to, but he knew she was bad and she
probably wouldn’t hate getting another shot at the cutie he viewed as a sister,
hence the recent change in hair color.


But then most of the men and women he worked with felt like
family. The company he worked for—McKay-Taggart—treated him far better than his
blood family ever had. 


“I would say we’ve got a couple of weeks before they hatch.
Most birds’ eggs that size take about three weeks. I think they’re robins, but
I wasn’t the one who found the nest, so I can’t be certain. It’s weird that
they’re here at all. Most birds lay eggs in the spring.” One of the kids in the
building had found them in a park and brought them back out of curiosity.
Boomer would never have disturbed a nest, but once the damage was done, he felt
the need to try to save the birds. Especially miracle birds. He didn’t know a
ton of trivia, but he did know that 86 percent of birds laid eggs in the
springtime. School had never been easy for him. It had taken way too long for
him to get any help with his dyslexia, but the teacher who’d finally figured it
out had used books about animals to get him interested in reading. One of the
first books he could remember enjoying had been about birds and their habits.
September was the least likely time to find wild birds laying eggs here in
Texas. 


It felt a little like fate to find those eggs. 


“You are like the military masculine version of Snow White,”
MaeBe announced, her lips tugging up in a grin that
he was happy to see. She’d been down for months, but her natural exuberance was
coming back. 


“I’m not sure what you mean.” It was good to see her getting
back to some kind of normal. Her new normal included
military training and having to move around frequently, but she seemed to be
settling in. 


MaeBe gestured around his two-bedroom
condo. “Because when you walk in a room it’s like all the animals follow.”


The statement was punctuated with a bark as Sprinkles jumped
as high as she could, obviously desperate for attention. But then the Chihuahua
always wanted attention. Mae picked her up, cuddling her close. 


“I’m a sucker for a hard-luck case.” 


Mae’s smile turned slightly sad. “Lucky for me.”


His second dog bounded in, drooling like a loon and trying to get MaeBe’s
attention. 


“You are not a hard-luck case. Down, Puddles.” Puddles was
a hard-luck case. The pit bull mix was the sweetest dog in the world, but he looked
really scary. Right up until the moment he actually got scared, which was a lot, and then he peed.
Hence the name Puddles. Boomer tried hard not to startle the poor guy. 


Mae grinned and reached her free hand down to pet him.
“Don’t. He’s a sweetie.”


“Yeah, it’s all fun and games until he pees or tries to hump
you.” Both of those things could happen, which was precisely why he couldn’t
find anyone willing to take the dog on. 


“Hump you. Hump you.”


He felt a light weight land on his
shoulder and kind of got what MaeBe meant with the
Snow White reference, though none of his menagerie actually helped with the
cooking and cleaning. Molly was an elderly monk parakeet he’d taken in when her
owner had passed on. He’d thought he would have to turn the bird over to animal
services, but Sheba, the cat, had proven far too lazy to try to eat Molly. Now
the lizard he’d recently rehabbed was another story. That gecko had barely gotten
out with his limbs intact, but Boomer had been able to release the little dude
back into the bushes around the building, and he seemed to be living his best
life. 


If that was the same gecko. He liked to think it was, but
then he was a positive person. 


“Do you have to pick the absolute worst words to repeat? How
about hello or have a nice day?” He turned his head slightly
to get a glance at the bird and her light green plumage. 


“Hump you,” was the bird’s reply. “Wear a
condom.”


MaeBe snorted. “Did this bird
spend time with Big Tag?”


Boomer frowned. “I paid the kids to watch the dogs and the
bird when we were in California. Sheba went with Tessa because Charlotte’s
allergic. I think we can safely say Big Tag took to Molly. When I went to pick
them all up, Tag had her on his shoulder, and he was wearing an eye patch.
Charlotte told me he’d been playing pirate for days.”


Charlotte had not been impressed. 


Boomer had worked for McKay-Taggart Security Services for
over a decade, and there was no doubt that Ian Taggart was the head of the
business and the family. Like Boomer, Big Tag was both ex-Special Forces and
ex-CIA, though the boss had worked intelligence, and Boomer had shot things
from long distances. The boss also had a strange sense of humor, hence the
parakeet’s new stance on safe sex. 


“He’s a menace,” MaeBe said with a
shake of her head. “Okay, what’s the rundown? I warn you. You can’t go by what
was in the fridge. I snuck in some groceries when I went shopping with Tessa.”


Tessa was a bodyguard with the company and a good friend.
She was on the Keep MaeBe Alive team. 


Boomer took a long draw on the reusable straw MaeBe had placed in the smoothie she’d offered him and
closed his eyes, letting the flavors flow over his tongue. “Spinach, banana,
chard or kale.”


MaeBe’s nose wrinkled. “Seriously?
You can tell what kind of green I used?”


He was freaky good with flavors. “I would bet chard. It’s
got a hint of bitter.” He took another sip. “Almond milk and then there’s a
creaminess. Peanut…” He stopped at the way her eyes flared. “No. Almond butter.
You tried to cover it with the milk thinking I would go with peanut butter.”


She sighed. “You are a miracle, Brian Ward.”


Not according to most people. He was kind of average at most
things, but he could eat something and practically run down a list of
ingredients. Naturally his friends liked to test him. Often. 


His razor-sharp palate was a happier talent than the other
thing he did better than almost anyone else in the world. 


Both dogs’ heads came up as though they sensed something was
coming. A low growl came from Puddles, and Sprinkles let out what Boomer thought
of as an exploratory bark. It let him know someone was coming down the hall. It
would get louder the closer the person got. 


A gentle chime went through the condo. 


MaeBe frowned. “Were you expecting
someone?”


Sprinkles started barking like mad, ready to attack whoever
was on the other side. Puddles ran and hid behind the couch. 


“No.” His gut tightened, but he stayed calm. Assassins
didn’t usually ring the doorbell, but it could happen. He reached up and gently
offered Molly his index finger. The bird was well trained—and easily trained as
evidenced by her new catchphrase—so she accepted the perch. “Can you get the
warrior princess?”


MaeBe picked up the Chihuahua,
cradling her close as Boomer walked Molly to her cage. She went inside and
didn’t complain as he closed the cage door.


Boomer moved into the short hall that led from his living
room to the front door but not before picking up the semiautomatic he kept in a
lockbox on the bar. His hands worked the combo from sheer muscle memory as his
brain went over all the possibilities. 


One. Everything was fine. The person on the other side of
the door was a friend or a neighbor who needed something. No gun needed. 


Two. Everything was mostly fine. The person on the other
side of the door was trying to sell him something. Only sometimes was a gun
needed in that scenario. He’d met some pushy magazine salesmen. 


Three. The person on the other side of the door wanted to
finish the job Julia Ennis had started and was here to kill MaeBe,
and then he was probably going to have to move because things were going down
and hard. The manager of the building was incredibly tolerant of his mini zoo
but probably would draw the line at dead bodies. 


“Stay back,” he whispered as he flicked the safety off and
moved to the door. 


MaeBe moved out of sight. Not that
it would help because that Chihuahua would give away her position every time. 


Boomer glanced out the peephole and saw…nothing. No one was
there. 


And then the door chimed again. 


Was whoever this was hiding under the peephole? 


Boomer opened the door and looked down. 


A girl in a school uniform complete with a jaunty beret on
her head and a backpack on her shoulders stood there. She was the kid next
door, the one with the mom with the…very pretty smile. 


Damn. And the banging bod. He couldn’t help it. That woman
was one of those under-the-radar-hot types he couldn’t resist, and it didn’t
hurt that she smelled like vanilla and cinnamon the couple of times he’d been
in an elevator with her. But he shouldn’t think that when her kiddo was
standing right in front of him with ridiculously wide eyes that reminded him of
an anime character. A scared one. 


Luckily the big-ass gun he was carrying was hidden behind
the door. “Hey, can I help you?”


She nodded. “Yeah. I’m Lou and I live next door and my mom’s
not home and I’m pretty sure someone followed me home from school. You’re like
a bodyguard, right? My mom said she didn’t think you were a cop, but she
thought she heard you worked in security, right?”


And then he had the fourth possibility. Strange preteen girl
who walked right into his apartment. 


The gun, in this case, could only be used on him. 


Lou from next door kept talking even as she moved farther
in. “So that means you’re some kind of bodyguard,
right? I told her I thought you were military. Like an Army guy. But she said
you wouldn’t live here if you were in the Army. You would live on a base. So then I said maybe you were with the CIA because I read a
book about spies and they sometimes recruit from the military and they can live
anywhere, but my mom said you probably weren’t smart enough to be a spy because
anyone who looked like you probably didn’t have to be smart.” Lou turned and
frowned. “What does that mean?”


Boomer managed to ease the safety back on and slide the gun
into the pocket of his athletic pants. It was comforting to know he could still
make an impression on the ladies. Unfortunately, it was the same one he
normally made. He was good looking and muscley and had not a brain in his head.
He had one. It worked a little differently, but what he’d found was women liked
smarts. 


At least all the women he was attracted to. 


“Where is your mom?” Boomer kept the door open because he
might not have the highest IQ in the world, but he was blessed with an
abundance of street smarts, and it wasn’t good to have a preteen girl he was
not related to in his apartment. Not in any way. 


Lou swung the backpack off her shoulder and looked up at
Sheba, who was delicately moving across the bar to check out the newcomer. “You
have a pretty cat.”


He had a lot of animals, and he could suddenly see the
headlines. Man Uses Animals to Lure in Underaged Victims. 


“Her name is Sheba.” MaeBe stepped
out of the kitchen, Sprinkles still in her arms, but
she was quiet now as though she’d figured out the adorable moppet of a girl
wasn’t a threat. Sprinkles was cool around kids. Well, most of them. “And this
is Sprinkles. Are you okay with dogs? There’s another one around here
somewhere. He looks scary, but he’s a sweetheart.”


MaeBe saved the day again. He
wasn’t alone with a vulnerable female. Everyone loved MaeBe.
Except Julia Ennis, but she had her reasons, though Boomer could have told her MaeBe hadn’t stolen her boyfriend. Everyone had thought
Julia was dead. But then she was alive and then Kyle was dead. 


Was Kyle dead? He didn’t think so, but he couldn’t be sure.
But Julia was definitely alive. 


Sometimes he got confused. 


“I like dogs.” Lou proved she also knew how to deal with
dogs because she held her hand up palm down for Sprinkles to sniff. “I know a
lot about dogs. Did you know that a dog’s sense of smell is forty times better
than ours? And dogs can sniff and breathe at the same time. And some dogs are really fast. Like they could beat a cheetah in a race.”


So she was a smarty pants. He could
appreciate that, but they needed to get down to business. It was good that MaeBe was here, but it was still dicey to have a girl he
didn’t know hanging out at his place. “Where is your mom, Lou? Is that a
nickname?”


“It’s short for Louisa, which was my great-grandma’s name. I
never met her, but my dad insisted I be named after her because that’s what his
mom wanted. I don’t think he cared what my mom wanted. My mom would have named
me Emily. After Emily Dickinson. I don’t think my great-grandma
was named after Louisa May Alcott, but I tell people she was because Little
Women is my jam. Louisa is kind of old, but I like Lou more,” Lou said,
her words rapid fire and not completely making sense. “And my mom is at work.”


That part did make sense. Mom was at work and didn’t know
her baby girl was hanging with the ex-military dude next door. 


“Do you have a cell phone?” None of the incredibly short
conversations he’d had with the mom had covered her occupation. They’d pretty
much nodded and gone their separate ways. He got the feeling she wasn’t very
friendly. He was also pretty sure she was single because he’d never seen a dude
go in or out of her place. Maybe the dad should have considered the name Emily.



Lou frowned. “I do, but I kind of left it in my locker at
school. We’re not supposed to have them on us in class, so I leave it in my
locker, and I forget it a lot of the time. Mom gets mad because she’s supposed
to be able to get in touch with me, and today it would have been nice to have
because of the guy who followed me home from school.”


“Did he follow you into the building?” Boomer asked, looking
to MaeBe. It probably was nothing, but he would take her
concerns seriously. 


“I’ll pull up the security cams.” MaeBe
set Sprinkles down and smiled at Lou. “I’m MaeBe, by
the way, and you came to the right place. Boomer and I both work for a security
company. We can help you out. I’m going to hop on my computer and pull up the
security cameras around the building while you tell us everything that happened
this afternoon.”


Boomer got down on one knee, putting himself at Lou’s level.
He needed to stop worrying about how things might look and do what he always did—help.
Lou was scared, and that was more important than her mom being freaked out that
she was hanging at his place. “Are you okay?”


Lou’s eyes filled with tears, and she nodded. “I was just…he
scared me.”


Boomer nodded, feeling so bad for the kid. “It’s okay now.
You can hang here with us until your mom gets home. How about we get a snack and you can tell me everything that happened. Even the
stuff that doesn’t seem important. We’ll figure this out.”


Lou sniffled, and for a moment, Boomer worried she would
burst into tears. 


“Wear a condom,” Molly squawked from her cage. 


Lou slapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes flying open as
she looked at the parakeet. 


“Sorry about that.” He was going to have such a talk with
Tag. “She’s been around some very bad influences lately.”


“Your bird is weird,” Lou said, but at least the fear seemed
to be gone. “What kind of snacks do you have?”


Boomer stood again. “Pretty much all of them. Now let’s
start with what this guy looked like.”


He moved into the kitchen as Lou told her tale. 


 


* * * *


 


Daphne Carlton watched the floors go by, praying no one else
got on the elevator. She’d gotten stuck in traffic and then it started raining
and now some weird guy had her daughter. 


Breathe. You have to breathe
and find some calm.


The guy had said Lou was okay, but then she didn’t know this
man and he could have already murdered her baby girl and now he was about to
kill her, too, and she would let him because she couldn’t live without her
daughter. 


Or you could panic. You could flip your shit and be
exactly who they expect you to be. 


She forced herself to breathe. She was not this person. She
was calm and logical, and that meant that she knew most child murderers didn’t
call the mom and invite them to come pick up their child’s remains.


Hey, hopefully this is Lou’s mom. I mean, I hope I’ve
reached Lou’s mom. I’m not Lou’s mom. I’m Boom…Brian Ward. I live next door to
you. I mean I do if you’re Lou’s mom. She had a little trouble walking home
from school, and I’m looking into it. She’s here, so I’ll take care of her
until you get back. She’s okay. And I’m sorry about the bird. 


What the hell did any of that mean? And why hadn’t that man
answered his phone when she’d called him back at least fifty-two times?


It had to be Magic Mike. That’s what all the women of the
building called the gorgeous blond giant of a man in 15D. They called him that
because they all prayed he was a stripper and they
could find where that man worked. 


She called him something else. Adonis. The Adonis of the Fifteenth
Floor. Not to his stupidly perfect face or anything. She wouldn’t do that any more than she would mention that he’d starred in a
couple of good dreams lately. Not a one of those dreams included him sheltering
her daughter from…what? A bird?


Had a bird attacked her daughter? And where was Mrs.
Callahan during this bird attack? 


The elevator doors opened, and she rushed out, not bothering
to look calm now. She ran down that hallway. She hadn’t even thought to call
the babysitter. Why hadn’t she done that? She’d simply called Lou’s phone and
then Adonis’s and gotten nothing. Where was the woman
she paid to pick up Lou and watch over her between the time she got out of
school and Daphne got home from work? 


Had a bird murdered Mrs. Callahan?


Her brain was whirling. Lou would need a good therapist. Her
in-laws would lose their shit and demand who knew what. They could be so
unreasonable, and they held the purse strings. Lou could lose her place at
school. 


The world would end. 


Well, her world. 


She knocked on 15D, her heart threatening to pound out of
her chest. 


It took forever for the door to open, and then her heart was
pounding for a different reason. 


The man was heartbreakingly gorgeous. He was at least a foot
taller than her, with shoulders that barely seemed to fit in the doorway and a
body that had been perfected in a gym. Sandy blond hair that was the slightest
bit shaggy and a beard that would tickle across her…


“Where’s my daughter?” Lou was missing and she was drooling
over the guy next door. What kind of mother was she?


The big guy grinned, an expression that lit up the hallway.
“She’s inside. She’s fine. Just a little scared. She’s inside with MaeBe.”


“Maybe? She’s maybe fine or she’s fine?”


His head tilted slightly, like an overgrown golden retriever
trying to figure out what was going on. “She’s good. I haven’t figured out if
she was actually being followed or if it was a
coincidence. MaeBe pulled up the security cams, and
no one followed her inside.”


Followed her? “Someone was following my daughter?
I need to see her.”


She heard a dog barking and then Lou was standing behind
Adonis. “Hey, Mom. I’m sorry I left my phone at school.”


Finally she was able to breathe.
She brushed past Adonis and dropped to one knee. “Are you all
right? What happened? Where is Mrs. Callahan?”


Lou flushed, her cheeks going the bright red they always did
when she realized she’d gotten caught. “Uhm, about that…”


“Mrs. Callahan is in Houston with her sister,” Adonis—she
really needed to get his name—said. “She had a heart attack last week. Her
sister, that is. Mrs. Callahan went down to take care of her. I took her to the
airport myself. I don’t think she’s back yet.”


Daphne stood. “Last week?”


“I can explain,” Lou said, her eyes wide. 


“Somebody should.” Daphne heard the steel in her words, the
ice coming over her because something had gone wrong
and no one had bothered to mention it to her. What had Lou been doing?


Adonis’s eyes had gone wide, too, and he stood next to Lou
like her massive accomplice. “Uhm, see, Mrs. Callahan has a sister
and she had a bad heart…”


He was freaking adorable, but she had no time for it right now.
“I meant about today, Mr….”


“Boomer,” he replied. 


“Mr. Boomer.” Weird name, but she was going with it. “I
meant…”


“It’s just Boomer,” Lou corrected. “His real name is Brian,
but that’s a family name like Louisa, and he doesn’t like it any more than I do.”


“Louisa’s not bad. It’s a nice name,” the man named Boomer
corrected, his expression gentle. 


Lou looked up at him. “I was talking about Brian. You don’t
like Brian.”


Boomer’s nose wrinkled. “Yeah, it kind of sucks. Boomer’s
better. Except here. Everyone thinks I’m from Oklahoma because of the OU
football team, and people in Texas have serious opinions about that. I’m not
though. I’m from Seattle.”


Oh, it was obvious these two had found a rapport, and it was
adorable and she had to shut it down. “I want to know
what happened today.”


“Lou walked home from school and
she thought someone was following her,” a soft voice said. “So
she came up here and asked if she could stay until you got home.”


A pretty young woman with dark hair
stood in the living room, and there seemed to be a dog behind her. A big dog.
Its head peeked around the young woman’s legs and then darted back like it was
trying to hide behind the maybe hundred-and-twenty-pound female. 


“And you are?” 


“That’s MaeBe,” Boomer said. 


The younger woman’s brows had risen as though she’d heard
the sharpness in Daphne’s tone and didn’t appreciate it. “I’m Mae Beatrice
Vaughn. Would you like ID?”


Daphne knew she’d sounded rude, but her daughter had spent
the afternoon with complete strangers, and she was flustered. She’d seen Boomer
around, but the goth chick was brand new. “I would like to know why my daughter
didn’t tell me her babysitter is no longer in the city. I would like to know
why she came to you instead of calling her grandparents. And I would like to
know why Boomer here didn’t answer his cell phone. It’s obvious he has one
since he called me and left a cryptic message about birds.”


MaeBe stepped forward. “No idea
about the babysitter. You’ll have to ask Lou. I suspect she came here because
it was closer than anywhere else she could go, and she
was scared. The bird is a parakeet with some salty language. Boomer didn’t
teach her. That was our boss. And Boomer didn’t answer his cell phone because
we’re not sure where it is. He’s supposed to leave it on the bar, but he put it
down on the table and that’s not high enough. Puddles likes to steal his phone.
I suspect he takes it because he knows Boomer won’t leave the condo without it.
He’s got abandonment issues. And I suspect your tone is scaring the poor pup
right now. He tends to pee when he’s scared, and that will be on you.”


Lou and Boomer were watching them, both heads moving as
though this was a tennis match and they couldn’t take
their eyes off it. 


She was coming on way too strong, and Boomer’s girlfriend
was obviously not going to take her crap. Daphne took a long breath. “I’m sorry
if I sound rude. I’ve been panicking because Boomer didn’t say much beyond
apologizing for a bird.”


MaeBe’s shoulders relaxed. “Yeah,
I probably should have been the one to call you. Lou showed up around four, and
she’s been here ever since. I’ve got a basic description of the man she thought
was following her. I pulled the security cameras, but we didn’t find anything.”


“I think I just freaked out,” Lou admitted. 


She stared at her daughter for a moment. “What were you
thinking?”


Lou’s eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t want to go to
Grandmother’s. And I couldn’t call her anyway because I forgot my phone.”


What was she doing? She wasn’t going to have this argument in
front of the way too attractive couple. She turned to Boomer. “I appreciate you
looking out for her. Thank you. I’ll take it from here, and I’ll make sure she
doesn’t bother you again.”


“She wasn’t a bother,” Boomer assured her. “We had fun. She
helped me walk Puddles and Sprinkles. And then we made some pasta primavera
while MaeBe was running her programs. It’s almost
done. We’ve got garlic bread and a salad, too.”


Lou grinned. “It’s a lot of food.”


“You’re welcome to join us and we
can talk about what happened,” Boomer offered. “I think she’s okay, but I
wouldn’t hate checking out the school with her tomorrow afternoon just to make
sure no one’s hanging around.”


Stay and eat with the happy couple when she was crazy angry
with her daughter? That seemed like a treat for Lou and total punishment for
her. Her righteous anger might subside from having a belly full of food she
hadn’t cooked herself, and she needed her rage. Lou had gone too far. “No, but thank you. It’s kind of you. I think I need to take
my daughter home and we need to have a long talk. Thank you, again. Louisa, get
your backpack.”


“Come on,” MaeBe offered. “I’ll
help you get your things.”


Lou looked like she wanted to argue, but Daphne sent her
what she hoped was her “do my will, child, or I can take you out of this world”
look. Lou sighed and turned to follow MaeBe back into
the living room. 


“Are you okay?” Adon…Boomer asked. There was a look of deep
sincerity in his blue eyes, as though he actually gave
a damn about her answer. 


“I’m good now that I know she’s safe.” She was lying about
the good part. She was shocked at the risks her daughter was taking, but she
couldn’t tell that to the gorgeous, probably never worried about anything man.
The last thing he would want would be to listen to her whine about how hard it
was to be a single mom, how hard it was to be a widow.



How hard it was to worry every second of the day that she
was going to fail and she had no one to help her. 


“So you work at a bakery?” Boomer
asked. “That’s cool.”


“I own it.” She glanced around. There was the aforementioned bird, and she was pretty sure she’d seen a
cat slinking around in the background. How many animals did this guy have? She
was pretty sure it was more than the building allowed. 


“Oh, you’re Daphne. Because it’s called Daphne’s Delights.”
He nodded as though satisfied he’d figured out the mystery. “Lou told me all
about it. She’s proud of you.”


That wouldn’t save her. “I’m proud of her, too. Usually. I
can’t believe no one told me about Mrs. Callahan. She’s watched Lou ever since
we moved in here.”


“She wrote a note. She moved fast once she got that phone
call. I left it in your mailbox.” He frowned, an expression that did nothing to
change how handsome he was. “Now I wonder if I left it in the wrong one. I’m
not great with numbers, but I would think I could figure out which one is
yours. It’s right beside mine. I would have hand delivered it, but I was late
for work.”


Just last week Lou had helpfully offered to check the
mailbox on Saturday. What perfect timing for her ever so smart kiddo. “Oh, I suspect you got it exactly where it needed to
go.”


“I’m sorry.” Lou was back, and both dogs were at her side, including
the obviously ferocious one. And the pit bull. The Chihuahua’s tail thumped
against the carpet as though she was ready to launch herself at anything or
anyone who got in her way. 


“Not as sorry as you’re going to be,” she said before thinking
about the fact that she was with strangers who could call Child Services on
her. After all, she was so clueless she’d let her twelve-year-old daughter run
around the streets of Dallas by herself. “Thanks again.”


She hustled them out the door. 


“I wanted to show you I don’t need a babysitter.”


Daphne dragged her keys out of her bag. “How many days have
you come home alone?”


Lou followed her. “Four. And you didn’t even notice.”


She hadn’t noticed because she always called Lou’s cell to
let her know she was in the parking garage. Mrs. Callahan lived on the
nineteenth floor and all the way on the other side of the building. Oftentimes
Daphne was dragging home a project to work on, and it was far easier to let Lou
meet her at the apartment. After all, she was twelve, and she had a key. What
could happen to her in an elevator that had security cameras?


“Yeah, well, I assure you, I’ll notice everything now
because I won’t let you alone for a single second.” She opened the door and
ushered her daughter in. “You’re grounded. Forever. You will be lucky to see
the light of day by your eighteenth birthday.”


“I don’t like Mrs. Callahan. She’s boring, and all she does
is watch the news and make me do my homework.”


“She sounds perfect to me then.”


“But I get my homework done fast. She won’t even let me read
a book. I’m not allowed to watch TV on my phone, and her version of a snack is
celery sticks, and I hate celery sticks,” Lou argued. “I want to be like you
when you were a kid. You got to come home and watch TV and have a cookie.”


Yes, because latchkey kid was something to aspire to be.
“Both my parents worked, and they didn’t have the time or money to make sure I
was properly taken care of.”


“So you learned how to take care of
yourself.”


Daphne shook her head. “It wasn’t like that. It was hard.”
And it could be fun. There had been a certain freedom to those afternoons, and
she’d used it to get into trouble she didn’t want her daughter to deal with.
“And the world was a different place then.”


“No, it wasn’t. I looked it up. In the year you turned
twelve there were 1,332 murders in the state. The most recent statistics show
there were 1,409 but the state added 7.6 million to the population in the years
in between, so technically the murder rate has gone down,” Lou announced. “The difference
is the twenty-four-hour news cycle.”


This was what happened when you tried to raise a genius-level
kid on a slightly gifted IQ. Lou had come out of the womb playing chess not
checkers. “Go to your room. I can’t even with you right now. I have to figure out when Mrs. Callahan is coming back and how
long I’ll have to reconfigure my schedule.”


“I don’t like Mrs. Callahan,” Lou insisted. “I did great on
my own. I didn’t start any fires, and I got my homework done. It was nice to be
alone for once, Mom. Please. She tells me all the time that I should try to be prettier and people would like me more. She tells me I don’t
smile enough.”


Daphne sighed. “She’s from a different generation.” And one
that wasn’t going to change. She was so tired. Mrs. Callahan worked because she
was cheap and had tons of spare time on her hands. “Go to your room. I need to
think about the situation. I meant what I said, though. You’re grounded. You
can’t lie to me like this.”


“But sometimes I need to show you things are okay before
you’ll try them,” Lou argued. “Momma, you’re scared all the time. You need to
see that it’s going to be okay.”


She couldn’t do this right now. She was going to lose it,
and she’d promised herself she wouldn’t do that. Not in front of Lou. She was
the mom. Lou didn’t need to watch her mom break down. “Go to your room.”


Lou sighed. “I’m sorry, but I’m also not. I did a good job.
When I thought I was in danger, I found someone to help me. I didn’t go to
Grandmother because we both know she would hold it over your head. And you
can’t redo your schedule because you have three wedding cakes to make and
you’re providing the desserts for the mayor’s fundraiser. I know you think it’s
weird, but Boomer and MaeBe are right next door. Why
not let me hang out with them?”


“We don’t know them. And I know they seem nice, but they
can’t possibly want to babysit you. It doesn’t mean you’re not awesome. It
simply means people don’t do things for nothing. They have to
get something out of it.” She hated it, but that was the way of the world, and
men who looked like Boomer didn’t do things out of the kindness of their
hearts. 


“I don’t think so. They’re nice. They seemed like they like
to help, and I wasn’t trouble,” Lou insisted. 


There was a knock on the door, and she shook her head. “Go
to your room, Lou. I’m not joking. I need some time. I’ll figure out what to do
about dinner and let you know.”


Her daughter’s frown deepened. “Fine. I’m sorry. Let me know
if you need help with dinner because I’m hungry. The food Boomer made looked really good. I helped him with it. He showed me how to do
the pasta. I can help you next time.”


Great. Now Adonis could cook. Well, of course he could. 


She’d forgotten to put the roast in the Crock-Pot, and she
hadn’t run to the store before she’d come home because she’d been panicked. Now
she had to consider ordering in something—which she’d promised she wouldn’t do
anymore—or heat up a frozen pizza. She’d meant to meal prep, but things had
been crazy lately, and she’d used all her free cash to buy ingredients for the
events she had coming up this week. They weren’t cheap, and the bakery was
always straddling the line between making it and going under. 


If she went under, what would happen to her and Lou?


There was another knock, and she realized her cheeks were
wet. She was crying. Yep, that tracked. It was her default state these days. 


She wiped away the tears and moved toward the door. 


That was when she realized the mail was wrong. She’d placed
the mail on the entryway table yesterday, and she knew the letter from the
accountant who’d set up her business accounts had been on top. She’d put it there
specifically because she wanted to remember to deal with it as soon as she
could. 


Damn it. Was Lou reading her mail now? She sighed. It was
yet another thing she would have to deal with. Lou was going through something,
and she needed to decide how to handle her. 


She wished she could have a wistful thought about Dennis—that
her heart could long for her husband to be here to help her with Lou. But he’d
never been that man. Even if he was alive today, he’d shrug and tell her kids
were her department and then get back to his very important research. 


Daphne shook off the maudlin thought that she was alone and
always had been. No one was going to magically ride in and make her life
easier. 


The key was getting through the tough moments and getting
to…


She wasn’t sure she believed there was something great on
the other side. 


Still, she opened the door because it was what she was
supposed to do, and Boomer was there, a reusable grocery bag in his hand. He’d
turned and was starting to walk away, giving her a view of his back. And it was
amazing. She was not some hormonal, sex-crazed woman who looked at men’s butts,
but there was zero denying that his was spectacular. 


Boomer turned, and then a magnificent smile crossed his
face. “Oh, hey. I thought you weren’t going to answer. I know you said you
didn’t want any, but I kind of thought you could use a break. That was probably
some kind of mom lecture you gave, and that can take it out of you. I know
because Big Tag is always tired after he yells at us for doing stupid shi…things. So I put together
dinner for you and Lou. It’s not poison or anything. I’m actually a pretty good
cook.”


She was not going to cry. She was not going to cry. She was
not going to cry. 


Instead she sniffled. “This is so
nice of you, but I have to ask. Why would you mention
poison?”


That smile deepened, giving the creases that proved he
smiled a lot. “Well, in my line of business, it comes up more often than you
think. We might have gotten off on a strange foot. I know it’s supposed to be
the wrong foot, but it wasn’t wrong to let Lou in. I hope you see that.”


She took the bag he’d offered. “I appreciate everything you
did for her this afternoon.”


He held out a big hand. “Let’s start over. I’m Brian Ward,
but I’ve been called Boomer since I was in the Army. I live next door.”


She shook it. His hand was warm and big and callused. It
enveloped hers and sent a surge of awareness through her. “Daphne Carlton. It’s
nice to meet you.”


He held her hand in his for a moment. “It’s nice to meet
you, too, Daphne. I hope you enjoy dinner, and please let me know if you need
help with Lou. My door is always open. Good night.”


He stepped back and then he was walking away
and she was staring at his backside. His muscular, works-out-a-lot backside. He
probably had a six-pack. And those notchy things at his hips. 


And a girlfriend. 


Not probably on the girlfriend. He totally had one of those,
and while she looked sweet and pretty, she hadn’t taken any crap. She worked
security, too, so she could probably kick a little ass. 


Daphne shook her head because that was a ridiculous thought.
Like she would even think about hitting on someone so out of her league. She didn’t
hit on anyone, much less a gorgeous god of a man with the sweetest damn smile
she’d ever seen. 


She stepped inside and let the door close between them. 


And locked it. 


She did not live in a world of sweet, gorgeous men who were
thoughtful and kind. It was good to know there was at least one of them out
there. 


But he wasn’t for her. 





Chapter Two


“Are you sure you can’t at least give me one week, Becky?”
Daphne paced across her balcony, the air slightly
crisp around her. Soon it would be too cold to be on her balcony in her pajamas
after dark. She would have to find another place where Lou couldn’t overhear
her. 


“I’m sorry.” Becky’s voice was grating over the line. “I got
a better gig, and it starts tomorrow. I know it sucks, but you should pay
better. Bye.”


Daphne’s heart dropped to her knees. What the hell was she
going to do?


Her cell trilled again, and she glanced down at the name. 


Then her heart dropped all the way to the floor because it
was her mother-in-law. The last thing she needed was to deal with her
mother-in-law today. She’d had a reasonably decent dinner with Lou. The food
had been fabulous. That man knew how to cook. The reasonably decent part had
been the logical conversation she’d had with her daughter, who had argued and
won her over to the idea of not using Mrs. Callahan as a babysitter any longer.
But she couldn’t stay alone. It was over a mile to the private school she
attended. She couldn’t walk alone, and Daphne couldn’t pick her up and take her
back to the bakery every day. 


Amelia Carlton could, of course, but her mother-in-law’s
help would come at a price. Usually a steep one. 


She wished she could ignore that call, but that would come
with a price, too. She slid her finger along the display to answer the call.
“Hello, Amelia. How are you tonight?”


“I’m a bit worried.” Her mother-in-law never did small talk.
She got right to whatever point she needed to make. “I was talking to one of
the other mothers at Hanover, and they were saying there’s a trip to Austin
coming up and they’re short on chaperones. I don’t believe Louisa should be
allowed to go if one of us doesn’t chaperone her. I understand that she wants
to visit places with her classmates, but she’s two years younger than they are.
She requires her own guardian to ensure her safety. Are you able to go with
her?”


A weariness came over Daphne. This was her whole life. She worked.
She took care of Lou. She justified her existence and choices to her in-laws so
they would keep paying for Lou’s private school. 


One day she would be free. She would be old and tired and
free from her mother-in-law’s constant interference. 


“I’m looking into it. We’ve put down a deposit for the trip,
but if I can’t go with her, I’ll think about pulling her out.” 


“Well, you should know that I stand ready to do the job. I
know you have a lot of work to do,” Amelia replied in that brusque way of hers.
“I would hate for Louisa to miss an excellent chance to learn. It must be
difficult to run a shop and take proper care of a child. I worry about Louisa’s
after-school activities. When can we sit down and discuss the situation?
According to the teachers, she’s not participating in any after-school clubs. I
know the school year has only begun recently, but this should have been decided
weeks ago.”


“She’s twelve,” Daphne pointed out. She had to do that a lot
with her in-laws. “She needs some unstructured time.” Was she getting that with
Mrs. Callahan? Shouldn’t she get to relax from time to time? “And she is on the
quiz team and mathletes.”


“Those aren’t social clubs. They are competitive teams, and
while that is important and will look excellent on her résumé, I wonder if she
shouldn’t be doing something to help her be…less awkward,” Amelia said. “She is
a Carlton, after all, and she’ll need to be presented at some point.”


“I don’t know that she’s going to want to do the whole
debutante thing.” This was a subject that got harder and harder to talk about. 


“We had a deal, Daphne.” There was an unmistakable edge to
Amelia’s voice. “Are you planning to break it?”


“We made that deal when she was five.” It had been the year
Dennis had died. She would have promised anything to have survived that first
year. “I don’t know that Lou is going to be suited for that kind of a social
life.”


“No one is suited for it until they’re trained. I understand
that you don’t appreciate the value of polite society, but it’s what Dennis would
want for his daughter. It is my job as his mother to ensure that his wishes are
honored and his daughter takes her rightful place.”
Amelia paused and then sounded the tiniest bit warmer when she spoke again.
“Why don’t I send you some pamphlets for classes and you can look through them?
I know it seems useless to you, but these classes do teach things beyond
manners. Louisa could meet friends. She would be with children her age in these
classes. Her intellect wouldn’t elevate her in this case. It could be good for
her.”


Amelia knew how to manipulate a situation. “Please send me
the pamphlets and I’ll let you know about the trip. I’m sure Lou would love it
if you could go. Weekends are important at work, and I just lost an employee.”


She’d lost two, actually, but she
wasn’t sure Brandon was a loss. She’d fired him because half the time he didn’t
show up, and when he did, he was rude to customers. 


He hadn’t taken his dismissal with grace. 


“Well, no one seems to want to work these days. You can’t
trust any of them,” Amelia said breezily. “I’ll see you for dinner next week,
and we can discuss it. Give Louisa my love.”


The phone went dead, and she thought about throwing it off
the balcony. 


Frustration welled, and she huffed out a low growl. 


“Need a beer?”


Frustration turned to shock as she gasped and turned to her
left. 


Boomer sat up, revealing that he’d been sitting in a comfy
chair behind the wall that partially separated the two outdoor spaces. He
unfurled that big body and moved to the edge of his balcony. There was roughly
eight feet between them, and she could clearly see his gorgeous face in the
moonlight. He held two longnecks in his hands and offered her one. “Unless you
don’t drink.”


She was a single mom. She shouldn’t drink. 


She totally took that beer. A long, cold swig later and she
was ready to ask some pertinent questions. “How long were you listening?”


“Long enough to know you could probably use a beer.” He took
a drink, leaning against the wall. “Sorry. I sit out here a lot at night. It’s
nice. Sometimes I hear you talk. I probably should let you know I’m here, but I
don’t because I think if you figured out someone could hear you, you might not
talk. Lou can hear you inside, right?”


“Yeah, the walls can be thin, but the glass doors are pretty
thick,” she explained. “It’s why I do most of my phone calls out here at night.
You know there’s a third option. You could go inside and not listen in.”


“How would that be fun?”


“I doubt it’s fun.” What was superhot guy doing listening to
her talk about cake baking methods and her sighing while her mother-in-law
dictated terms to her? “Does MaeBe listen in, too?”


“Oh, no,” Boomer said. “She spends most of her time at night
raiding villages. She likes to plunder. Once she’s in that mode, I do not
interrupt her.”


He had such a colorful way with words. Luckily
she knew what he was talking about. “So she’s playing
a game on the computer? One of those massive multiplayer ones?”


“Yeah, she used to play one and then the character her
character was interested in died and so she switched and now she’s levelling up
or something,” Boomer said. “I don’t know. I play a lot of games, but I like the
ones where we’re all working together. Mae used to run a board game night. I
never won, but I always had fun. The ones where they raid
and stuff get too intense for me. So I hang out here
and have a beer before I go to bed. I like it out here. It’s quiet, and we’re
high above the city. It feels peaceful.”


She didn’t think anything was peaceful. “I’m not sure about
that, but it is the most privacy I get. Well, not now. Though you should know I
don’t have any other place to go, so I suppose you’ll have to put up with me
talking a lot.”


“I don’t hear much, Daphne. I’m kind of teasing you. I’ve
only been in the building for a couple of months, and I’ve traveled a lot since
I moved in,” he admitted. “So tonight was my first
time eavesdropping. I’ve always wondered what that means. Eavesdropping. It’s a
weird way to say listening in.”


“It’s from a long time ago. Eaves are the part of the house
that kind of hang over, and water would drop from the eaves. So
the person who would stand under the eaves and listen in was called an
eavesdropper,” she explained. “It’s from the seventeenth century, I think.”


“Wow. That’s cool that you know that. It’s cool that I know
that now.”


She couldn’t help but smile at his enthusiasm. “I was an
English major in college. I liked etymology a lot.”


“And that is?” Boomer asked. “Sorry. You’re going to find
I’m not the smartest dude in the world, but I do like to learn.”


“Oh, not many people know what that is,” she replied. “It’s
the study of the origin of words and phrases. It will not get you a job in the
real world, but it’s fun.”


“So you studied words but you ended
up as a baker?”


She should go inside, but she found herself leaning back,
mimicking Boomer’s stance but on her balcony. “I’ve always loved baking, but my
mom pushed me to be a teacher. Both my parents thought it was a more stable
field. They wouldn’t pay for culinary school, but they did pay for college, so
I did what they wanted. Turns out teaching wasn’t for me. I was terrible at it.
I taught at a junior high for a couple of years when Lou was very young, and
then my husband changed jobs, and we decided I would come home and take care of
Lou and the house.”


Boomer was quiet for a moment. 


“You’re not going to ask?” She took another drink. 


“I’m trying to figure out if it’s rude to ask what happened.
I can be straightforward, and sometimes, I’ve been told, it comes off as rude.”


Oddly, it didn’t with him. There was an earnestness to
Boomer Ward that made her think he wasn’t asking out of anything but genuine
curiosity and that his curiosity came from a place of goodness. It was naïve,
but she kind of wanted to believe it. After all, he hadn’t had to bring over
dinner. She’d been rude to him, and he’d still thought about her and Lou. She
wanted him to be a nice guy. “He died in a car accident seven years ago. I
thought about going back to teaching, but I decided that life was too short, so
I took the insurance money and put it into a home bakery. I did so well that I
opened Daphne’s Delights.”


“That’s awesome.”


“What I mean by well is I made enough to take another huge
gamble that might put me under.”


“So you went from baking cakes at
home to having a store?”


“Yes. I leased a space in Uptown, and it’s been going okay.
I’ve got some staffing issues. I had to fire this guy named Brandon, and he
didn’t take it well. Then Becky quit without notice. But business is okay.” It
was nice to talk to someone she didn’t have to be overly positive with. “But
okay in my industry means you could still go careening over the edge with one
or two mistakes. If someone refuses to pay me for a big job, I could miss my
rent and then I’m done.”


“Why would someone refuse to pay you?”


“Mostly because they’re assholes. Oh, they have excuses.
Like the cake wasn’t good. My cakes are good. They are excellent. And if you
ordered peanut butter icing, you got peanut butter icing. I had that happen
once. The guy said he wanted chocolate but only after he and his buddies ate
the whole thing. Now I make them write down their preferences in their own
handwriting if they’re at the store or they have to
fill it out online.” It was the absolute worst part of the job. When she was
baking, she felt in control, but the business side was something she’d had to
get used to. “The bad part is that it’s not even like I don’t get paid. I lose
money because I have to front the cost for everything
first.”


Boomer frowned, an expression that
did not make him less attractive. “So it’s like
they’re stealing from you.”


She nodded. “Yeah. And half the time they’ve already taken a
couple of bites, and I can’t even put it out at the store. I sometimes do that
when a customer refuses the cake. I’ve made some creative icing roses to cover
up Happy Birthday Cindy or whatever. Pies are easier. No one asks me
to decorate a pie.”


“You tell me who stiffs you, and I’ll talk to them.” His
voice had deepened, sending a shiver of awareness down her spine. He sounded
dark and dangerous for a moment, and it did something for her. 


As tempting as it was, she couldn’t exactly sic her neighbor
on her enemies. She often thought of those assholes as the enemies of chocolate
and frosting and all the good things of the world. “Thanks, but I get by. I’m
afraid it’s all part of the business. So you’re with a
security company?”


“Yeah. McKay-Taggart.” He was back to his sunny self, a
smile on his face. “I’ve been there for over ten years now. It’s hard to
imagine. It feels like I blinked and years have
passed.”


“Sometimes it’s like someone turned a page and oops, it’s
seven years later,” she agreed. “I feel like Lou was five yesterday, and now
she’s twelve, and I’m not even sure how we got here.” She shook off the
feeling. She would rather know something about him. Going to bed would be the
safer option, but she didn’t want to. She was enjoying talking to this man, and
when she thought about it, he was safe. He had a girlfriend. He was way out of
her league looks-wise. Would it hurt to be friendly with her neighbor? “So what do you do for McKay-Taggart? Are you really a
bodyguard?”


“No, I’m actually on an investigative team,” Boomer replied.
“That sounds cooler than it is though. Mostly it’s looking through records and
asking questions. I sleep in a lot of cars and sometimes in trees. I’m good at
napping in weird places.”


“Okay, I have to ask how you ended up with that job.” She
was a bit fascinated with the man. He seemed like this walking bit of sunshine,
and that had to be a façade. 


“I fell into it. I got kicked out of my house at eighteen
because that was my dad for you,” he said with a chuckle. “So
I did the only thing I thought I could do and went into the military.”


“He kicked you out?”


“Yeah. I got an eviction notice as an eighteenth birthday
present. I didn’t understand the paperwork. My sister had to explain it to me,
but the upshot was I had to pack a bag and be out by five. And that was mean
because Mom didn’t serve dinner until five thirty,” Boomer said. 


“Holy shit.” She rarely cursed, but her outrage made her
reach for harsh words. “He evicted you? And your mom
let him?”


“Well, I had gotten into some fights with him. He didn’t
like that I called him on stuff. Like cheating on my mom and cheating his
employees. He liked cheating a lot. So when he could
legally evict me, he did. I still had a couple of months of high school to go,
and I thought about dropping out, but an old teacher of mine heard what
happened, and she and her husband offered to let me stay with them. I managed
to somehow graduate by the skin of my teeth and did the only thing I could. I
joined the Army.”


“I can’t imagine kicking my own kid out.” Her whole life
revolved around her daughter. 


Big shoulders shrugged. “Well, I was probably more difficult
to deal with than Lou.”


“You would be surprised. She can be a handful at times. So you left the Army and ended up working security?”


“Well, before that I went into Special Forces, in particular
a Delta Force team. Turned out I was really good at
shooting things from long distances,” he explained. 


“You were a sniper?”


“Yup,” he admitted. “Now I work for a security company. I’m
on an investigative team, but I’m mostly muscle. I’m also a firearms expert,
and the big boss uses me as a babysitter from time to time, but I think that was
mostly because I proved I could take an arrow.”


“I’m sorry, what?” Sometimes she wasn’t sure when he was
joking. 


“An arrow. See, my friend Mike lost a bet and so we had to
watch the twins, and one of them decided to play with a crossbow and that’s how
I got this.” He lifted his leg, pulling up the leg of his pants and showing off
a circular scar. “But I also got a really good pizza out of it.”


“A kid shot you with an arrow?”


“She didn’t mean to.” He brought his super-muscular leg back
down. “She was just a kid. I got the fire out, too. So now I watch the kids
from time to time, and when any of the day care workers are out, I like to help
in there. We only have a couple of little kids now. It was more fun when there
were a bunch of them. Now we mostly use the space for after-school care.”


That was something interesting. “After-school care? Like the
workers can bring their kids in and they stay there?”


“Yeah, the younger school kids. Like my boss’s sons come in,
but his daughters are older teens, so they don’t have to come up there unless
they’re in trouble. Kala’s there a lot,” Boomer said. “I was wondering if you
wouldn’t want Lou to hang out up there for a couple of days until you can find
a replacement for Mrs. Callahan. I’m going to be honest. She’s not the nicest
lady in the world.”


Ah, yes. There was the heavy press of guilt every mom felt.
“She seemed nice to me.”


Boomer shrugged. “Yeah, she’s nice as long as you’re doing
something for her.”


“Then why did you help her?” 


“Because she needed help.”


“But what if she didn’t deserve help?”


He seemed to think about that for a moment. “Deciding that
is way above my paygrade. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to help some evil
genius take down the world or anything. But if a little old lady needs a trip
to the airport or some dude on the street needs a couple of bucks so he can eat
dinner tonight, I’ll probably give it to them.”


“But the guy on the street will probably use it to buy booze
or drugs or something,” she countered. 


“That’s not on me. You’re not the first person to give me
that you’re-so-naïve look. I probably am, but I would rather be wrong about a
dude buying booze than walk past a guy who’s hungry. Some of those guys were in
the military. They were my brothers and they saw stuff that messed them up, and
now they need help. Mrs. Callahan didn’t have the money for a cab, and I was
there. So I helped her. I’m offering to help you if
you want. It’s okay if you don’t. I might not be the smartest guy in the world,
but I know it’s weird to leave your daughter with a big, scarred-up ex-military
guy you barely know. But she would be with other kids at the office,
and paid and licensed day care workers. And we haven’t been raided by
the Agency in years.”


When she thought about it, was it any different than leaving
her with Mrs. Callahan? She’d only known the woman a few weeks when they’d made
their arrangement. She’d also enrolled Lou in a day care before. It was
precisely why a day care needed a license with the state. “They have background
checks and stuff?”


He was offering her a way out of the impossible situation
she was in. She couldn’t take off work. She couldn’t leave Lou alone. Lou would
hate going to her grandparents’, and it would likely lead to Amelia deciding
things she shouldn’t. She would walk in and Lou would
be in some debutante dress preparing to be presented to the world…whatever that
meant. 


“I assure you, Big Tag wouldn’t
hire anyone without a thorough check,” Boomer said softly. “Why don’t you bring
her in tomorrow afternoon? You can check it out, and if it seems okay, I’ll
pick her up after school and bring her to the office. If you’re running late,
she can come back with me and Mae and wait for you. It’s not forever.”


It wasn’t forever. Just until she could figure something
else out. “How much would it cost?”


A day care often cost way more than a neighbor doing a
favor. 


He chuckled. “It’s part of my employment benefits. My bosses
won’t mind an extra kid for a few days.”


Tears pulsed at her eyes. She was doing this a lot today,
but now it was out of gratitude instead of fear. He was offering her everything
she needed to get through the next week. She should turn him down because it
was too good to be true.


He was too good to be true. 


“Mae and I can hang with her up at the office if you don’t
want her alone with us in the apartment. There’s a security cam
on the day care, and you can log in and see her,” Boomer promised. Then he
eased off. “Just think about it and get back to me. Or not. Either way, it’s
okay. I think I’m going to head to bed. It was nice to talk to you, Daphne.”


“I could see it tomorrow?” Did she have to spend the rest of
her life suspicious of anything good that happened to her? That was what it
felt like the last seven years. Or maybe she was fooling herself and it was
longer than that. Maybe she’d started losing her optimism shortly after she got
married and Dennis started slowly grinding her confidence down. 


You have a degree in English, sweetheart. What did you expect?
A decent job? 


He’d said it with that half smile he always used when he was
being condescending. He’d never let her forget he was smarter. 


Boomer’s smile practically lit up the night. “Yeah. I think
you’ll like it. I’ll text you the address.”


The man made her heart race. “Okay. And thank you for being
so kind to us. Me and Lou.”


“Always,” he vowed and then disappeared into his apartment. 


She took another long drag off the beer he’d given her and
stared out into the night. 


And prayed her luck was changing. 


 


* * * *


 


Boomer stepped into the living room, closing the sliding
glass door to the balcony, and wished he could have stayed and talked to Daphne
longer. But he knew when to retreat. A guy retreated when he had part of what
he wanted, and Daphne had agreed to at least come down and look around the
office. 


He’d thought he would let the whole thing go. After all, it
wasn’t his place to watch after Lou. 


But then he’d heard her trying to rearrange her life so she
could take care of her kid. Then he’d heard her mother-in-law. At least he
thought that’s who the Amelia person was. It was either her mom or her
mother-in-law. He was going with in-law because Daphne hadn’t called the woman
on the other end of the line Mom. 


Daphne also didn’t believe in holding the phone to her ear.
Every conversation had been on speaker, so he’d heard how Amelia had coldly put
her in a corner. He’d been around a lot of manipulative people, and Amelia wanted
something from Daphne. Likely more control. He wasn’t sure. He would need to
hear a bit more. 


Not that it was his business. Though he kind of wanted to
make it his business. 


Puddles was cuddled up on a blanket on the couch, his big
body surrounding Sprinkles. The Chihuahua’s head rested on the pit bull’s
muscular leg, and she barely opened her eyes as he walked back in. That warmed
his heart because when he’d first brought the Chihuahua home, she’d nipped at
anyone who got close to her, barking and warning everyone off. And Puddles had
hidden in the bathroom for two weeks. Boomer had spent a lot of time sitting
with the scared pup before he’d finally started exploring. Now they could find
comfort in each other. 


The cat was curled up on MaeBe’s
lap as she closed her laptop and turned his way. She’d set up her gaming laptop
on his kitchen table along with all the miscellaneous stuff that went with
raiding online dungeons and taking down other guilds. 


He liked having her around. He had to admit that living
alone had gotten kind of boring, but he was too old to do the roommate thing.
At least that’s what everyone told him. “Good raid?”


She shrugged. “It was okay. Mostly I talked to Kraven.”


“Is he a guy in your guild? Or chick. Kraven could be a
chick.” He was not a big MMORPG guy. He preferred sports games or first-person
shooters. He’d liked playing Call of Duty but forgot which side he was
on enough times that very few people wanted to play with him. 


MaeBe’s hand stroked over Sheba’s
back, causing the cat to purr. “Kraven is a dude. At least he is according to
the pronouns in his bio. He joined up a couple of days after I did, so we’re
kind of newbies together. He seems nice, and he’s going through a bad breakup,
too. I guess sad attracts sad. Were you talking to someone out there? I thought
you couldn’t find your phone. I’m putting a tracker on it, by the way.”


He would let her do whatever she needed to because he often
forgot to charge the sucker, and that was inevitably when Puddles decided to
hide it. The dog was creative. He’d found the phone behind the trashcan, buried
under covers, tucked away in the bathroom towels Boomer had let fall to the
floor. That particular one had felt a little like
judgment, and he’d picked up the towels from then on. “I was talking to Daphne.
She was out on her balcony.”


“Did you give her your second beer?” MaeBe’s
eyes had widened. 


He shrugged. Second beer was a thing with him. “She was
having a rough night.”


“That’s practically a declaration of love, Boom. What is happening?”


He was serious about his two beers. He only got two a day,
and he took them out on the balcony after dinner and sat and watched the night
and thought about stuff. Mostly he let himself be. Usually
he had one or two of the pack with him, but they’d opted to huddle in with MaeBe this evening. 


“I’m only trying to help her out. I liked Lou,” he hedged.
“She doesn’t have anywhere to go after school, so I thought while Daphne is
looking around, Lou could hang around the office with us. Well, with the other
kids. Brianna is her age.”


Brianna was Adam, Jake, and Serena’s daughter, and she often
came up to the office after school when her mother was on the road. He was
pretty sure Serena was in New York meeting with her publisher this week, so Bri
would be hanging out. Technically her dads didn’t work for MT anymore, but they
shared the day care with Miles-Dean, Weston, and Murdoch.


MaeBe stared at him for a moment
as though trying to figure him out. “How long have you had a crush on the mom?”


He didn’t have a crush on her. Not exactly. “I think she’s
cute.”


“She’s kind of a raging bitch.”


“No, she’s not.” Daphne had come on strong earlier, but
she’d been worried and hadn’t been able to get anyone on the phone. He would
have been worried, too. “She’s just a little high strung, and I can’t blame her
for that. I would be if I had all the responsibility she does.”


“How much do you know about her?”


Now that he thought about it, he knew a lot about MaeBe and should have seen this coming. “I know she works and she loves her kid. She owns a bakery.”


This time MaeBe’s stare felt a wee
bit judgey. “Come on, Boom. You know how to do this.”


He did know how to investigate. He just didn’t think he
needed to investigate Daphne. “I don’t do a trace on everyone I meet.”


She turned in her chair, flipping the laptop back open.
“Well, I do. So I’ve already got the rundown on your
friend over there. And don’t get mad at me. You know Big Tag would have me do
it in the morning when you tell him you’re bringing a kid in.”


He winced. He’d been planning on going straight to the woman
who ran the day care and talking to her. Then he would duck Big Tag all day.
Every day. For weeks. “I was kind of hoping he wouldn’t notice.”


Big Tag would have tons of questions. Questions Boomer
didn’t want to answer. 


“Oh, he’ll notice. And you also know that he’ll go easier on
you if he thinks you did your homework, which is precisely why I did it for
you,” MaeBe said, her hands flying across the keys. 


She hadn’t done it for him. Not exactly. MaeBe
was harder than she’d been before, and he couldn’t blame her. She’d had a rough
year. She’d been with the company for two years, the first of which had passed
in peaceful joy. Sure, she might have thought being behind a desk was boring,
but it was better than being out in the field. Then Kyle Hawthorne had swooped
in, and she’d fallen immediately, madly in love with the dude who was seriously
fucked up, and her last year had been a shitshow. 


She’d been kidnapped and had the hell beaten out of her by a
crazy business lady’s private army. Then she’d gotten stabbed trying to help a
client. And she’d only recently gotten the cast off from her last brush with
death, and now Kyle was gone. MaeBe had come out of
the experience changed. She was still so angry, but she was also resolute that
she was going to move on with her life. 


That’s what she said. But her mouth and her actions weren’t
in synch. She worked and trained and complained about Kyle every chance she
got. She hadn’t moved on at all. She was stuck in a moment, and she snarled and
growled at everyone who tried to help her out of it. 


Huh. MaeBe was like Sprinkles. 


And that meant if he wanted her to open up,
he needed to ease her into it. 


“Okay. You’re right about Tag wanting a report on Daphne.”
Big Tag could be paranoid but then he had his reasons, too. At one point the
world really had been out to get him. “So what did you
find out? I know she’s a widow.”


“Yes,” MaeBe agreed. “She married
Dennis Carlton thirteen years ago and Louisa Marie Carlton was born six months
later, so take from that what you will.”


“She was pregnant with Lou when she married him.” Even he
could figure that out. 


“Yep, and from what I can tell, their wedding was a quiet,
hurried affair, which is odd given who the Carltons are.”


“Is this one of those things I should know?” 


“Probably not,” MaeBe allowed.
“You don’t care about high society.”


“Oh, that’s why she was talking about the debutante thing.”
He’d been confused with that part of the discussion. “Isn’t that where a girl
has to wear some fancy dress and everyone claps?”


“It’s where a young woman from what my stepmother would call
a ‘good family’ is presented to society. But not all of society. In this case,
society means wealthy people, and not like Big Tag rich. Old-money rich,” MaeBe explained. “There’s usually a big party. I’m trying
to see Lou having any interest at all in that kind of world. I’m reading between
the lines here, but Dennis was the younger of two kids. His sister got married
three years before he did, and it was a massive ceremony. It was covered by all
the papers. Dennis and Daphne got married in a very small ceremony, so I’m
thinking they got hitched for the sake of the kid. He was considered a genius
in the math world. He got his PhD young and worked with a group that set
economic policies. The parents come from old money, but it’s all well-managed
trust funds. The dad was the head of the group they both worked for. He was in
economics, and there were rumors he was up for a Nobel prize.”


“That’s the one Noelle talks about a lot. It’s a big deal,
right?” Noelle Hutchins was married to one of his best friends. She was an
incredibly smart lady. 


“Yes. It’s an honor given to people in certain intellectual
disciplines for transformative works,” MaeBe replied.



She could talk way above his head, but he’d been around
supersmart people long enough to translate. Dude or chick did something cool
and got an award. “She told me he died in an accident.”


He knew he should wait for her to explain all this stuff,
but MaeBe was right. Big Tag would want to know
everything about someone walking into his building. He was not an optimistic
guy. He’d often told Boomer that the glass was half empty and poisoned. And
would probably explode. There was no one in the world he trusted more than Big
Tag, but he didn’t like the idea of the boss knowing more than he did when it
came to Daphne. 


“Yes. Car accident. He was driving home late one night in
icy conditions and lost control.” MaeBe said the
words with no inflection, merely conveying the information. 


Boomer’s brain went immediately to how hard that must have
been on Daphne. How she would have had to answer the door in the middle of the
night, see the police standing there and know her life had changed forever. She
was so young to be a widow. “Does she have any family?”


“Her dad died of cancer before she got married. Mom moved to
Florida. From her mom’s social media posts, you couldn’t tell she has a
daughter. Never mentions her. No pics of Daphne or Lou. She calls herself a
free spirit, unencumbered with worry or care.” MaeBe
turned his way and frowned. “It’s her social media bio. I’m not kidding. It’s
next-level bullshit. I think Daphne is on her own when it comes to her family.
The trouble, I believe, is his family.”


“She was talking to her mother-in-law on the balcony. I
listened in,” he admitted. “That’s how I knew about the debutante thing.
There’s a class or something involved. She wanted Lou to take it. Is this
something you went through?”


MaeBe snorted, an oddly delicate
sound. “No. I was not that kind of money either. My dad made good bank, but not
like that. There’s definitely some classes involved. A
lot of those kids end up taking etiquette classes and dance classes. Stuff like
that. It’s like eighteenth-century stuff for a very small group of elite
families. The Carltons qualify. Lou would hate that.”


He agreed. He’d spent time with Lou, and she was a great kid.
Super smart and chill. She’d played with the animals and done her homework
while MaeBe had sat next to her at her computer.
She’d offered to help with dinner. She wanted to be useful, wanted to please
the people around her. 


She was quirky and weird in the best of ways. 


He didn’t know a lot about the world her grandparents moved
in, but he was pretty sure there wasn’t a ton of room for quirky and weird. 


But quirky and weird thrived at MT. McKay-Taggart was built
on weird. It was funny because most people would think a group of ex-military
people would be rigid. They would be wrong. When you trusted a dude to watch
your back, you tended to not care that they also couldn’t stand the volume dial
on a car radio to be on a prime number. Boomer hadn’t known what a prime number
was or why Hutch didn’t like them, but he set the volume on an even number that
was not two. He could do that for his buddy. The kids seemed to be the same
way. They shrugged off their friends’ odd tendencies and moved on. 


Unlike his own family. How many times had he been told he
was too dumb to understand?


Daphne had married a smart guy. 


“So you’ve told me a lot about her
husband. What about her?” He had a feeling he was getting in deep when he
wasn’t even sure what water he was in. Or rather he did and didn’t want to
acknowledge it. Daphne was the only woman to catch his attention in a long
time. He’d had girlfriends, women he spent time with, but none of them were
his. None of them had wanted to build something with him. 


When he sat outside and drank his two beers before he went to
bed, he was honest with himself. 


He wanted a family. It was great to be everyone’s friend,
the goofy, fun uncle to all the kids. But he wanted to be something more. 


“She graduated from the University of Houston with a degree
in English. His undergraduate work was done at Rice University, so I’m going to
assume they met in Houston. The timing is right,” MaeBe
mused. “She graduated with honors and got married and took a teaching job at a
high school. The husband went straight into graduate work, though it looks like
she moved here to Dallas and he went to California.
His grad degree is from Stanford. I think she lived with her in-laws for those
years.”


“He didn’t live with her? Wasn’t
Lou born then?” Boomer couldn’t imagine being apart from his wife and kid. If
he had a wife and kid.


“Looks like it. He didn’t come back to Texas. The whole
family moved to Princeton where he got his PhD while he taught undergrad
classes. When Lou was four he took a job with his
father’s group. American Economic Association. It’s a well-funded think tank.
He worked with his father on the math side of economics. That’s what the Nobel
talk was about,” MaeBe explained. 


“What did Daphne do all this time?” 


“She taught for a couple of years and then when they moved
to New Jersey, she seems to have been a full-time mom. They moved back to Texas
when he graduated, and she still stayed home with Lou. Then he died. She held
on to the house they lived in for a couple of years and then sold it and bought
a condo in the West End. She worked at a big bakery for a while and then sold
her own stuff online. Two years ago she opened
Daphne’s Delights. She sold her place in the West End and moved here at the
beginning of summer. My bet is that she moved to be closer to the school Lou
attends. It’s a high school.” MaeBe turned his way.
“Hanover Prep is a ridiculously expensive private school. There’s zero way Daphne’s paying for that on her own. I would bet
the grandparents are paying. I haven’t looked at her financials. Do you want me
to?”


“Absolutely not.” He wasn’t going to invade her privacy more
than he already had, but he still had questions. “Isn’t Lou young for high
school? The twins just started high school a couple of weeks ago and they’re fourteen.
How can Lou be in the same grade as Kenz and Kala?”


MaeBe turned back to him. “I
suspect our little Lou has a genius-level IQ. I talked to her, and that kid is hella smart. She likely skipped a couple of grades. She was
doing AP Algebra homework, so I think we can safely say she inherited her parents’
smarts.”


“You think Daphne’s really smart?” He hated how vulnerable he
felt asking that question. 


MaeBe’s eyes softened in that way
that let Boomer know what had happened with Kyle Hawthorne hadn’t completely
broken her. “Probably, but that doesn’t mean she won’t like you, sweetie. She’d
be a fool not to.”


He shrugged and sank down on the couch next to the dogs. “I
think she’s cute, and you know I like to help a person out.” 


She stood, setting Sheba down and moving toward the kitchen.
“I know you’ve had trouble with women who didn’t take you seriously, and they
were morons.”


But they weren’t. The crazy thing was he actually
liked to learn stuff. He just wasn’t as sharp as a lot of people were,
not as quick to pick things up. Now muscle memory—he had that in quantity. He
could do almost anything physical. He’d taught himself to cook because his
parents had told him he wasn’t smart enough to learn. 


Was he setting himself up for heartache again? “I think them
not being morons was kind of the problem. The smart ones look at me like I’m
either a giant teddy bear or a sex toy, and when I was younger
I didn’t mind. I kind of do now.”


“Because we’re surrounded by happy couples and our friends
are all getting married, and how the hell did Hutch get married before we did?”
MaeBe summed things up nicely. She walked back in
with two beers in her hand. “I would have sworn I would marry and have at least
three kids before Hutch even thought about a wedding. Here. You gave away your
other one. Have one of mine.”


MaeBe liked a very specific beer.
It was a lager with citrus and far more expensive than the ones he normally
drank. It was a friendly offering from one sad soul to another. Because
suddenly he was feeling a little down. If Daphne moved in a rich, intellectual
world, she likely wouldn’t give him the time of day. She might sleep with him
if she got lonely, but she wouldn’t date him. 


“Thanks.” He didn’t need the beer, but it was a friendly
gesture. MaeBe knew he had trouble with women
thinking he didn’t have a brain in his head, and she felt bad. This was
something she could do, something that made her feel better, so he took the
beer. “Like I said, she’s pretty and needs some help. I’ll give it to her and
then we’ll get back to our own lives. Maybe it’s time to let Charlotte set me
up again.”


The last time the boss’s wife had set him up had ended with
a concussion and the lady in question being arrested for smuggling in illegal
cheese. The head injury had been from being hit with a massive wheel of illicit
Gouda. 


But it could be better this time around. 


“You are a brave man.” MaeBe sat
down next to him and reached for the remote. “You know how I know Kyle’s not
dead?”


He inwardly groaned because this was something she talked
about a lot. Outwardly he simply tipped back his beer before answering. “How?”


“Because Charlotte doesn’t try to set me up anymore,” she
replied simply. 


It was a good indicator. Charlotte Taggart was the
matchmaker of their world. She’d set MaeBe up with
many a lawyer/doctor/engineer. And then Kyle had come to work for MT and that
had shut down. There were other reasons Mae wasn’t
considering. “Or it could be because you growl everyone’s way and threaten to
punch them.”


“Could be, but I think she thinks Kyle is going to solve his
problems and magically come back to life and I’ll be sitting here waiting for
him like some love-sick idiot,” MaeBe replied. “But I
won’t. If Kyle Hawthorne shows up on my doorstep, I’m going to punch him in the
balls.”


If he didn’t stop her, she would spend the next hour telling
him in great detail about how she would take Kyle
apart. “You want to watch a murder show?”


It was what he called all true crime shows. MaeBe liked two kinds of TV. Romance/soapy stuff and murder
shows. Lately all she wanted to watch were murdery
ones, and she could be judgey about the victims. It
was worse, though, with the romance. He’d thought she’d enjoy a romcom, and
when the guy had told the girl he loved her, she’d thrown popcorn at the screen,
yelled liar, and locked herself in her room for an hour. 


So murders it was. 


For now. 


“Oooo, there’s a new one out.” MaeBe was already turning the TV on. “It looks like fun.”
She turned to him. “Thanks for watching with me. And you don’t know about
Daphne. She could be different.”


He sat back as the show started. 


She could be, but she probably wasn’t. After all, she’d married
a highly educated man, and he’d barely gotten through high school. Her kid was
a genius. She would want smart people around her. 


So he would help and then step back
and let them fly free. Like he always did. 


Puddles moved his head so it was
laying across Boomer’s leg. The dog yawned and rubbed against him before
falling asleep again. 


Mostly did. Sometimes he helped them
and they stayed. 


Daphne Carlton wouldn’t be one of those. Probably. 





Chapter Three


Boomer had just shoved his water bottle in his backpack the
next morning when the bell chimed through his condo. He glanced up at the
clock, and it was barely seven. 


Mae looked over from where she was feeding Molly a carrot.
“Were you expecting someone?”


“No. I’m supposed to take you in this morning, right?” There
was a schedule when it came to MaeBe. 


MaeBe was dressed to work out. The
clothes she would change into were packed in her gym bag. She had early morning
sessions every weekday with either Big Tag or Erin Taggart. They were teaching
her some hardcore self-defense. Then at lunch she would work out with the
bodyguard unit. She was rapidly losing the soft layer she’d always had—both
inner and outer. “That’s what the schedule said.”


He moved to the door and glanced out the peephole. It was
probably time he put in a full monitoring system so he could see who was coming
up and down the hallway. What he saw had him opening the door quickly.
“Daphne?”


The pretty brunette held her daughter’s hand, and there was
a tight set to her face that let him know her morning wasn’t going well. She
blew out a breath and wiped a hand across her face. “Hey.”


Lou, on the other hand, was grinning from ear to ear. She
was in her school uniform, the blue beret on her head and her backpack dangling
from her back. “Hey, Boomer. Mom has a whole bunch of trouble at the bakery and she has to get there and it’s the opposite way
from my school so she can’t get there and take me. I told her I could totally
walk. Or she could call a ride share for me.”


Daphne practically growled her daughter’s way. “Or I could
ask our very nice neighbor, who I know happens to walk to work and his work is
one block away from your school.” She looked up at Boomer. “I’m so sorry, and I
know I was not as nice as I should have been yesterday, but I just got a call and my bread guy is having trouble with the oven. I
need to be there ten minutes ago. I’m so sorry…”


“Of course I’ll walk with her.”
Damn, Daphne looked good even when she was worried. He wanted to give her a big
hug, to wrap her up and let her know everything would be okay, but that was definitely not his place. “Mae and I were about to head
out.”


Daphne’s eyes flared slightly, and then she was nodding.
“Thank you. Again, I’m so…”


“It’s no problem.” MaeBe was
suddenly moving behind him. She slipped out of the door and put a hand on Lou’s
shoulder. “You ready, kiddo? I think you’re going to like the gulag.”


“Uh, isn’t that a Russian prison?” Lou asked, but there was
nothing but a grin on her face. 


“Oh, yes. The big boss’s kids all speak Russian, and they
have a twisted sense of humor. Well, the girls do. The boys run around and do
dumb boy stuff. Like all boys.” MaeBe wrinkled her
nose his way. “Even that one. Did you know that once he fell down an elevator
shaft to save a cat?” She started to lead Lou toward the elevator. “I would
have actually gotten in the elevator and tried to figure out what floor the cat
was on, but Boomer panicked.”


“He fell into an elevator shaft?” Lou sounded like she
wanted to hear that story. 


Boomer glanced back in and Puddles
and Sprinkles were both happily chewing on their dental bones while the cat
he’d nearly died for was sunning herself near the balcony window. Molly was in
her cage after having the run of the apartment all morning. They would be fine
until the dogwalker came by at noon to take them around the block and make sure
all the animals were okay. He settled his backpack and grabbed his keys,
locking the door behind him. “It wasn’t that bad. Mae is a great storyteller,
but she likes to exaggerate. Says it’s for dramatic effect.”


“So you didn’t fall down an
elevator shaft?”


“Oh, I did, but it was only like two floors,” he replied. “Once
I fell off a whole building, but that was during active duty. I’d escaped from
the enemy camp, and I thought I could do that thing where you jump from one
building to the next, but I’m not as good a jumper as I think I am. Luckily
there were all these like drape things over the buildings, and they broke my
fall.”


“Awnings. They’re called awnings.” Daphne carried a big tote
bag emblazoned with Daphne’s Delights: Let Us Delight You on the side.
She followed him toward the elevator. “You have a lot of crazy stories.”


He’d had some good times. “Well, I was Special Forces for a
while, and then on a CIA team, so I’ve got a lot to work with.”


“You were CIA? Seriously? You’re joking, right?” Daphne
sounded like she didn’t believe him. 


Not a lot of people did. He supposed they heard CIA and
thought supercool, highly intelligent James Bond type. “I wasn’t a spy. I was
the dude who shot people. I was good at that.”


“Oh, I didn’t…”


“It’s cool. Most people don’t know how it really works.” He
shouldn’t be hurt. He should be like his friends who would shrug and laugh it
off, but no, he had to have all the feelings. “Not everyone’s a spy. Every army
has its cannon fodder.”


“Hey.” She put a hand on his arm, and he stopped
immediately. Her eyes were steady on him. “I’m sorry. Do you want to know why I
didn’t think you could possibly be a CIA agent?”


“I think I probably know.”


“Because despite what the movies show you, spies need to
blend in, and you don’t do that,” she said quietly. “You stand out, Boomer.
When you walk in a room, I would bet every eye is on you.”


She’d flushed, like she’d admitted something she would rather
have kept private. It would have been easy for her to shrug it off, but she’d
made herself vulnerable.


“That’s because I’m so tall.” He wanted to see how far she
would go with this. 


Her eyes rolled, and her lips curled up slightly. “Yeah,
it’s the tall thing not the stunningly gorgeous thing. Silly man.”


She strode away from him, catching up to MaeBe
and Lou. 


And he knew he had a shot. 


 


 


Two hours later, Boomer sat in the conference room as Alex
McKay went over the latest cases they had open. 


“So we’ll be closing up the
Sinclair file, and Hutch will be doing a training class for their cybersecurity
team,” Alex was saying. 


“I’m going to need him to look at some aspects of the
Underwood Corporation case, too.” Michael Malone sat at the table, Theo Taggart
on one side and Liam O’Donnell on the other. “Unless we’re letting Mae get back
to her usual duties.”


“She’s in training.” Erin Taggart sat across from her
husband, her hair up in its usual neat bun. “Consider her part time for a
while. The physical aspect of training is going to take a good couple of
months.”


“I also want her to keep a low profile,” Big Tag added.
“Especially on corporate cases, since we never know exactly who’s watching.”


There was a general consensus that Tag was right and that Julia Ennis and her group had eyes
everywhere. 


“It’s not a big deal,” Hutch countered. “I can step it up
for a little while. Big Tag’s letting me bring in a couple of new hires to
handle the help desk. It’s been me and MaeBe for too
long now.”


“We’re sharing help desk staff with MDWM,” Big Tag
announced. “Adam thought he wouldn’t need a help desk since he and Chelsea
apparently invented computers, but low and behold, even the brightest stars in
the sky don’t know how to turn a computer off and on.”


“There’s a little more to it,” Hutch insisted. 


Hutch started talking, but Boomer’s mind was elsewhere. 


Something was off with that school. Not the school itself,
but Lou’s entire demeanor had changed when they’d gotten close to campus. She’d
been a chatterbox the whole walk there. She’d talked about every store they’d
passed and asked a million questions about what MaeBe
did and what Boomer did and where he’d gotten all his pets and how he and MaeBe had met and what was it like to work for the CIA.


Then they’d arrived at the stately building that held
Hanover Prep, and she’d gotten a solemn look on her face. She’d looked down at
the watch she wore on her left wrist and sighed before admitting it was time to
go in. 


It was odd because she’d walked in like she was going to
have teeth pulled or something. Her head had been down, both thumbs hooked on
the straps of her backpack like she worried it would fall off. The other girls
had been talking and laughing and greeting each other. 


No one had said hello to Lou. 


She’d disappeared behind the ornate doors, and he’d had the
most insane urge to go and save her. 


The good news was she hadn’t seen the man again, and her mom
was picking her up, so she wouldn’t be vulnerable. 


“Earth to Boomer,” a deep voice said. 


He sat up straighter. That had been Big Tag talking. “Yeah?”


Big Tag sat beside Alex at the head of the table. His wife sat
on his other side. Ian Taggart was the only dude on the team who was as big as
Boomer. “Are we taking up your precious time with work?”


He was way more sarcastic than Boomer, though. “Not at all.
Just drifted off for a minute. What were we talking about? The last thing I
heard we were hiring newbies.”


He’d found it was best to simply be honest. If he tried to pretend he knew something he didn’t know, there would be at
least half an hour of teasing before they could get on with the meeting. 


A brow rose over Tag’s head. “You lost in thought?”


It was funny. From most people he would take that as a jab,
but Big Tag didn’t tease anyone he didn’t care about, and if he was asking, he
was curious. “A little. So what should I have heard?”


“I was telling you we’ve got a job in San Francisco for
Theo, and I was going to send you in as backup. It starts in a couple of weeks,
and you’ll be there for at least a week, maybe more,” Big Tag said. “I’m moving
MaeBe to their place while Theo’s gone. It’s a little
early, but she and Erin have been working on her self-defense so they can
train. Talk to Yas to get your flight and hotel going.” 


“We’ll get some great seafood,” Theo promised. 


“I’ll have the kids get ready to help with the pack.” Tag
gave him a big smile. “It’ll be good to have my buddy back.”


Charlotte’s eyes rolled. “You and that bird.”


“We’re soul mates,” Tag replied. 


Alex chuckled. “I have no idea how you handle all those
animals. Eve and I recently got Vivi a puppy, and our whole house is chaos. I
can’t imagine two dogs, a cat, and a bird.”


Those were only the permanent residents of his ever-rotating
zoo. Alex didn’t even know about the eggs he was nurturing. He didn’t mention
it because he knew someone would get the idea that he was going home at night
and sitting on the eggs to keep them warm. There would be numerous jokes about
the warmth of his ball sac, and he wanted to avoid that. 


And people said he was dumb…


“I can’t go. I just got back from California.” The idea of
leaving didn’t compute. He’d promised Daphne he could handle Lou for a while.
She needed time to make arrangements. 


He needed time to figure out what was going on with Lou. He
wanted time to hang with Daphne and see if there was something there. 


Tag’s brow rose. “That was eight weeks ago. We have
different definitions of just, my friend.”


Had it really been eight weeks? It seemed like yesterday. “I
have something I’m doing here, and I need to follow through on it.”


Now Charlotte was leaning in. “What’s going on, Boomer?”


He felt every eye on him. “It’s personal. A neighbor of mine
needs some help.”


They both sat back, and everyone seemed to take his
statement at face value. It was good to have a reputation as a guy who helped a
lot of people. It was normal for him. Nothing to look at here, Taggarts. 


“What’s the good deed this time?” Alex asked. “Perhaps we
can take care of it for you. I know you’ve been out in the field a lot lately,
but it’s hard to send the…now that I’m saying it, it doesn’t exactly feel
fair.”


Boomer shook his head. He knew exactly what Alex was talking
about. “I know it’s easier for me to travel. It’s okay. Everyone else has a
family.”


“You have a family,” Hutch insisted. 


“I know.” Hutch especially could be touchy about the subject
of family and the fact that it didn’t have to be blood. Hutch was in the same
position Boomer was in. His mother was dead and his
father hadn’t understood the meaning of the word. “And you all know how much I
love you guys, but I don’t have a wife or a girlfriend, and I don’t have kids.”


“We all do the same job,” Hutch said quietly. 


“It’s not my responsibility to take on more travel, but I’m
usually okay with it,” Boomer insisted. He liked to travel. He was kind of the
go-to guy if someone needed quick backup. “But this is important to me, and I’m
going to ask to stay here in Dallas for a couple of weeks if that’s possible.”


“I can take it.” Michael sat up. “It’s been a long time
since I went out in the field. Boomer’s covered for me
more than once so I could have time with my fiancée. Besides, she and my mom
won’t even know I’m gone.”


Michael was marrying Vanessa Jones, and apparently planning
a wedding was a big deal. The gorgeous former actress was up at MT at least
once a week to show Michael some floral arrangement or get his input on
invitations, so Boomer was pretty sure she would notice. 


“Mike,” Boomer began. 


Michael held up a hand. “It’s fine. I’m serious. She and my
mom and Nina are having a blast planning this wedding. If you’re asking for
time here, it’s a big deal for you. It’s more than you offering
someone a ride or watching your neighbor’s pets.”


Charlotte’s head had tilted as though she was looking at him
from a different angle. It was the way a predator might consider prey.
“Michael’s right. If you’re willing to even slightly
inconvenience someone else, this is serious.”


Tag was suddenly watching his wife. “Oooo,
what do you smell, baby? You smell a story, don’t you?”


“Who are you helping out, Boomer?” Hutch got in on the game.



“Hey, it doesn’t matter.” Theo always had his back. “He’s
helping someone. Case closed.”


“Spoilsport.” Erin rolled her eyes her husband’s way. 


“Does it have anything to do with why you were in the day
care today?” Charlotte asked. “I was heading in to talk to Mary about helping
Travis with an art project this afternoon and you were walking out. I wondered
why you would need to talk to her.”


“Boomer has a kid?” Big Tag’s eyes had lit up. 


“He does not have a kid,” Theo argued. 


“He could have a kid,” Hutch countered. 


“A secret baby.” Charlotte seemed super pumped at the idea.
“I love a secret baby.”


“I don’t have a baby.” Of that he was absolutely
certain. He’d been a follower of Tag’s condom advice long before Molly
had become its spokesperson. 


“It’s about a woman,” Liam said with his Irish accent,
looking up from his tablet for the first time. Li was one of the original MT
seven. The company had been started by Ian and his brother, Sean, Jake and Adam,
Alex and Eve, and Li. Sean had gone on to become a celebrity chef. Jake and
Adam had formed their missing persons company with Big Tag’s sister-in-law; her
husband, Simon; and Jesse and Phoebe Murdoch. Alex and Eve and Li were the only
OGs left with Big Tag. 


He was also probably the smartest when it came to solving a
problem. Li could figure out complex issues when it came to human motivation. 


Boomer kind of wished Li wasn’t here now. 


“Why would you say it’s about a woman?” Erin looked to her
longtime partner. When she went out in the field it was always Li O’Donnell
backing her up and vice versa, and had been for years.



Li pulled off the reading glasses he’d been using and set
them on the table. “Well, look at him. Does Boomer usually wear a button-down
shirt? No. He wears polos almost exclusively. But you know what you can’t do
with a polo?”


“Stab someone,” Big Tag offered helpfully. He had his phone
out and was obviously texting.


“I could with the right amount of starch,” Charlotte replied
with a shrug. 


Big Tag frowned his wife’s way. “You are the reason Kala
tries to make everything a weapon.”


“Oh. Yeah, I’m the reason,” Charlotte said with a huff. 


Michael turned Boomer’s way. “He can’t unbutton it enough to
show off his chest. And a polo doesn’t have sleeves he can roll up. It’s Boomer
Seduction 101. Li’s right. This is about a woman.”


He needed to stop offering advice. He’d offered one or two dudes advice on how to attract a woman, and this is what he
got. “I’m helping my next-door neighbor out. She lost her after-school care,
and her kid needs a place to go. That’s all.”


“Dude, even I know that’s not all.” Theo sat back, obviously
giving up on the defense. “That’s your best button-down, the one you wear to
all the formal events. And you changed into loafers. You never wear loafers.”


He wanted Daphne to see him as professional. “I want her to
be comfortable leaving Lou here.”


“Okay, so you’re babysitting this neighbor chick’s little
boy now?” Big Tag was watching him like a hawk. “How well do you know this
woman?”


Ah, there was the guy who’d made sure his pool contractor
wasn’t involved with the mob. “MaeBe’s already run a
report on her. I’ll have it on your desk as soon as possible. And Lou’s a
girl.”


Charlotte frowned. “How old is she?”


“Twelve, but she’s a freshman at Hanover Prep,” he
explained. “I know it seems weird, but Daphne’s in a bind. She’s not a bad
mom.”


“I wasn’t saying she was,” Charlotte countered. “It’s just
odd that she would look to her single male neighbor for help with a daughter.”


“MaeBe was there when she came
over, wasn’t she?” Li asked.


“Ah.” Erin nodded. “That makes sense. Even at her darkest,
Mae can put people at ease. So, you’re doing her this one little favor and
there’s nothing more to it?”


Good. They understood. Or they understood what he wanted
them to understand. Maybe he’d gotten better at this than he thought. “Yeah.
Just a favor.”


“How hot is she, Mae?”


The question had come from Big Tag, and he was staring at
the conference room doorway. MaeBe stood there, her
cell in one hand and the other one on her hip.


“How hot is who?” Mae was cool as a cucumber.


“The mom Boomer’s trying to bang.” Big Tag was an asshole.


“I’m not trying to bang her.” Boomer didn’t want this to get
out of control.


Big Tag pointed his way. “Which is exactly what you would
say if you were trying to bang her.”


“He isn’t trying to bang anyone,” Mae countered. 


“Ian means the mom he’s trying to help out,” Alex corrected.



“I think Ian’s right, he just didn’t also add that Boomer’s
likely got some very tender feelings for the lady,” Li added.


“Yeah, his dick follows where his heart leads,” Tag snarked.
“I’m putting that on a Valentine card. Give us the story, Mae.”


Mae shrugged. “She’s a very ordinary lady with a cool kid.
She’s nothing special, and if he’s interested in doing anything beyond helping
her, I would be surprised.”


MaeBe was the best. 


Tag’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll let you in on the betting. Also,
I’ll ensure Boomer gets to stay here in Dallas indefinitely. Otherwise, he’s
going to San Francisco with Theo and I’ll make sure
the munchkin gets first-class service to and from her school.”


Yeah, Big Tag always won these little battles. 


“She’s hot.” MaeBe changed her
tune immediately. “And she eats him up with her eyes. Like sad-puppy,
I-can’t-ever-have-that eyes. He gave her his second beer.”


A gasp went through the conference room. 


MaeBe nodded as though she knew
what she said next would shake the whole MT world. “And she owns a bakery.”


Li leaned in. “I’m taking six weeks.”


Tag shook his head. “It’ll happen way faster than that. I’ve
got fifty on three.”


And they were off. He should have known this would happen. 


He got up and strode over to Mae because the work portion of
this meeting was definitely over. 


“Sorry,” she said, but with a grin that reminded him of the
old Mae. “It wouldn’t be cool for you to offer to help Daphne and then traipse
off to San Francisco. I had to get you out of that. And hey, they didn’t do
this with your last girlfriend. It’s kind of a good sign. The last time they took
open bets, Deke and Maddie got engaged.”


It was true. The betting thing had been going on for years.
He’d won a couple of times, actually, so it was kind
of his turn.


Or not. 


Although the way Daphne had looked at him earlier had given
him some hope. 


They would at least see each other every day for the rest of
the week. He’d found being thrown together could make a woman take a look at a man. Maybe he’d make her and Lou dinner one
night and casually suggest they do it again sometime—alone, just to talk. And
maybe that one date might turn into something more. 


But it sure as hell wouldn’t happen in three weeks. Big Tag
was crazy. 


“You should put a fifty on six months,” he told Mae. “You
know I like to take my time.”


He walked back to his office. When Daphne brought Lou in
this afternoon, he would put his best foot forward. 


And unbutton the top of his shirt. A little male cleavage
never hurt. 


 


* * * *


 


Daphne walked through the sleek glass doors. McKay-Taggart
Security Services was etched in an elegant script, and she wondered how
they managed to keep the glass so clean. She only had a circle of glass on the
door to her business and it felt like she spent hours a week wiping it off. 


“This place looks cool.” Lou was already moving around the
lobby, looking at the plants and furniture. 


“Hi, you must be Daphne and Lou.” A pretty
young woman stepped out from behind the reception desk. She was petite
with glossy black hair and wore a white shirt and brilliant yellow skirt with
perfectly white high heels. 


Daphne was still wearing her Daphne’s Delights T-shirt and
jeans that probably had flour on them. Her hair was in a ponytail she’d
recently taken a hairnet off of. “I am. We’re here to
see…”


“Hey.” Boomer walked out as though he’d been standing behind
the doors waiting for them to arrive. 


It took everything she had not to drool. He was even more
stunning in work clothes. He had on pressed black slacks and a snowy white
dress shirt without a tie. The shirt was open at the throat, showing off how
golden his skin was. His sleeves were rolled up, highlighting how toned his
forearms were. 


“Hey.” Yeah, that was a smart reply. He made her normally
razor-sharp brain fuzzy. 


Oh, darling, it’s not razor sharp. You know sometimes it
barely functions.


She took a deep breath. Sometimes she heard Dennis in her
head. She’d never been enough for him. He’d never let her forget for a moment
that he’d married beneath him. 


She shook off the shame that always came with those
thoughts. Shame that she hadn’t walked out, hadn’t found a way to beat them
all. 


The receptionist was watching them, and Daphne got the
feeling more time had passed than she thought. Had she really been standing
here staring at him like an idiot?


“Thanks so much for having us.” Another dumb response. He’d
invited Lou. She was just along to make sure things were safe. Looking around
this well-appointed office, she would be surprised if they weren’t. 


“Of course,” Boomer said. “We’re happy to have you. Did you
get the oven sorted out?”


She nodded. “Yes, it’s a touchy appliance. It breaks down
all the time. I probably should replace it, but those big ovens are expensive.”


The doors opened again, and three teenaged girls walked out,
a brunette who was probably fifteen or so and a set of twins who couldn’t look
more different. The twins both had strawberry blonde hair and identical faces,
but the similarity ended there. One wore a short skirt and a cute top, and the
other’s clothes looked like they’d been through a shredder. Her choice of
footwear—combat boots. There were piercings and tats in that girl’s future. 


“Lou, these are my honorary nieces,” Boomer began. “This is
Tasha, Kenzie, and Kala.”


Tasha had dark hair and a ready smile. She was in jeans and
a T-shirt from what Daphne suspected was her high school, a public school in
North Dallas. “Hi, Lou. I’m Tasha. These are my sisters. Don’t mind Kala. She
always looks like she wants to punch someone.”


Kala Combat Boots gave Daphne a once-over. “You’ve got flour
on your jeans. I like it. It looks like you don’t care. Cool.”


It was good to know she was a hit with disaffected teens.
“Uhm…thanks?”


Kenzie’s hair was in a high ponytail. “Don’t encourage her.
We find it best to ignore her. So you’re Uncle
Boomer’s neighbor? Don’t you love Sprinkles? She’s the most adorable dog. She’s
what I think Kala would be if she was a dog.”


Kala faced off with her sister. “I would not be a Chihuahua.
I would be a German shepherd, and I would bite you often. You would be a big
silly poodle.”


“I like Sprinkles. She’s hard on the outside but nice on the
inside,” Lou said, her eyes wide while she watched the twins. “She’ll fight
anyone who tries to hurt her or her pack. She’s not afraid to fight, and you have to earn her friendship.”


Kala turned to Lou, and for a moment Daphne worried she might
have to intercede. Then Kala’s expression softened. “Well, put like that, I
wouldn’t mind being a Chihuahua. Hey, Lou. Boomer told us all about you. You
want to come back and see the gulag? It’s not as bad as I make it sound, but I
have a reputation to uphold, so don’t tell anyone I said that.”


“I promise.” Lou looked so much younger than these girls,
but then she was. And they were roughly the same age as the girls she went to
school with, and not once had she seen those girls reach out to Lou the way
Kala was. 


Kala’s lips kicked up. “Come on, kid. I’ll show you around.
Whatever you do, don’t breathe around my brother. He smells like feet.”


“You’re terrible,” Tasha said with a shake of her head
before looking Daphne’s way. “Is it all right if we show Lou around, Ms.
Carlton? We have some snacks and water in the back. Is there anything she
shouldn’t have?”


Oh, that girl was a babysitter, and likely an excellent one.
“She’s good to go. She knows not to load up on sugar, but a little is fine. And
do your homework, Lou.”


Kala shook her head as though she’d terribly disappointed
her. “And I thought you were a rebel.”


The girls walked off, chattering happily. 


“Wow, you almost had Kala.” The receptionist was still
watching them. “She was practically polite. She must really like Lou.”


“She just met her,” Daphne pointed out. 


“Oh, I’ve found teenaged girls have these weird powers of
perception,” the receptionist said with a nod. “Not some of them, of course,
but Kala is like an antenna for ass…bad people.”


“She pretty much hates everyone,” Boomer said. “So I’m not sure how great she is as a radar. This is Yasmin,
by the way.”


“If you go in thinking everyone is bad, you get happily
surprised when they turn out to be okay,” Yasmin said with a bright smile that
belied an obviously cautious nature. “Whenever I meet someone new, I remind
myself to be like Kala. But that’s mostly for men. You seem lovely.”


Daphne had to smile back. The woman was a bit infectious.
“So do you, and I get you. I haven’t dated since my husband died, and if I ever
do, I will be like Kala.”


“I don’t think we should take our cues from Kala.” Boomer
was frowning, an oddly adorable expression. “I think Kenz and Tasha are way
better role models. And that’s coming from a guy Kenzie shot with an arrow.”


“That was arrow girl?” She certainly hadn’t forgotten that
story. 


Boomer nodded. “Yep, though she was just a little kid at the
time. Also, Kala got upset because Kenz got to shoot me and she didn’t, so
think about that when you’re being like Kala.” He chuckled. “Yasmin’s got a
daughter who comes to the day care.”


“It’s amazing.” Yasmin put a hand on her heart. “I swear
this job is the best thing that ever happened to me. I got divorced, and my
husband tried to get custody because he claimed I couldn’t possibly take care
of her. I had recently hired on here, and Big Tag heard my tale of woe and let
his personal lawyer talk to my ex. He dropped the case immediately. I don’t
know how that lawyer did it, but my ex is so reasonable now. Boomer, didn’t you
go with him? What did Mitch say?”


Boomer was suddenly looking anywhere but at Yasmin. “Oh,
Mitch is real good at his job. He talked to Paul about
how much money he could save if he didn’t go after custody. I’m going to show
Daphne around.”


Boomer was a horrible liar. 


She kind of liked that about him. 


She waved good-bye to Yasmin and followed Boomer through the
doors that led into the main office. “Okay, so what did you actually do to get
him off her back?”


“Nothing. We didn’t have to. I went with Mitch. He’s kind of
our legal go-to guy. He explained the ways of our world to him. Paul was a
jerk. He was cheating on Yasmin, and I’m pretty sure he was abusive. He wanted
their daughter to maintain control over Yasmin.”


“Why were you there?” She had an inkling. 


“I was just there for…”


“You were there to intimidate the man.”


“Well,” Boomer began. 


“Hey, good for you. I wish someone would do that for me when
I have to deal with the guy who owns the building I
lease.” Or her in-laws, though she wouldn’t say that out loud. She knew she
should be grateful for everything they’d done for her and Lou, but that help
hadn’t come without a price, one that got harder and harder to pay. 


“Sometimes the regular things don’t work, and a person like
Yasmin needs a little extra help.”


And Boomer was the kind of man who gave it to her. She’d sat
up most of the night thinking about him, weighing how much she wanted to trust
him with how little trust she had left. “It’s good that you helped her.”


“Her daughter is happy. Yasmin is happier than she was
before, and Paul knows the rules.”


“And if he violates the rules?”


“He gets to meet with me again.” Boomer kept walking.


There had been something dark and a bit ominous in his tone,
and she wondered how far he would go. 


She hadn’t spent much time around men like Boomer, men who’d
been in the military, who worked with their hands. Dennis likely would have
called him a barbarian, but she’d changed over the years. Building her business
had taught her that the deck was often stacked against the little guy. If a guy
with more power wanted to help in any way he could, she didn’t see a problem
with that. 


The real problem was that she could fall for this guy so
easily, and it couldn’t work. 


“Hey, Daphne. How was your day?”


The main reason it couldn’t work was standing in front of
her. Daphne wondered if she’d ever felt as young as MaeBe
looked. Though she couldn’t miss the fact that there was a certain hardness to
the younger woman. “It was busy. Kind of like all the days seem to be lately.”


“Don’t I know it?” She nodded, her gaze going to something
behind Daphne. “Hey, Sarge. You ready to beat the crap out of me again?”


An incredibly fit woman with red hair stepped up. She was
ready for a workout in leggings and a tank top that showed off lean, muscular
arms. “You know it. And you got in a good one during this morning’s session.
Let’s see if you can do it again. Hey, Boom man.” Her gaze caught on Daphne,
and the redhead gave her the once-over. “This is the mom? I should have bet
more. Hey, I’m Erin Taggart.”


“Daphne Carlton. Bet on what?” She wasn’t sure she was
following the conversation. 


Boomer shook his head. “She’s joking. Go beat up Mae.”


“That’s my job.” Erin gave Daphne a jaunty salute. “Nice to
meet you, and I hope you have a large fridge.”


Mae walked off with Erin. If she was worried about getting
her ass kicked, she didn’t show it. “Is MaeBe okay?”


One big shoulder shrugged. “Yeah. She’s good. She used to be
strictly on a desk job, but she’s training to go into the field. Everyone who
works here is required to take self-defense and gun safety classes.”


That was the moment she realized there were a whole bunch of
people suddenly standing up. Heads had come up from above cubicle walls. When
she turned, they all disappeared, like prairie dogs popping up and then going
back into their holes. 


It was weird. “Everyone? Even the receptionist?”


“Especially the receptionist,” a deep voice said. “She’s the
front line of our defense. Yasmin is tougher than she looks. If we’d had her
back then, this one never gets past the front lines. Yas is excellent with
pepper spray, and she can tase a man from a hundred feet away.”


“Tag, it was a CIA team.” Boomer was shaking his head like
this was something they’d gone over a hundred times. “I don’t think Yas could have
taken us down with her little taser.”


The man—who had to be the boss—shrugged. “Jake took you down
with a chair.”


“Yeah, not my shining moment,” Boomer admitted. “And Jesse
had taken me out with an umbrella a couple of weeks before. When I think about
it, I wasn’t great at that job.”


“Sure you were, buddy.” Taggart put
a hand on Boomer’s shoulder. “You’re just the biggest target. Everyone goes for
you first. So this is the woman who wants free day
care.”


She felt herself flush. “I never said that.”


“Oh, then you have a checkbook handy,” Taggart countered. 


“You massive ass.” A gorgeous amazon of a woman rounded the
corner, pointing her finger Taggart’s way. “Don’t you dare screw this up for
him. You know good and well that he’s paid into the program out of the goodness
of his own heart, and he gets a spot for anyone he wants to help
out. If he wants to put your worst enemy into the after-school program, he
gets to.”


“I wouldn’t though.” Boomer held his hand up as if to prove
his innocence. 


The big boss turned to the woman she sincerely hoped was his
wife, and his shoulders sagged. “Baby, she owns a bakery. I’m going to let her
pay me in cupcakes, but I have to soften her up
first.”


“I’m not paying anyone in cupcakes but Boomer.” She knew a
shakedown when she saw one. From the way Boomer was grinning, she suspected
this was one of those rite of passage things some people went through. There
were some people who believed in putting it all out there the minute they met a
new person. It was a defensive posture. Or this Taggart man was simply very
secure in who he was and didn’t care what anyone thought. “If he chooses to
share them, that’s up to him. What’s your favorite flavor?”


The minute the words were out of her mouth she wanted to
take them back. He might not want her cupcakes. Sometimes it seemed like she
lived in a gluten-free, carb-free world, and she was a monster for even
suggesting something should be celebrated with sugar. 


“I like all the flavors.” The sexiest smile crossed Boomer’s
face. “What’s your specialty?”


Oh, that man could take her breath away. “I’ve got a couple
people seem to like. Chocolate Peanut Butter Cup is my best seller, but Lemon Lush
is a close runner-up.”


Taggart stared Boomer’s way and pointed. “Do not fuck this
up. Macon and Ally are in Europe for a month, and the guy covering for them
isn’t as good.”


Boomer stepped away, gesturing for her to follow. “I will do
my best, boss. Come on, Daphne. I’ll show you where the lounge is.”


“It’s a gulag,” Taggart called out. “My baby girl is right.
It’s a prison, and it will teach them about life.”


“He’s a lot.” She bet the boss was fun at parties. 


“You have no idea.” Boomer slowed his pace, matching hers.
“But he’s also pretty awesome. He’s one of the most
generous men I’ve ever met. We really did invade this office, and a couple
months later we all worked here. When we went into lockdown during the
pandemic, Big Tag and Charlotte made sure all the single people had a family to
stay with if they wanted to. Some of the guys hung out together, but some of us
were happy to be around a family.”


“I would think you would want to move in with friends.” 


“I did. The friends happened to have a couple of kids,”
Boomer replied. “When I realized it might be a long time, I decided I would
rather be with a family. I could help out more there.
I could help with the cooking and watch the kids. I liked being part of a
family.”


Her heart softened as she remembered he’d told her his own
parents had kicked him out. “I miss it, too. My dad died right before I graduated
from college. He’d been sick for a long time, but we still did all the family
things. Christmas and Easter and birthdays. Even when he was in hospice care,
my mom and I would go and take him cake and a single beer. I miss that. I wish
Lou could have had that.”


Even if Dennis had lived, her daughter wouldn’t have had the
warm childhood she’d had. Dennis would have bonded with her over puzzles and
games, but not the children’s kind. He would have viewed every aspect of her
life as a teaching opportunity. 


Lou had looked so excited to run off with the Taggart kids.
She didn’t have a group of friends she hung out with. Of
course she was starting a new school, and it could be hard to fit in
when she was so much younger than the other kids. 


“Do you ever see your mom? She’s in Florida, right?” Boomer
asked. 


Daphne stopped because she hadn’t told him anything about
her mom. “Did you investigate me?”


His face flushed, and she realized this was not a man who
could hide much from anyone. If he was real, everything about Boomer was right
there on the surface. “I’m sorry. I didn’t. MaeBe
did, but honestly, Big Tag would have ordered it today. I know it seems weird,
but…”


Why was she accusing him? He was doing her a massive favor,
and now that she thought about it, it was a reasonable thing to do. “You work
for a security company and some of your contracts are with the government. I
can Google, too. And I did. I’m sorry I reacted like that. I’m afraid I’m on
the edge a lot these days. You would be foolish to invite anyone in without at
least a simple search. And I don’t see my mom anymore. I don’t even know her
phone number. She left after my dad died. I think she went a little crazy, to
tell you the truth. She loved him, and she couldn’t handle the fact that he was
gone, so she now pretends like nothing matters. I miss her. I miss the mom I
had.”


She was not going to cry. 


“Hey, it’s okay.” He was moving toward her, his arms
opening. And then he stopped. 


How long had it been since someone hugged her? Someone who hadn’t
come out of her womb. How long had it been since someone had simply seen she
could use some warmth and offered her theirs?


He started to close his arms as though he’d remembered his
manners and that they weren’t in a place where he knew her well enough to give
her a hug. He was a man who wouldn’t care about those rules, but he’d obviously
figured out that she did. She was careful. She’d been careful even when she’d
been young. She’d never kissed on the first date, waited until she’d gone out
with a man at least ten times before moving things forward physically. 


What had that gotten her? Yes, she had an amazing daughter,
but her marriage had been cold. Maybe it was time to stop following stupid
rules and follow her gut. Her every instinct told her this man was the real
deal. He was kind and warm and had a basic goodness she hadn’t seen in a long
time. 


“It was a rough day. I could use a hug, if
you don’t mind,” she said, trying to hold back tears. “The oven is going to die
soon, and I don’t have the money to fix it, and I’m going to fail.”


His arms came around her, and she breathed him in. He
smelled clean and crisp, like a spring wind. Her brain knew it had to be soap,
but she associated the smell with him, and it soothed her. 


“It’s okay.” He rocked her a little. “I’ve got a friend who
is good with appliances. I can ask her to look at it. Don’t worry, Daph. It’s
going to be all right. Lou’s good here. I promise. Lou’s good, and you’re going
to be okay. I can’t let you go under or Big Tag would
get mad at me. He really likes lemon cupcakes.”


They stood there for a moment, his warmth melting some of
the ice that had built up over the last several years. 


She tilted her head up, and that gorgeous man was staring
down at her like he could eat her up, and warm was no longer the word she would
use. 


Hot. Desire flooded her system like a flash fire, and she
wanted nothing more than to go up on her toes and kiss those magnificent lips
of his. 


Those lips belonged to another woman, and that woman was in
the building. What the hell was she thinking? He was a nice man. He didn’t want
to kiss her. He was being kind. 


She stepped back, wiping her eyes. “Thank you, Boomer. And
if you do have someone who can take a look at the
oven, I would so appreciate it. You get all the cupcakes. What kind does MaeBe like? Would she be okay with the hugging thing?”


He frowned, like he was trying to figure something out. “I
hug Mae a lot. At least I used to. She’s not so huggy
these days. She likes anything chocolate.” 


Boomer had looked sad when he’d said Mae didn’t hug him much
anymore. She hated the thought of this big cuddly god of a man being in a cold
relationship, but she wasn’t going to be the reason they broke up.


“Then I will make her something chocolate, and the lemon
ones for your boss,” Daphne promised. She had to get these crazy urges under control or she would need to find Lou another place to stay,
and she got the feeling Lou would object. “So where is the lounge? Or the
gulag. That one kind of scares me.”


“Kala? Oh, that proves you have excellent instincts.” Boomer
turned to walk back down the hall. 


Those heads were back up above their cubicle walls, and she
also noticed the doors to a whole bunch of offices were open. 


“Is there a reason everyone is watching us?” She hurried
down the hall to catch up with him. 


“Because they’re all nosy bastards, and I can’t even
complain,” Boomer replied. “I was a nosy bastard, too. We’re a weird family,
and everyone is always in everyone else’s business, but it’s not a bad thing.
The kind of people who would take advantage get weeded out very quickly around
here. Big Tag takes care of them, and there’s usually a lawsuit, but that’s
what Mitch is for. Hey, we also have a criminal defense attorney on call. Her
name is Lea, and she’s really scary. Now if she had
been working the reception desk when we invaded, we might have had trouble.”


She loved listening to him talk. His voice was deep, but
every word was tinged with the humor he seemed to have for the world around
him. The positive light he exuded was always there in his words. 


If only the man weren’t attached…


She shoved aside the thought because he was totally out of
her league. They weren’t even playing the same game. 


But maybe they could be friends. 





Chapter Four


“You think this will fix it?” Daphne offered her new best
friend a cup of coffee. “The electrician told me it would cost at least two
grand.”


Which was a good portion of what she’d paid for the
industrial-sized convection oven. Not that she’d paid full price. 


Noelle Hutchins took the coffee with a smile. “Oh, he’s
taking you for a ride. I went over this model with my mechanical engineer again
last night, and we found that this one has some issues that were recently fixed
by a recall on the heating element. Given what you told me was happening, I
think you’ll find it’s working perfectly now. You bought this secondhand,
right? Which is why you didn’t get the notice. He’s playing on that. Or the
fact that you’re a woman and he assumes you don’t know
anything about mechanics.”


Sometimes it seemed like everyone was out to take something
from her. 


She heard a bell that let her know someone was coming in the
shop. That bell was a good sound that she heard more and more lately. The sound
of that bell was what she needed to hold on to, not the bad stuff. 


Hanging around Boomer and his friends was having
an effect on her. They were happy and positive, and she enjoyed their
company. Even MaeBe, who she’d tried to hold herself
back from because it was hard to like the girlfriend of her crush, but Mae was
fun to be around. 


Though it was odd how much she talked about her old
boyfriend, Kyle. It made her wonder how long Mae and Boomer had been together.
It couldn’t possibly be long since Mae seemed so raw about her ex. Boomer
didn’t seem to mind, though. He simply gave his girlfriend the sympathy she
seemed to need. 


“I hope this works.” If she only had to pay for the parts,
it would feel like a miracle. Although she should absolutely offer to pay for
Noelle’s time. The woman was a highly paid scientist working at a think tank in
the city. It had surprised her when Boomer had introduced Noelle as the person
who could fix her oven. Naturally she’d been expecting a man. 


And why? Women could fix things. Women had to fix things
most of the time. She’d looked at Noelle and seen what the world wanted her
to—a delicate woman who used a heavy cane to walk. She’d seen through the
lenses that had been placed on her eyes at a young age and wondered if Boomer
was playing a joke on her. 


Maybe it was long past time to take off those glasses and
start seeing the world with fresh eyes. 


“We’ll know in a couple of minutes,” Noelle assured her as
she expertly set the oven. “I want to make sure it’s getting to the proper
temperature. I’m sorry it took so long for the parts to come in.”


“Well, I bought it secondhand, and I didn’t exactly ask for
the owner to change the registration to my name. If I had, I could have easily
ordered them from the manufacturer.” She had to cut costs where she could, but
it often ended up biting her in the ass. “Can I compensate you for your time? I
feel bad that you’ve had to come out on your lunch break.”


Noelle waved her off. “No problem. I’m two train stops away,
and it’s not like I’m punching a clock. I’m happy to help. And there is a way
you can pay me back. You can let me sit in on one of your macaron baking
sessions. I can’t get mine to come out right. They taste fine, but they don’t
look the way they should.”


“You’ve got to smack that tray a certain way.” Daphne loved
that Noelle was a baker. They’d bonded over recipes and baking stories. Noelle
was also from Southern Louisiana and had grown up on Cajun and Creole foods, so
she was willing to share those recipes with Daphne. “I make them every Thursday.
You’re welcome to come and help me. I’ll show you the ways of the macaron.”


She had friends for the first time in forever, and that felt
good. 


And all because Boomer had welcomed her and Lou into his
world. 


“Thanks.” Noelle packed up her tools. “So how are things
going with you and Boomer? I promised my husband I wouldn’t ask because Boomer
is apparently taking things slow, but I’m curious. You make the cutest couple.”


“I’m sorry. What?” Was Noelle joking with her? The whole
group was on the sarcastic side. She’d now attended two game nights hosted at
Boomer and MaeBe’s place, and she’d had more fun than
she’d had in years. It reminded her that she’d had friends in high school and
college. Then she’d moved and been dependent on Dennis for her social activities,
and none of those included games called Lizard Wizard or Ticket to
Ride. If Dennis and his friends deigned to play a game, it would be them
quizzing each other on math and science. While she’d played games, Lou had
spent time with Theo Taggart’s kids, TJ and Devi. They
were teaching her how to play video games, and hearing her little girl laugh
and be a kid was marvelous, too. 


But now she had to wonder if she’d given off vibes she
hadn’t meant to give off. Had Noelle picked up on the fact that she was
hopelessly fascinated with Boomer Ward?


Noelle looked perfectly serious. “You and Boomer. I was
wondering how it’s going. Shit. Do you not like him that way? It seems like you
do, but I could be wrong. I shouldn’t have asked, but Boomer is such a special
guy, and he’s been happy lately.”


“He has a girlfriend.” Was this some rite of passage? Was
Noelle trying to look out for MaeBe?


Noelle stopped, her jaw dropping slightly. “Oh, you think
Boomer and Mae are together.” Her head shook vigorously. “No. Not at all.
They’re friends and nothing more. She’s…I’m not sure how much to say about
this. I’m going to give you the broad strokes. Mae shouldn’t be alone right
now, so the group is moving her around. She’s already stayed with me and Hutch
for a while. I think she’s moving to Erin and Theo’s this weekend and will stay
there while Theo’s in San Francisco on a job that Boomer was supposed to go on,
but he wanted to stay in Dallas so he could hang out with you and Lou.”


Daphne let the words sink in. “Boomer’s not with MaeBe?”


The last week and a half came into focus. Not once had she
seen Boomer and MaeBe do anything beyond hug. And
she’d thought it was weird that Mae kept disappearing into what was obviously
the guest room. 


Noelle nodded, a slow smile coming across her face. “Nope.
Never have been. Not even once. They’ve always been like brother and sister.
Unlike a bunch of that crew, Boomer’s never dated anyone at work. He’s actually very picky when it comes to dating. Most guys I
know at his age will hook up with anyone. My husband certainly did before he
settled down. From what I know, Boomer’s had a handful of women he’s dated over
the years, and always exclusively. It’s also obvious he’s got it bad for you.”


“No, he doesn’t. That’s silly. He’s so…” How would she
describe Boomer? Kind. Funny. Open to new things even when he didn’t entirely
understand them. “Beautiful. That’s a weird word to use for a man, but it fits
him. He’s not interested in me. I think I’m his latest project.”


If there was one thing she’d
learned about that gorgeous man it was that his kindness was not limited to
taking in dogs. He seemed to take in strays of all kinds. Cats. Foul-mouthed
birds. Single moms who needed a hand. 


He was even working on hatching three bird eggs some kid had
found. Lou was fascinated with the little incubator Boomer had created. Even
she was waiting for the little eggs to hatch. Boomer had a whole plan on how to
raise them until he could release them back into the…not the wild, exactly, but
the park across the street. 


She was a bit worried now that she might be the latest stray he was taking in. 


“Oh, I don’t think he works that way,” Noelle countered. “I
know he’s a good guy. He’s the best, and there’s no one you want watching your
back more than Boomer. Unless there’s a sandwich on the line. He’s serious
about food. And he offered you the last egg roll the other night. Didn’t you
notice how shocked everyone was?”


She hadn’t because she’d been too busy staring into those
deep blue eyes of his. She hadn’t even truly been hungry, but she’d eaten the
whole thing because he’d given it to her, insisting she got the last one. “No,
but I have noticed the man can eat.”


He’d eaten a large pizza by himself one night, and she’d
watched him down three of her Danishes before he’d walked Lou to school the
other day. Yet there wasn’t an ounce of fat on the man. 


“Are you not interested in him that way?” Noelle asked softly.
“Is it because... I know Boomer is not the most book smart man in the world,
but his intelligence is different.”


“He’s smart.” She knew Boomer didn’t have the same level of
education she had, but he wasn’t dumb. He asked a lot of questions and that was
proof of curiosity, which was all a part of having an active mind. “Who says he
isn’t smart?”


“So you do like him,” Noelle said
with a grin. 


“It’s impossible to not like Boomer. He’s amazing.” Daphne’s
head was whirling. Boomer didn’t have a girlfriend. “But I asked him about Mae
a million times. At one point I even asked if he and Mae were planning on
having kids.”


He’d been explaining to her that he paid into the group’s
daycare system. He’d told her it didn’t cost much, and he wanted it to stay around
even when there weren’t many kids. They would need it later for the younger
employees when they started families. She’d asked about him and Mae. 


“And what did he say?” Noelle asked. 


“He said he wasn’t sure about Mae,
but he’d like to have at least one. At the time I thought it was weird that
they were living together and hadn’t talked about kids,” she admitted. “I even
asked him how long he and Mae had been together, and he told me they’d been
close for two years.”


“Yeah, that was when she joined the company,” Noelle pointed
out. “Did you ask him straight out if Mae was his girlfriend? Sometimes Boomer misses subtext.”


“No.” She hadn’t thought she needed to. Did she need to? Was
she seriously thinking about making a move on that big, gorgeous man? 


It didn’t matter if he had a girlfriend. There was no way he
would want her. He was nice. That was all. 


It wasn’t his fault that her heart beat
faster when he looked at her. He would likely be horrified if he knew she
thought about him at night. He would be completely shocked if he knew he was the
star of her sexier dreams lately. 


The very fact that she was having sex dreams was shocking.
She hadn’t had one in years. 


“Sometimes you have to be very
straightforward with Boomer. He doesn’t think to look much past the surface of
a question,” Noelle explained. “He probably doesn’t realize you think he’s with
MaeBe and that’s why you haven’t picked up on his
hints.”


“Hints? I didn’t know there were hints. And what was I
supposed to think? I know people live together platonically sometimes, but it’s
more usual for a man and woman living together to be together.”


“Probably, but they are absolutely not,
and you should know that MaeBe totally approves of
you. We talked about it, and while she is very much in the live and die alone
camp right now, she likes you. Ever since Kyle died, she’s been messed up,
especially when it comes to relationships.” Noelle had gone somber. 


“I’m confused about Kyle,” Daphne admitted. 


“We all are. I don’t know if he’s alive or dead. It depends
on who you ask. I only know I went to his funeral, and it was the weirdest
thing I’ve ever been to. It’s like all the MT people know what’s going on, but
they won’t talk about it,” Noelle replied. “I think it’s one of those
top-secret things you have to get used to when you’re
with one of them. We all have to have enough faith
that they know what they’re doing and be okay with being in the dark about some
things. Boomer was there, you know.”


“He was there the day his friend died?”


Noelle shrugged. “He was there the day whatever happened happened. I know he carried MaeBe
out of a building that was about to explode. She’d been hurt quite badly. She
cares a lot about Boomer, so the fact that she approves of you is a big deal.”


“Is she all right? She seems sad
sometimes. I wasn’t sure how since I thought she was with the best man I’ve
ever met. She seemed distant even when we were playing games
she said she loved.”


“Getting back to game night is a big thing for her. I think
it was Boomer’s idea.” Noelle went over to look at the industrial oven,
fiddling with some of the dials. “He also encouraged her to get back online and
play the games she loves. I think that helped, too. She joined a guild, and
she’s talking to this guy who’s going through something similar. Well, he’s
going through something, and they’re bonding over it. If Kyle is alive, I think
he’s going to find he’s lost his shot with her.”


Daphne wasn’t sure how they could be so uncertain whether
their friend was dead or not, but she needed to concentrate on the problem in
front of her. “I still think you’re wrong about Boomer liking me that way.
We’re kind of opposites.”


“I’ve found opposites attract. I can’t imagine being with
someone exactly like me. It’s good to have some things in common, but otherwise,
I like having Hutch’s perspective on things. We came from two completely
different worlds. I had a mom and dad who loved me, and Hutch’s homelife was
awful, to say the least.”


She heard the bell in the lobby chime again, and she knew
she should get out there and help her employees, but she couldn’t pull herself
away from this talk. Weeks of curiosity had been building,
and having someone to talk to about her crush felt too good. “Boomer’s
parents weren’t great.”


“No, and yet that didn’t break him. My husband has been
through more pain than I can imagine, and he’s still a good man who loves his
friends and family and would walk across hell to help any one of them. He has,
in fact.” Noelle got a little teary. “We can learn a lot from our opposites.
Opposite doesn’t mean bad. And sometimes the traits we think make us great are
the very things that can hold us back. We can mistake fear for caution. Caution
is a good thing. Caution means we think things through before we act. Fear
means we never act at all. I learned from my husband and this group of crazy,
amazing people he brought into my life. You should think before you leap
because if you do care about Boomer, that family comes with him. For you and
Lou. You might have enough family, but I’ve found it’s a great place to be.”


Could it be possible? Could he actually
want her the way she wanted him? Did she have any right to act on it?
She had a kid, and Lou had never seen her date. 


“Hey, Daphne.” Sandy Weaver stood in the doorway that led to
the storefront. She was working the cash register this afternoon. “There’s
someone here to see you. She says you were married to her son. Should I let her
come back?”


Speaking of her family. Her mother-in-law never referred to
her as her daughter-in-law. She was always either Louisa’s mother or the woman who’d
married her son. Somehow her mother-in-law always managed to tie Daphne’s
existence to someone else, as though she didn’t matter if she wasn’t meaningful
to someone who did matter to Amelia. 


“Of course. You can send her back.” She wished she could send
the woman away, but as long as Lou was in school, she
pretty much had to dance to Amelia’s tune. Her only rebellion had been opening
this store. Amelia and Phil had refused to help her financially. They’d
explained that any money they gave her would go straight to Louisa’s education
and upbringing, and if she wanted a job, they would help her get a teaching job
at a proper private school. 


So Amelia wasn’t her favorite
person. 


Besides Lou, she hadn’t had a favorite person, but now it
was kind of Boomer. 


Who might like her. Like
romantically like her. 


Was she ready for that?


“This is working nicely,” Noelle said, settling her bag over
her shoulder and holding her cane. “Let me know if anything goes wrong, but I
think you’re set.”


“Thank you so much.” She gave Noelle a hug. “And I’ll think
about the rest of it. I promise.”


“Good afternoon, Daphne. I see you have a friend.” Amelia
wore a fussy pantsuit, her silver hair in a bob and an
Hermès bag on her shoulder. Anything but Hermès was déclassé in Amelia’s world.
Daphne had been around for the lecture on Chanel being too new money. 


“Noelle Hutchins.” Noelle introduced herself. “I was helping
with the oven, but it’s time to get back to the salt mines.”


Amelia looked her up and down. “You’re a mechanic? How very
modern.”


“Oh, I’m far more modern. I have a whole PhD in
biochemistry, but I heard Daph needed some help, and I’m pretty
handy when I want to be. I also would hate for her to not be able to
bake that ridiculously good rosemary bread of hers,” Noelle replied. 


Noelle was rapidly becoming one of her favorite people, too.
“Thank you so much for the help. And we’ll make those macarons soon.”


Noelle waved good-bye and walked out. 


“Well, it’s good to see you’re making proper friends.”
Amelia turned her way. “I rather thought you never would. Where on earth did
you meet a biochemist?”


“I’ve been making some friends in the new building.” She
didn’t need to go into the specifics. The last thing she wanted was her
mother-in-law to think she was potentially dating. 


Was she thinking about dating? Did she have time to date?
How would her dating Boomer affect Lou? She hadn’t dated a man since Dennis had
died, hadn’t wanted to, and not because of her great love for her husband. 


She was starting to understand that her marriage had been
traumatic, and that trauma had affected her ability to open herself up. 


She’d called it caution, but was it really fear?


“I wanted to talk to you about Louisa,” Amelia began, her
lips pursing. “I’m very worried about her.”


Amelia only ever wanted to talk about Lou. “Why would you be
worried?”


“Well, I understand you lost her after-school care. Is
Louisa coming home alone? From what I understand, you work afternoons.” Every
word felt like an accusation. 


But Amelia’s accusations were always convenient. Sometimes
Daphne didn’t work hard enough or pay enough attention to her business. Amelia
could easily turn it around and then Daphne paid far too much attention to her
bakery and Lou was being left to defend herself against a barbarian horde. 


“Yes, Mrs. Callahan’s sister had a medical emergency, and
she has decided to stay with her sister indefinitely.” That had actually been welcome news. It meant she didn’t have to have
a conversation with the woman. Lou was fine where she was for now. She knew she
would eventually have to find someplace else, but Lou seemed so happy. “Lou is
enrolled in an after-school program, and it’s going great.”


Would she screw that up if it didn’t work out with Boomer?


“I would like to know where this program is if it’s not the school’s, and I know it’s not the school’s,” Amelia
announced. 


Because Amelia was one of the school’s largest donors, and
she could get any information she wanted from them. 


“It’s a licensed corporate after-school program in the
area.” Irritation started to build, and she found herself crossing her arms
over her chest. How long had she simply given this woman anything she wanted
because she’d allowed herself to become dependent on her?


Because she was scared deep down that she wouldn’t be enough
for Lou, wouldn’t be able to give her daughter what she needed. 


Because she was scared of what
Amelia and Phil would do if they decided she wasn’t a good mom. 


“I’m afraid I’m going to need more than that. I’d like you
to send me all the information on the program. Now, I’ll get to the reason I
came. I’m concerned with Louisa’s education.” Amelia set her bag down and
reached inside. She brought out a book. “Somehow I doubt this is on her
approved reading list.”


It was a copy of I’d Tell You I Love You, But Then I’d
Have to Kill You. It was the first in a series of YA novels about a spy
school. Tasha Taggart had given it to her, and Lou was on her second read
through. “It’s not for school. It’s for fun. A friend suggested it to her, and
she’s enjoying it. Why do you have that?”


“I took it from her when I visited her at lunch this
afternoon.” Amelia’s frown lines ran deep, each one a symbol of how much she
disliked the world. “I saw her reading it and asked about it. She shouldn’t
have it at school. She shouldn’t have it at home. It’s the equivalent of
watching television.”


Daphne grabbed the book from Amelia, shocked that she would
take it from Lou. “That wasn’t yours to take. She can read what she likes in
her spare time. She works hard, and she gets to relax, too.”


A brow rose over Amelia’s eyes. “I thought we were on the
same page when it came to Louisa’s education. I know you can’t understand
because you aren’t on the same level as your daughter, but she has special
needs. I’ve raised one child with a genius-level IQ. You should listen to my
advice. I would hate for Louisa to not reach her full potential.”


How many times had she heard this argument? Lou shouldn’t be
allowed to watch television that wasn’t an educational program. Lou shouldn’t
hang out at the bakery because she might eat too much sugar. Don’t go on a
vacation that didn’t include historical and cultural enrichment. “Her potential
goes beyond merely her education. There’s more to life than good grades.”


Amelia picked up her handbag again. “That’s not the
agreement we’ve had for several years, and certainly not what Dennis would
think. Louisa’s grades and education are paramount to her future. If we don’t
agree on something as basic as this tenet, then perhaps we should reevaluate
our relationship. Why don’t you think about it for a few days, dear.” She turned and started for the door. “I’ll have a
list of approved free-time reading for Louisa next
week. Don’t forget that this was what you signed up for when we agreed to pay
for Louisa’s education.”


“She was five then. She’ll be a teen in a couple of months,”
Daphne argued. “We can’t tell her what to do every minute of the day. How will
she learn how to make decisions if she’s never allowed to decide?”


“She’ll learn to make proper decisions based on the ones we
make for her. Her brain isn’t developed enough to understand what she needs.
Perhaps you need to find a friend who is versed in neurology, or you should
educate yourself, Daphne.” She started for the door. “By the way, I’m going to
be chaperoning the trip to Austin since you feel you cannot.”


“I have to work.” She had two weddings that weekend. “There
will be teachers there. We have to trust her at some
point. She’s trying to fit in, and having her
grandmother with her won’t help.”


She seemed to fit so well with the kids at the gulag. 


She was never letting Amelia know she called her daughter’s
after-school center the gulag because she found Kala Taggart strangely amazing.
She was a fascinatingly weird kid who might end up being a supervillain. But
hey, having a supervillain on one’s side couldn’t possibly be bad. 


Lou was starting to find friends, and it wasn’t at the
prestigious school Amelia paid for. But then she was sure Amelia wouldn’t think
the Taggart kids and Brianna Dean-Miles were proper companions. She would never
tell the woman that Lou was starting to think boys—especially one TJ
Taggart—were worth her time. 


Friends and boys were a distraction. 


It had been a long time since Daphne had been distracted. 


Amelia stared at her for a moment. “Well, I suspect she’ll
learn to live with it. I’m certainly not going to send a twelve-year-old off
alone to a strange city. Something’s going on with you, Daphne. Something I
don’t like. You need to consider your daughter and what’s best for her or I
will. Don’t forget who holds the purse strings.”


“You don’t ever let me forget that,
Amelia.”


Sandy opened the door again, a worried look on her face. “A
guy is out front. He says he’s from the city. An inspector.”


“I suppose you should deal with that.” Amelia turned and
walked out the door. 


Daphne took a long breath. Her day was far from over.


 


* * * *


 


“Okay, kiddo, I got to ask.” Boomer stirred the marinara
sauce before glancing at the clock. Daphne had texted, and she should be up any
time now. He’d put off the question as long as he
could unless he was going to ignore Lou’s obvious upset. “Did something happen
at school or did one of the kids do something they shouldn’t have?”


Lou’s head came up from her science homework. It was
chemistry, and when he’d looked at the…whatever weird thing she was
writing…he’d known his job tonight was simply feeding the child. If she needed
help, he would have to call in another favor with Noelle. “No. They’re great.”


It seemed like it had been a rough day for the Carlton
women. Daphne had called in tears, asking him to bring Lou back with him
because she was stuck at work dealing with an emergency. Then Lou had been
quiet the whole way back to his place. She hadn’t even smiled when she’d fed
the pack their afternoon snacks. 


“I saw you whispering with Kala. I recognize that look on
Kala’s face. That’s the Taggart revenge face. So what
happened?”


Lou stopped for a moment, and he was worried she might not
speak up, but finally she put her pencil down. “It wasn’t any of the gulag
kids. They’re great. I like them, and they don’t make me feel like a weirdo.”


Probably because all of those kids
were weirdos. Weirdos were actually the norm, and not
a single parent he knew tried to force their kids to fit in. Oddly, it made the
MT kids way more tolerant than the kids he’d grown up with. He’d never seen one
of them bully another kid. 


Now fistfights when one of the Taggarts
thought an injustice was being done? He’d seen a lot of those, mostly started
by Kala or Erin and Theo’s daughter, Devi. Those girls were serious about
justice and probably had read too many comic books. 


Lou seemed to think about it for a moment. “It’s my
grandmother. She came to the school for lunch today. She never tells me she’s
coming, just shows up, and they let her because she’s on the school’s board. I
hate it when she comes to school.”


He got the feeling Daphne’s relationship with her in-laws
wasn’t great, either. It was interesting to know that tension went down to Lou
as well. “What happened with her?” 


“Usually she shows up at the
classroom and we walk down to the cafeteria, but today she was late and just
walked up to the table I was sitting at.” Lou frowned. “Alone.”


“Why were you sitting alone?” Boomer asked. “Not that
there’s anything wrong with being alone.”


“I sit alone because no one likes me there. Everyone thinks
I’m weird because I’m so much younger. They say I’m a baby and the only reason I’m there is my grandparents are rich,” Lou explained. 


“That’s not true. You’re there because you’re super smart.
You belong there. Don’t you let anyone tell you differently.” He’d known there
was something wrong at the school. No one had greeted her when he’d dropped her
off the first morning, and when he’d picked her up this afternoon, she hadn’t
waved good-bye to any friends. She’d had her head down until she’d seen him,
and only then had she become the vibrant Lou he knew. 


Kenzie, Kala, and Tash didn’t come to aftercare very often.
Mostly they took the bus home and took care of each other, but they’d been
coming up for days to hang with Lou and make her feel comfortable. 


“But my mom couldn’t afford to send me, and that’s what
they’re pointing out,” Lou explained with a sigh. “They want me to know how
different I am, but I don’t care about that. I wish my mom didn’t feel like she
had to send me to Hanover. I could go to public school. I think I would be at
the same one as Tash and Kala and Kenzie.”


Somehow he didn’t see Daphne
letting that happen. “I think your mom wants you to have the best education
possible, and you still haven’t told me what your granny did.”


“Oh, I wouldn’t ever call her Granny.” Lou’s head shook, and
there was a horrified expression on her face. “She is Grandmother and nothing
else.”


“Not a warm person, then?” He remembered his own grandmother
with fondness. She’d been his maternal grandma, and she’d always told his mom
she should stand up for him. When she’d died, his mom had wilted entirely. 


“Practically arctic,” Lou said with a sigh. “She always
tells me how much I remind her of my dad, but only when my grades are good. If
they’re not, then I’m just like my mom.”


“Your mom is smart. She graduated with honors.” He didn’t
like the thought of Lou’s granny putting her mom down. He didn’t like that at
all. “She’s real smart. Like you.”


“There’s more to life than being smart. At least I hope
there is,” Lou replied with a sad smile. “Anyway, she caught me reading, and
she took away my book.”


He was confused. “I thought you were supposed to read. Why
would she take away a book?”


“Because it wasn’t a literary book. Carltons don’t read
trash.” Lou said the words with her nose in the air and in a snobby accent,
likely imitating her granny before slapping the kitchen table. “It was a good
book, and Tasha gave it to me and I want it back. I don’t
see why I can’t read what I want to read. It’s not fair.”


It didn’t seem fair to him either. “I bet your mom will
handle it.”


“My mom always does what Grandmother tells her to. She
always has. It’s because if she doesn’t, Grandmother and Grandfather won’t pay
for me to go to private school,” Lou explained. “Which would be great because
then I could go to public school and I wouldn’t have
to wear a dumb beret and take French. Why should I take French? I live in
Texas. I should take Spanish.”


“They don’t offer Spanish?” Even he knew a little Spanish.
He could order a beer and ask for directions, though he often didn’t understand
the directions. He wasn’t good with directions. 


“Nope. It’s only French because that’s the only language
worth knowing to the people at Hanover.” Lou closed her book. “Of course my grandfather tells me the only other language I
need is math. What if I don’t like math?”


“Do you like math?” He was pretty sure she did. 


“Yes, but that’s not the point. What if I don’t want to
major in math? What if I want to be a spy?”


“There are many different types of spies. I bet some of them
need math.” Boomer checked his water, and it was properly boiling. He grabbed
the spaghetti. “You definitely need math when you’re
dealing with C-4. I should know because once I used way too much and that got
me in trouble. See, I was supposed to use a fourth, but I got confused because
it’s called C-4 and they gave me four cakes of C-4, and then I thought that
meant I should use one of the four. But it was supposed to be a quarter of one
cake. It was my first time, and I never made that mistake again. See. Math.
Also, I couldn’t hear for a couple of days which was good because my CO at the
time could yell real loud. I think you can be whatever
you want to be, Lou. But you don’t have to decide now. That’s what school’s for. You’re supposed to explore and figure out what
you want to do.”


At least Lou was smiling again. “What did you want to do
when you were my age?”


He’d wanted to have a family that loved him, that looked at
him and didn’t see a failure. “When I was a kid, I wanted to be a cook. My
family owned a restaurant. It was a little greasy spoon my dad inherited from
his dad. I would go in and watch the line cooks. But they didn’t want me to
work there. So I ended up in the Army, and I thought I
might cook there but I tested…differently. They found another place for me.”


“You were a sniper,” Lou said with hushed reverence. “Kala
told me you could take out a man from over a mile away, but you don’t hold the
official record because you were working black ops at the time.”


“Kala talks too much.” He had to tell the guys to stop
telling the kids stories. Even if they were true. He hadn’t realized how good
he’d been with marksmanship until he’d hung out with a friend in high school
whose dad was on a competitive shooting team. “My point is it could take a
while to figure out what you want to do. Not everyone is born knowing what job
they want.”


“Kala says she wants to be a spy.” Lou stroked a hand down
Sprinkles’s little body. The Chihuahua was sharing the chair with her while Puddles
was lazing away on one of the many dog beds throughout the condo. 


He could absolutely see Kala as an operative, though he
rather hoped it didn’t happen. He wanted an easier life for the kids. 


Did anyone get an easy life?


“I think Kala is going to be anything she wants to be. So are you going to talk to your mom about the book?” 


Lou clammed up real quick. 


“You don’t think she’ll be on your side?” From what he could
tell, Daphne adored Lou. She’d built her whole world around her daughter. 


“She’ll be on my side, but then she’ll go somewhere private
and cry about it,” Lou said quietly. 


Boomer’s chest suddenly felt tight. “Why would she cry about
it?”


“Because she’s worried that Grandmother will decide she
doesn’t want to pay my tuition and that not going to Hanover will ruin my life.
Everything revolves around that stupid school, and I wish it would go away.”
Lou sat back, looking dejected. “I wish the worst would happen so she could see
it’s not the worst, but the best. Sometimes I think my mom is stuck. My dad died,
and that was hard, but I know she didn’t love him. She should have found some
freedom in it even though it was sad. Instead she’s
stuck where she’s always been. I see more than she thinks I do. I see more than
you think I do.”


“I think you see everything, Lou.”


Lou hesitated. “I know you like my mom.”


“I wasn’t trying to hide that. Not at all.” He thought he’d
been pretty damn plain. He’d given her the last egg
roll. He really liked egg rolls and he’d still been hungry, but he’d handed it
to Daphne because a guy had to look out for his girl. 


Even when she wasn’t exactly his girl yet. 


“She thinks MaeBe’s your
girlfriend,” Lou announced. 


Boomer frowned. “Why would she think that?”


“Because MaeBe lives here. Or she
did until earlier today. Mom doesn’t pick up on cues. Like all
of MaeBe’s things are in the guest bathroom.”


“That’s because MaeBe was staying
in the guest bedroom. It would be weird if she put her stuff in my bathroom.”
Was that why Daphne held back? He’d been worried that she didn’t feel the same
pull he felt, that she wasn’t into him the way he was
into her. Had she been slightly distant because she wasn’t going to flirt with
a taken guy?


“Yeah, Mom didn’t pick up on that either,” Lou replied. “I
haven’t pointed it out to her because I’m worried
she’s cool with us all hanging out together because you’re safe since you have
a girlfriend and couldn’t possibly like her in a man-woman way.”


“But I do like her in a man-woman way. Honestly, it’s in a
human way. Desire is pretty much the same across all the spectrums. It’s all
longing and fear of rejection. It’s kind of the great equalizer.”


“Wow. That’s deep, Boomer.”


“We’re all the same deep down, but you’re right. In my particular case, it is a man-woman thing.” He was talking to
a twelve-year-old about his love life. The one he wanted to have with her mom.
That was probably messed up, but Lou was a different kind of kid. Kala or Kenz
would have rolled their eyes, said the word gross a bunch of times,
and run off. But then they’d never had the ground shake under their feet. It
seemed to him Lou was rarely on stable ground. It didn’t mean Kala and Kenz
were worse kids. It merely meant they hadn’t learned the hard lesson that the
world not only didn’t revolve around them, but that things that shouldn’t
involve them could tear that world apart. “You know even if she doesn’t like me
that way, I’m still here if you need me. I’m still here if she needs me. Me
helping you guys out and being your friend isn’t for show so I can…” He couldn’t
say get into your mom’s panties. That would be wrong. So wrong. It
also didn’t describe what he wanted. Though he did want in her panties. He
wanted her in his boxers. He wanted them both all up in each other’s private
stuff. “Date your mom.” 


That was better. 


The bell chimed and then the secondary security system went
off as both the dogs barked and Molly started talking.



“At the door. Go away,” Molly squawked. 


Yeah, that hadn’t been Tag. Molly’s previous owner had been
a bit of a loner. 


“I’m not going away, Molly,” a familiar voice said. 


Lou ran to let her mom in. 


Boomer pulled the pasta off the stove and carefully poured
the contents of the pot into the colander. The dogs had calmed down since
they’d figured out the intruder wasn’t here to murder everyone. They’d gotten
used to Daphne and Lou being around. 


Damn, how had he missed the fact that Daphne thought he had
a girlfriend? He’d thought he’d been so smooth, making sure he rolled up his
sleeves often and picked up lots of heavy stuff around her. Some women were
really into dudes picking up heavy things. 


“Boomer.” Lou ran in, a book in her hand. She held it up
like a trophy. “Mom got my book back and she told Grandmother that I could read
whatever I want as long as I do all my work. I’m going
to call Kala and tell her the hit is off.”


“Dare I ask what that means?” Daphne watched as Lou ran back
out, the dogs following her. 


He did not want to know. Kala could be serious about her
future profession. “I think it means Lou’s making friends.”


She looked so good. He loved it when she walked into his
place like it was a normal thing. She was wearing her uniform. Worn jeans,
sneakers, the bakery’s T-shirt. Her hair was in a messy bun on her head, and
she carried a small box that would have cookies or cupcakes or whatever that
brain of hers had thought up. 


She also looked a bit tired, a little weary, as though the
world had cut her up a bit more today. 


“You okay? I take it you went a
round or two with your mother-in-law.” He turned off the heat to the sauce.


She nodded, her eyes steady on him.
“Yep. I did, and then I got to deal with a surprise health inspection, which I
passed with flying colors, but it was exhausting, and I thought MaeBe was your girlfriend. Noelle might have mentioned that
she’s not.”


Thank god they were going to put it
out there. 


Or was she putting it out there so she could let him down
easy? Was she about to tell him he was nice and all, but she was looking for
someone more on her level? She wouldn’t say it like that. She was far too
polite, but he would understand. 


“No. Mae’s like a sister to me. I was only watching out for
her.” What all had Noelle said today?


“Like you do everyone.” She put the box down on the table
and moved in closer to him. “Am I your latest stray, Boomer?”


“What does that mean?”


“It means you take in all the sad-sack creatures of the world and you help them heal and then you let them go. Is
that what you want to do with me?” She stared at him across the space that
separated them, and he kind of wished he wasn’t
wearing an apron that said Kiss the Cook. 


“No. If you ever give me a chance, I won’t want to let you
go.” 


She was still for a moment. “I’ve got a daughter.”


“I’m well aware.” He sometimes missed things, but not that
one. 


“I have a lot of problems.”


“Who doesn’t?” It seemed to him that she was giving him a
bunch of ways out. Ways he wasn’t about to take but he would let her offer. 


“I haven’t dated since before Lou was born, and my marriage
was quite abusive in its own way.”


He’d picked up on that. She’d never talked about her husband
with tenderness. He’d spent time with women who’d lost their first husbands.
Phoebe Murdoch and Avery O’Donnell were happy in their second marriages, but
they still spoke of their first husbands with love. Not so with Daph. “I
haven’t dated in a while, and we can take things at your pace. Or not at all. I
was just telling Lou that you dating me or not dating
me doesn’t change the fact that we’re friends and neighbors.”


Daphne’s eyes went wide. “You were talking to Lou about me?”


Damn it. He should have eased her into the fact that Lou had
figured the problem out before either of them had. He had to be honest with
her. “She asked a question, and I’m not going to lie to her. Lou is one of
those kids who needs to be able to trust her own instincts. I don’t think I
would be doing her a lot of good if I lied. She’s real smart, and she knows
when things are going wrong. She knows when things are going right. I think she
wants to be a part of…”


He didn’t finish the sentence because she was suddenly in
his space, going up on her toes and pressing her lips to his. 


His hands found her waist, and he leaned into her, letting
her control this first kiss. Her lips were warm on his, arms going around his
waist and hugging him tight. 


She moved away as quickly as she’d moved in. “All right. So we let Lou know we’re…exploring our options?”


He felt a slow smile cross his face. “You want to go out
with me?”


“Yeah. I do,” she said, her lips turning up in a smile. “But
you should know Lou has to come first.”


“Yes, of course she does. She should always come first.”


She stared up at him. “You seem too good to be true.”


He shook his head. “I’m not. I’m not smart enough for either
of you. I miss cues all the time. I screw up. Despite a whole lot of training,
I still get my ass kicked from time to time. But I try, Daph. I’ll always try
to do my best by you and Lou.”


She pressed up again and kissed him, a gentle brush of her
lips against his. “Far too good to be true.”


“Are you done with the kissing stuff?” Lou was standing by
the bar, the dogs and cat there with her, all staring in curiosity. 


Daphne stepped back. “For now.”


“Eww,” Lou said, but she was
smiling. “I’m hungry. What’s for dessert?”


“Dinner first.” He knew how to handle a hungry kid. First
food and then the sweet stuff. 


“It smells delicious,” Daphne said. “And I brought
snickerdoodles. You can have them after dinner and homework.”


“So we’re staying? Like eating
here?” Lou asked. 


She asked because mostly up until now he’d send something
home with them. They’d eaten together if it was game night or other people were
around, but tonight would be the first time it was the three of them alone. 


“Yeah, we’re staying for a while.” Daphne looked around the
kitchen. “So Mr. Cook, tell me where the plates are,
and I’ll get this table set.”


He pointed her to the right cabinet and relaxed. 


He had a shot. 





Chapter Five


Two hours later, Daphne sat down on the couch. Lou had
fallen asleep while they’d watched Survivor. Boomer had been shocked
they’d never watched the show, and Daphne had to admit, she’d found it very
interesting. Sometime during the second episode, she’d realized Lou was asleep
with her head on Puddles’s back. Sprinkles had curled
up next to Lou, and Sheba sat on the sofa back, her tail swishing. 


Lou had a little pack. It was the sweetest thing. 


Boomer had picked her up and moved her to the guest bedroom.
Now he was back, and the TV was off. It was the two of them since the dogs had followed
Lou, the cat had bedded down for the night, and there was a covering over
Molly’s cage. 


Just her and Boomer, and he’d opened a bottle of wine. 


What the hell was she doing?


She’d kissed the man. She’d promised herself she would walk
in and ignore the whole he-didn’t-have-a-girlfriend-thing because Noelle had to
be wrong. 


And then she’d melted the minute she realized he was talking
to Lou about her. 


Most adults she spent time with either ignored Lou
altogether or treated her like she was the golden child and must be held up on
a platform like some work of art. No one simply treated her like a kid. 


It was time to think about the fact that maybe she’d been
hanging around with the wrong people. 


“So Mae’s going to stay at Erin’s
house?” It seemed like the safest subject. She took the wineglass from him
while he set down his bottle of beer. 


He looked so good in the low light of the lamps. She’d only
turned on the one, and it cast a warm glow through the room. 


He cast a much warmer glow over her whole world. 


He turned, moving that massive body of his with grace. “Yes.
She’ll stay there while they work on self-defense, and then she’ll move
somewhere else. Big Tag wants to keep her moving for a little while.”


“Because someone wants to hurt her.” She’d pieced together a
little of the story from listening to Boomer’s friends. 


“I don’t know if that’s the real reason. With Kyle gone,
there’s not a lot in it for Julia. I think Ian doesn’t want Mae to be alone,”
Boomer said. “I think he wants her to remember that she’s got a family who
loves her, and that love isn’t dependent on Kyle being around. You want to talk
about a man who takes in strays. That’s Ian, and he knows how to keep us all
together.”


She’d noticed that. “A bunch of your friends are more like family,
aren’t they? Because they don’t have family.”


It was something that fascinated her. She’d been an only
child and then she’d lost her dad and her mom had “found” herself and walked
away from her daughter. For most of her adult life, she’d only had Dennis, and
there hadn’t been a ton of warmth there. Lou was her family, but she was
starting to realize she might need more. They both might. 


Lou might need a man in her life who understood her. Boomer
talking about Lou, about how she shouldn’t be gaslit by the adults in her life
was what had made her throw all caution to the wind. 


She tried to keep her own pain hidden, but her daughter was
smart. It wasn’t fair to lie to her. Boomer was right about that. No matter how
well intentioned the lie was. This wasn’t some little white lie about how her
hair looked. It was about how her mom was doing. How could Lou learn to trust
her instincts if her mom constantly threw up walls?


And how would she know it was okay to not be okay if her mom
never let her see it?


Having people to talk to had made it easier to acknowledge
her own emotions. She felt more like herself than she had in years, and she
wondered when she’d lost the open, happy woman she used to be. 


“I think a lot of people who go into the military end up finding
a family there. Don’t get me wrong. There are plenty of soldiers with great
families behind them, but it’s also a place to go when you don’t have anywhere
else. And it’s a place where you learn to share, and I don’t mean MREs. The
guys in my unit used to take me back home with them when we were on leave.
Someone would offer me a place to stay, and their moms and dads took me in for
a while. Then when I joined the CIA team, there were a bunch of us with no real
ties to the outside world. I think that’s why we were recruited. So the couple of guys with families would take us all with
them. Hutch and I have no one, so we fell in together. Ian acts like an asshole
half the time, but he’s like everyone’s big brother. He’s obnoxious, and he’s
always there when we need him. It’s good to have people to count on. It’s good
to have people counting on you.” He went quiet for a moment. “I meant what I
said. You don’t have to date me for me to be your friend. It’s okay if you
don’t want to. I’m not a man who can’t hear the word no from a woman I
like.”


“Am I being awkward?”


He shrugged. “I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. We had
a moment. We don’t have to have more than that.”


“But you want more.” She needed him to say it first. If he
said it, it would be okay for her to say it, too. 


“Yes. I have ever since I saw you.”


She wasn’t sure if she believed that. “But you didn’t know
me.”


“I’m a guy. I don’t have to know you to want to get to know
you. If you know what I mean.” His voice was deep and low, soothing in a way and also unsettling because that voice of his made her long.



“Really?”


“You look good, baby.”


She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t feel like it. I’ll be
honest, I don’t feel very…sexy. I was going to say romantic, but that’s not the
right word. And you look good, too. Fantastic, actually.
Sometimes you roll up your sleeves and I just watch those muscles in your
forearm. It’s very sexy.”


“Is it? Hmmm. I guess I never thought about it.”


He was a terrible liar. She threw one of the decorative
pillows his way. “You totally do that on purpose.”


He easily batted the pillow away, his lips curling up in the
sexiest smirk. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. And tell me why you
don’t feel sexy because you’re absolutely sexy. You
kill me when you laugh and your whole body moves with it, like you feel it in
your soul. And when you’re thinking, you bite your bottom lip and twirl your
hair in your right hand. I love the way you stand in front of the oven waiting
for the timer to go off and you kind of rock from foot to foot like you hear
some music in your head.”


“None of those things are sexy.”


“They are when you do them.”


How long had he been watching her so closely? She was a
woman who was used to going unnoticed, and now this magnificent man seemed to
have made a study of her. “I feel like I’m grumpy all the time. I know I wasn’t
exactly sunny when we first met.”


“Oh, you were so not sunny. Do you even remember when we
first met? You got in the elevator and you were
carrying moving boxes and I asked if you needed help.”


She felt herself flush. “I was having a terrible day. I think
I told you I didn’t need any and then I asked if you thought I needed help
because I was a woman. You should understand that I’d had an argument with my
father-in-law who told me it was foolish that I didn’t move into their place
because two women shouldn’t be on their own out in the world.”


“You were still sexy even with all that grump. And you
should understand that if you’d let me help you, I would have rolled up my
sleeves real slow and let you get a look at these muscles of mine, and then I
would have bent over just right because I happen to know my glutes look good in
a pair of jeans. I would have bent over and made sure you got a good view, and
then I would have picked up your heaviest box and turned toward you and asked
where you wanted it in a way that let you know I wasn’t talking about the box.”


Her breath caught, and she was somewhere in between laughing
and shock. She brought her bare feet up, twisting so her back was against the
arm of the sofa and she was turned toward him. “You would not…yes, you would.
You’re a terrible man.”


He grinned, the expression lighting his face, and his hand
found her ankle. He encircled it and brushed his fingers across the bridge of
her foot. “I am not terrible. I’m actually quite
nice.”


Just that one touch was enough to let her know her libido
was working nicely. It made her breath catch, and she couldn’t help but stretch
her legs out like she was chasing his touch. “It’s been seven years since I had
sex. You should know that. And it wasn’t very good before. I’m not foolish. I
know sex can be good even though I would say I’ve never had it myself. I didn’t
have a great sex life with my husband. We slept together a couple of times and
then I was pregnant. We got married. We weren’t in love, but I thought we could
make it work.”


He moved in closer and lifted her feet in one hand and put
them on his lap. “You got married because you were pregnant?”


She sighed as he brought her right foot between both his
hands and squeezed. She hadn’t realized how much they ached from being on them
for ten hours today. “I know it sounds old fashioned, but I felt very alone in
the world at that point. My dad had died and my mom
had pretty much left me with enough money to finish school, and she was gone,
too. I thought I could make a new family for myself even though somewhere in
the back of my head I knew Dennis wasn’t the man for me. But he seemed to want
to try. Honestly, as long as I was supporting him, I
don’t think he would have left me. I made some sense to him, and once Lou
started reading at the age of four and she showed unbelievable potential, he actually talked about wanting more kids.”


Boomer kept up the slow, outrageously erotic foot rub. “He
didn’t want to have more kids until Lou could read?”


“I don’t think he wanted kids in the first place, but once
he figured out how smart Lou was, he thought he owed it to the world or
something.” It felt so damn good to have strong hands on her body. The
connection between them felt electric, like touching a live wire that sparked
something she’d never felt before. “The last two years of our marriage were
distant. And then he died and I realized his parents
controlled his trust fund. We lived in a house his parents owned, and I was
stuck because we’d made arrangements for a private
elementary for Lou, and I couldn’t afford it. God, that feels so good.”


He switched to her left foot. “Daphne, I need you to
understand I barely finished high school.”


She opened her eyes. “I don’t care about that.”


“I care about you.”


She felt her lips tug up, and she knew this was dangerous.
She was walking a fine line with Amelia, and there was no way her in-laws would
be all right with her dating. They’d made it plain that she was merely Lou’s mother
with no right to a life outside of parenting. “I care about you, too.”


“But I’m never going to fit into some academic life. I’m not
the guy who can help Lou with her homework.”


“No, you’re the guy who can actually see
past her smarts and see her as a little girl who needs someone who looks out
for her. You’re the guy who makes me want to be a better me,” she whispered. “I
don’t think you understand how much you’ve affected me in the little time I’ve
known you, Boomer. I don’t think I would have taken that book from Amelia’s
hands earlier today if I hadn’t spent this time with you. So
I want to explore this thing between us.”


He stared at her for a moment. “You want me to kiss you
again?”


She shook her head. “You didn’t kiss me the first time. I
kissed you. Would it feel different if you kissed me?”


“How different do you want it to be? It was sweet when you
kissed me. You were telling me something with that kiss. You were telling me
you wanted to try to be more than friends. Should I show you what I want to
be?”


She sat up, moving her feet off his lap. “What do you want
to be, Boomer?”


“Come sit on my lap and I’ll show you.” He was so big
sitting there, taking up half of what she would consider a large sofa. He
leaned back, and his shirt was open at the throat, a few buttons undone and
showing off a bit of what she suspected to be a spectacular chest. Two of those
buttons had come undone recently, like he’d done it on purpose. Like he’d done
it to entice her. 


She was going into deep water with this man, and somehow she couldn’t stop herself from jumping in. 


Daphne stood and turned and planted herself on his lap,
letting one of her arms go around his neck. Up close, Boomer was even more of a
work of art. She couldn’t understand how this stunning, kind, funny man was
single and why on earth he could seem to want her, but she was tired of
questioning every move she made. He was everything she needed in the moment,
and she was going to let this play out. 


All of her life seemed planned and
manipulated by forces beyond her control. Boomer was going to be the one thing
that was hers. 


For however long it could last. 


“Show me what you want.”


His hand slid from her calf up to her thigh, and his eyes
went hot. “Let me tell you first. This part isn’t about us specifically. It’s
about me and what I want to be to you. I’m tired of watching you come in after
a long day at work and being frustrated and all wound up. I want to do more
than put a plate of food in front of you.”


His other arm wound around her, and she was encompassed by
the man. He pulled her tight against him, and she could suddenly feel something
hard under her backside, and she didn’t think it was a gun. He locked his guns
in a gun safe, and he’d shown her where it was and the protocols he went
through when Lou had started hanging out over here. 


He did everything he could to make her
and her daughter feel safe. 


“What would you do to help me relax?”


“I’d start with this.” He leaned in and then his lips were
brushing against hers. A soft touch that lasted a moment and then two before he
backed away. “I would greet you at the door with a kiss and nothing more
because Lou would be watching, but you would know I had more in store for you.
That kiss would be a promise of things to come. Then I would feed you and make
sure you had a glass of wine and we would watch
something that has nothing to do with education, all three of us, and we would
laugh and have fun and the pets would do silly things. Then Lou would go to
bed, and it would be my time.”


The fact that he’d laid out a whole evening for them was
every bit as sexy as the kiss had been. He hadn’t planned on time for work or
quizzing Lou to ensure she would perform in school the next day. He’d planned
rest and recreation and…family time. 


“What happens during your time?”


“During my time I turn your grump into a purr,” he
whispered. 


“I’m not grumpy.”


“How do you feel about Christmas, Daph?”


“Christmas is a hard time on a baker,” she began. Maybe she
was a little grumpy, but she had her reasons, and they all sort of melted away
the minute she saw him now. 


She gasped when he nipped her earlobe. It was a tiny sting
and one that shot straight to her pussy. 


“You have a lot of stress.” His breath was warm on her skin.
“I get that. My time is about getting rid of that stress so I can see you
smile. I love it when you smile at me.”


It was so hard to believe she was sitting here with the
hottest man she’d ever met, and he also happened to be the kindest. 


She turned her head, and his mouth was on hers, but this
time the kiss wasn’t a gentle meshing of lips. This time the kiss was hungry,
and she happened to know it took a lot to satisfy this man’s hunger. 


Daphne luxuriated in that kiss, in the silky stroke of his
tongue against her lips, and then shivered when she opened her mouth and let
him in. He was so big and strong and that strength was
in his kiss, and yet she didn’t feel overwhelmed. Like everything this man did,
there was a grace to his kiss, as though he viewed it as a dance and knew how
to gently lead her to where he wanted to go. 


He finally broke the kiss, and she could feel the way his
chest moved up and down with each breath. 


How good would it feel to have this man’s weight on top of
her? Pressing her down as he moved in and out of her body. 


“How far do you want to go, sweetheart?” There was a low
growl to his voice that rumbled across her. “I don’t want to push you. We
haven’t even been on a real date yet.”


But now she could see he’d invited her on several
exploratory dates. Since they’d made their bargain, she’d spent all but a
couple of nights with him and his friends. He’d invited her and Lou to game
parties and to watch movies with him. They’d been safe, respectful ways to ease
her into a relationship. 


Safe was good, but she wanted to go way past safe with him.


“I want you to show me how you would take all my stress
away.” 


He shoved his free arm under her knees and stood. Simply stood
without showing he felt an ounce of her weight. He stood and started walking
toward his bedroom. 


When he got there, he closed the door behind him and set her
on her feet. One big arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her back against the
hard muscles of his chest. 


“Just relax, Daph. Tonight is all
about you. I know Lou is sleeping next door, and I’m not putting you in a
position where she wakes up in a strange bed tomorrow morning. We’ve got to
ease her in and make sure it’s right before she gets too invested.”


“She’s already too invested, but I can’t protect her from
having relationships with the people around her.” She loved being this close to
him. The heat coming off his body enveloped her, and it was warmth and comfort
and safety. “And you’re right. She’s smart, and she’ll know our relationship
has changed. I’m scared about hurting her if this doesn’t work, but I can’t
never try. I think you’re worth the risk.”


She’d been alone for seven years. Longer since Dennis hadn’t
really been with her. He’d been a halfway decent partner when it came to
raising Lou, but he hadn’t loved her, hadn’t seemed to like her at times. Boomer
liked her, and god, she liked him. Liked him so damn
much she already could be falling for him. 


“I promise you’re not risking anything with me. Daph, if we
can’t make it work, I’ll still be your friend. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt
Lou. Now hold still. This is my time.”


She dragged in a breath as he held her tight with one arm
and his other hand started sliding down her body. He started at her neck, his
palm encircling it. 


“Have I told you how pretty you are?” He rubbed his cheek
against her hair. “How distracted I get whenever you walk in a room with your
big brown eyes and that mouth that begs to be kissed?”


She had no idea what woman he was talking about, but she
wasn’t going to argue with him. When she looked in the mirror
she saw ordinary, but Boomer wasn’t a good liar and he sounded like he believed
every word he was saying. He thought she was pretty,
thought she was sexy. 


He was absolutely making her feel that way. 


His hand slid down again and palmed her breast over her
shirt. “And I dream about these breasts at night. I want to touch them, play
with them, get them in my mouth. When you let me, I’ll hold them together and slide
my dick in between them and fuck them until I come all over them. Is that too
dirty, baby?”


She would have said yes to anyone who asked before this
moment. She would have wondered why he would want to do that, but now she
didn’t care. “No.”


If he wanted it, she would give it to him. 


Her sex life had consisted of a high school boyfriend who
hadn’t brought her much in the way of pleasure and a husband who barely remembered
she was there most of the time. Sex had been rare, and while there had been
some satisfaction in it, there had also been a remoteness to sex with her
husband. 


Boomer was right here with her. She let go of all
comparisons and allowed herself to be there with him, to forget everything but
the feel of his warmth surrounding her, the way his hand tightened against her
flesh before traveling lower. His hand flattened against her belly and then he
tugged at her T-shirt, and she could feel his palm against her skin. 


Oh, that was what she needed, for there to not be anything
between them. 


“I want to walk around with my arm around your waist or your
shoulders so everyone knows you picked me,” he
whispered. “Everyone will know I’m with you.”


Tears pricked her eyes, and she leaned back against him. “I
do pick you. I don’t know why any woman on earth wouldn’t pick you.”


“I assure you it’s happened.” His fingers slipped under the
waist of her jeans. 


He was going to touch her there. There where she could
already feel herself getting wet and ready. Her pussy had started to heat the
minute he’d put his hands on her. 


“But you’re worth the risk, too, baby,” Boomer assured her.
“Let me show you how I can take care of you. Stop thinking about anything but
how this feels.”


His fingers slipped under her panties and found her most
intimate flesh. His arm tightened around her as the pad of one big finger slid
over her clitoris. 


She wanted to stay still, but her hips rolled against him. 


“That’s right,” Boomer growled against her ear. “Work with
me. Tell me how much you want it. You want me to rub your little clit until you
explode?”


“Yes.” She wanted more than that. She didn’t want his
fingers, but he was right about the fact that she needed to ease into this. So she would take what she could. “Please rub me.”


“I can do that,” he promised. “And I can do this.”


His thumb stayed on her clit, gently pressing
and rotating, but she could feel a finger teasing into her pussy. 


“One day it’s going to be my cock deep inside you, Daphne.
I’m going to fill you up, and you’re going to scream for me,” he vowed as he
found a rhythm that had her panting and fighting for the crazy pleasure that
was right over the edge. 


They moved together, like dance partners doing a routine
they’d done a hundred times before. Over and over he
stroked her inside and out, and Daphne rolled against him, the delicious
friction finally exploding in a wave of pure sensation. 


Daphne had her first man-given orgasm in years, and she
shuddered in the arms of the man who’d given it to her. 


“Do you feel better now? I know it was a rough day.” His hand
slipped back out of her jeans, and she was wrapped in a bear hug as he kissed
her right above her ear. 


The roughness of the day no longer mattered. All that
mattered was the fact that this man was in her life, and it felt like the sun
had come out after years of rain. “I feel magnificent.”


She felt powerful and renewed, and she wanted to give all
that energy back to him. 


What she really wanted was to get her hands on him, to touch
him and stroke him and know she could be enough for this man. 


“Mom?”


The query was faint, but there was no way to mistake the
sound of her daughter’s voice. Boomer froze behind her. 


“What should we do? I could say I needed help with something
in here.” Boomer finally took a step back. 


Daphne took a long breath. “She’s not going to buy that. We
brazen our way through. If this is going to work, we can’t lie to her.”


“Okay, but we’re not going into detail, right?”


He was adorable when he got that slightly clueless look on
his face. 


“We are not. We are going to be very circumspect when it
comes to this.” Daphne straightened out her T-shirt and took a quick look at
herself in the mirror. Yep, she looked like she was relaxed. Boomer didn’t,
though. His cock was a massive bulge against his slacks. “You need to get that
under control, babe. I will go deal with Lou.”


Boomer stopped for a minute, his face flushing. “Give me a
minute. I’ll walk you guys down to your place.”


She would have argued, but that was Boomer. He would be
anxious if he didn’t. She pushed through the door and back to the living room
where her daughter stood, flanked by the dogs. 


Lou was yawning, one hand rubbing her eyes. “Mom? I fell
asleep. Where’s Boomer?”


“He’ll be right out.” She wasn’t going to answer the
question Lou wasn’t asking. “Let’s get you to bed. You’ve got school in the
morning.” She walked around, grabbing Lou’s backpack
and shoving her books inside. 


“Did you kiss Boomer?”


Of course if Lou was
asking, then Daphne had to suck it up. “Yes.”


“So you’re going to be together.
Like boyfriend and girlfriend together.”


Her heart seemed to tighten. “We’re going to try dating but,
Lou, dating is not a guarantee that things will work out. I like him, but it’s
very early. If we weren’t already friends, I wouldn’t even have let him meet
you yet. We’re in uncharted territory here, and the last thing I want to do is
disappoint you.”


Her daughter went quiet for a moment. “I would be more
disappointed if you didn’t try. Mom, he likes you and you like him. I think he
could make you happy if you let him.”


“So you’re okay with it?”


A smile crossed her daughter’s face. “Yeah. But I’m supposed
to tell Kala if you kiss Boomer because she’s playing her mom and dad against
each other in the betting pool and she needs intel.
I’m her asset in this case, but she’s doing some reconnaissance for me, too, so
it all works out.”


“I don’t want to know what any of that is, do I?”


The door to the bedroom came open and Boomer walked out.
He’d changed into dark, loose athletic pants and a big T-shirt. “You do not,
and you tell Kala I’m going to talk to her dad.”


Lou’s eyes went wide. “Boomer, you can’t do that. This is a
safe space. You’re on my team.”


Boomer went still and proved he had no idea how to deal with
a kid who was manipulating him. “Of course I’m on your
team.”


Daphne shook her head. “We’re going to have to talk about
dealing with almost-teenaged girls. Come on. Let’s get this one to bed.”


She gathered the last of their things and knelt
down and gave Sprinkles and Puddles both pets before starting the short
walk to her apartment. She pulled the keys out of her bag and turned to Boomer,
who looked adorably scruffy with his slightly shaggy hair and that beard that
had tickled against her skin when he’d kissed her. He gave her stupid
schoolgirl butterflies when she looked at him. “Good night.”


She went on her toes and brushed her lips over his. 


His mouth curved up. “See you in the morning. If you need some
time, I’ll walk Lou.”


He was the perfect man for her. “That would be great, and
maybe we can go out this weekend. On our own.”


That smile brightened. “I’ll take you to Top. It’s my
favorite place to eat. You’ll love it.”


“No fair,” Lou complained as Daphne opened the door. “I want
to see Top. Kala says they have great burgers, and her uncle runs the place.
Mom?”


Daphne stared inside her apartment. 


Someone had broken in, and her perfect night was suddenly
wrecked. 


 


* * * *


 


“Get back to my place and wait there.” Boomer stepped in
front of Daphne, who’d already placed herself in front of Lou. They moved into
their roles with ease. 


“Are you going in?” Daphne reached for his hand. “I don’t
think you should. What if someone is still inside? I think you should come with
us and we can wait for the police there.”


He wasn’t going anywhere. “We don’t know if they’re still
inside. Baby, please. I know what I’m doing. I’m going to call the police. You
and Lou go and wait. It’s highly likely that this happened earlier today and no
one’s inside, but I can’t be sure. This is what I do for a living.”


Daphne’s eyes had filled with tears, and he could
practically feel the worry coming off her. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”


The deep concern he saw in her eyes warmed him. He felt for
her, and now he knew she felt for him, too. It was a damn good feeling. How
long had it been since a woman looked at him the way Daphne was? He’d had
friends, and he’d been in romantic relationships, but those now seemed shallow
compared to what he was already building with Daphne. They couldn’t wade in.
They had to jump into the deep end and be serious because Lou was involved,
too. 


“I won’t.” That might be the first lie he’d told her. He
usually did get hurt. He was kind of a magnet for it. Somehow
he was always the one who ended up getting smacked with a chair or hit with an
arrow. He did not have the best of luck in the field, but he needed to do
something. However, he was pretty sure about this. “I don’t think anyone’s in
there because the dogs didn’t lose their shit, and you know they bark anytime
someone walks by the door.”


To get to Daphne’s apartment, one had to walk by Boomer’s.
There were only four units on this floor, and Daphne’s was the one farthest
from the elevator. Even if they’d come up the stairs, they would have walked by
his place and the dogs would have let him know. 


“They haven’t barked like that, and I was there since we got
back at five thirty,” Lou confirmed. “Boomer’s right. There’s no way anyone
gets by Puddles. He hates everyone but us.”


Puddles was scared of everyone, but
his fear came out as loud barking and the occasional bladder bomb. He was an
excellent early warning signal. 


Daphne nodded, and her shoulders relaxed. “Okay. You’re
right. The dogs are practically their own security system.”


“Yeah. You’re getting one of those in the morning. A
security system, that is.” He pulled his cell and keys out of his pocket and
nodded back toward his condo, handing Daphne the keys. “Go and settle into the
guest bedroom. You two are sleeping at my place tonight. I’ll handle this.”


“I should talk to the police,” Daphne offered. “But I’ll put
Lou to bed and I’ll wait until you tell me it’s okay
to come down here. I need to grab some things if we’re staying overnight.”


At least she was being logical. “I’ll text you or come to
get you. Don’t leave the condo unless I tell you it’s okay.”


She moved in and gave him a quick hug. “Be careful.”


Then she was holding Lou’s hand as Lou walked beside her.
The whole time Lou looked back like she was terrified it might be the last time
she saw him. 


“It’ll be okay.” He waved Lou’s way and then called the
police, explaining his girlfriend’s condo had been broken into. They assured
him they were on the way, and then he called Hutch as he got to one knee and
examined the doorknob and more specifically the locking mechanism. Daphne’s key
was still in the lock, but he was more interested in the metal around the key. 


“Hey, Boomer. What’s going on?” Hutch yawned over the line. 


“Someone broke into Daph’s place.” He put the phone on
speaker and took a couple of closeup pictures of the quite pristine lock. “I
need you to pick up the CCTV cams around the building and send them to me. Send
me the day, but I’m really interested in the hours I was at work.”


“I’m on it.” Hutch suddenly sounded more awake. “Are Daphne
and Lou okay?”


“I’m also sending you some pictures. And yeah, they’re fine
physically. They were with me all night,” Boomer explained. 


“Nice,” Hutch said. “You call the cops?”


“Yeah. They’re twenty minutes out, though. I told them no
one was here and the burglary probably happened hours
ago.”


“Is that true or do you just want to kick the ass of anyone
who happens to be in there?”


“Uh, both, but I don’t think I’m going to get lucky. I think
whoever was here has been gone for a while. I’m also not seeing any marks that
would tell me someone picked the lock.” He studied the frame. “The door is
still solid. We’re fifteen floors up, so I doubt whoever it was came in through
a window.”


“A good lockpick might not leave marks,” Hutch pointed out. 


It would have to be a spectacularly good thief. “I doubt it.
But they also didn’t force the door. I’ll talk to Daphne and try to figure out
who has a key.”


Daphne seemed pretty careful, but
she was also juggling a lot of balls. It wouldn’t be surprising if she’d once
given her key to an employee or a friend to go and grab something for her. Lou
also had a key. He would have to question her, too. 


“Are you going in?” Hutch asked. “I’ll stay on the line if
you are.”


Daphne had already turned the knob, but he was going to be
careful anyway. Using only the key, he eased open the door and entered. “I’m
in. Damn. Someone did a number on this place.”


He hadn’t gotten a good look inside when she’d first opened
the door, but now he understood why she’d gone a pasty white. Anger flared
inside Boomer because this was a complete violation. 


Someone had taken a knife to her pretty yellow sofa and love
seat. They’d dumped the contents of her bookcase and smashed up the frames of
her pictures. Her TV was turned over, and her dishes were smashed against the
floor of the kitchen, making an awful mess. 


“Take some pictures. We can run them past Eve,” Hutch
suggested. 


That was an excellent idea. He did exactly that. Eve was a
profiler, and she might have some insights into this level of spite. “Will do.
I’m going to have the security guys install a system here tomorrow, though I
don’t know that Daphne should come back for a couple of days. At least not
until I’ve ID’d this guy. Hey, can you get me a
report on her in-laws? She has trouble with them. And she recently fired a guy
who didn’t go quietly. I think we should investigate this. No matter how bad
this looks, you know the cops are going to file a report and move on.”


With no one being physically harmed, DPD wouldn’t put a lot
of manpower into an investigation, but luckily he
could. 


The intruder had punched a couple of holes in the walls of
the hall that connected the bedrooms to the rest of the condo. 


He walked through to Lou’s room, and it looked like whoever
this jackass was hadn’t made it back this far. Lou’s room was left alone. 


But Daphne’s wasn’t. He moved into her bedroom. He’d never
been inside it before, but he could tell it had been fairly spartan since there
weren’t a lot of knickknacks strewn all over the place. Her dresser had been
turned over, and the intruder had taken her clothes out of the closet and
dumped paint all over them. Bright red paint. 


“Hutch, we’re looking for someone posing as a contractor.”
It would be an easy way to get into the building. All the intruder
would have to do was show a halfway decent work order and he could be inside in
moments, but it would also mean that he was potentially identifiable. “I’ll
check and see who was working security today and talk to them in the morning.
Look for anyone carrying paint and paint supplies.”


“Got it,” Hutch replied. 


Boomer turned, and Daphne’s clothes weren’t the only things
the intruder had “decorated.” On the wall opposite her bed, someone had left a
message for her in bright red paint. 


I’ll Get U Bitch


So this wasn’t random. He’d been
hoping for random. “I’m going to need that report ASAP.”


In the distance, he could hear the dogs starting to tune up.


“Boomer?” an authoritative feminine voice called out. 


He breathed a deep sigh of relief. “The cops are here, and
it sounds like Regina. I’ll call you back.” 


He moved out of the bedroom and slipped his phone into his
pocket. “I’m back here, Officer Lonzo. I’m unarmed and coming out with my hands
up.”


Regina would recognize his voice, but he had no idea who
she’d brought along this evening, so he followed the procedures most likely to
keep him from looking threatening. 


“It’s okay, man,” Regina said. “I recognized your name and your building. But this is not your place, is it?”


Boomer stepped out of the hallway and back into the living
room where Regina Lonzo and her partner were looking around the place. “No.
It’s my girlfriend’s.”


Regina’s eyes widened. “Seriously? Last time I saw you there
was no girlfriend, and that was Tuesday.”


“We just made it official.” Daphne was in the doorway, tears
in her eyes. “I thought it would be okay to come down since the cops are here.
Lou is safe. She reset your alarm and she won’t open the door. I had…I needed
to see it.”


He wished she’d never had to see this. He had a hundred
questions for her, but they would have to wait. He knew what she needed right
now. 


He crossed the space between them and wrapped her up in his
arms. “I’m going to figure this out for you. I promise. I won’t let anyone hurt
you and Lou.”


It was a promise he fully intended to keep. 





Chapter Six


“Hey, you okay? I know that’s a
dumb question, but what I’m basically asking is are you as okay as you can be,
and do you need a margarita to be more okay?”


Daphne looked up at the woman who’d offered up her home for
a couple of days and managed a smile. Charlotte Taggart was a stunning woman
who had at least half a foot on her and yet still looked petite compared to the
men currently hanging around her house. “I think a margarita makes everything
more okay.”


“On it.” Charlotte turned to her blender and started pouring
and measuring. “Did the guys cut you out of the debrief? You know you can walk
in there and sit down and they won’t kick you out or anything.”


She’d spent that first night at Boomer’s place, but the next
day he’d told her he thought she should stay with friends of his until he’d
managed to get the security system installed and cleaned the condo and replaced
her furniture. 


She hadn’t wanted to leave, but it was too soon to basically
move in with the man. It was too much to ask of him. So now she and Lou were
staying in the small pool house behind the Taggarts’
large home. Despite the fact that the house was
solidly in Dallas, it was on a massive lot, backing up to a big nature
preserve. The houses here were all big, almost estate-like, but the Taggarts weren’t like the very wealthy people her in-laws
spent time with. 


“I know who it is.” There was only one person in the world
who hated her enough to trash her place. “I fired this guy a couple of weeks
ago, and he flat-out told me he would get revenge. Not in those words, though.
I think he said something like I will get some of my own. I wasn’t
sure exactly what that meant, but now I think it meant that he would ruin my
life like I’d ruined his. Except I’m not sure how I ruined his life. He was
crappy at his job. That wasn’t my fault. I know I should be in there with the
guys, but I don’t…” How did she explain this? “It’s been a long time since I
was invited to a party.”


The Taggart house was rocking this afternoon. 


“You didn’t get invited or you didn’t go?” Charlotte asked. 


Serena Dean-Miles slid onto the barstool beside Daphne. “Why
didn’t you get invited to parties? That sucks. We have
parties all the time.”


The pretty brunette had big green eyes and wore a maxi dress
over her swimsuit. Despite the fact that it was fall,
it was still warm enough in Texas to get into the pool. 


Not that she owned a swimsuit. How long had it been since
she’d taken Lou swimming? Oh, she’d learned how, but that had been part of her
education. Lou would have to borrow a swimsuit if she wanted to get into the
pool, though it seemed like the older kids were upstairs playing while the
younger kids and most of the boys were out in the water. 


“At least once a week someone’s having a barbecue or a
potluck,” Charlotte agreed. 


“I know there are a lot of game nights, but I haven’t seen
you two at one,” Daphne pointed out. 


“Oh, that’s for the younger people.” Serena was shaking her
head. “And people who are way less competitive than those two. You do not want
to see Ian and Charlotte play cards. Depending on whether they’re winning or
losing it’s either World War III or they are talking in Russian and it’s
obvious they’re planning their divorce and it’s going to be bloody.”


“Well, he should remember he’s playing cards and not getting
revenge on his enemies,” Charlotte shot back before turning Daphne’s way. “So what’s the answer? Not invited or do you avoid them?”


“Nosy much?” Serena asked, her brows rising but in a
familiar, teasing way. 


Charlotte shrugged. “I used to be an information broker. I
still like to find out everything I can. She’s interested in Boomer. He’s like
the kid brother I never had, and I want to watch out for him.”


She’d heard a lot about Charlotte Taggart from Noelle and MaeBe. The tall woman with strawberry blonde hair was what
Mae had called “goals.” Noelle had talked about Charlotte’s colorful past.
She’d been the daughter of a Russian mobster. As a teenaged girl, she’d been an
actual mob assassin. She’d managed a powerful information brokerage while on
the run from the mob and the majority of the world’s
intelligence agencies. 


She also made a mean margarita, and her guacamole game was
strong. 


She was nosy, though, but Daphne had sat up the night before
thinking about the fact that when she’d had trouble, Boomer and his crazy found
family had swooped in. If she wanted to fit in, she needed to make some
friends. She liked these women, wanted to be a part of them.


She’d closed herself off from the world for years,
convincing herself that all she needed was Lou and that her life could begin
once Lou was through school and safely on her way. 


What she’d recently realized was that she’d taught her
daughter to be the same way she was, closed off and lonely. Lou was coming
alive in this world, and Daphne kind of wanted the same for herself. 


“Not invited.” If she wanted friends, she had to open up, and Charlotte was giving her the opportunity. It
was time to get past being embarrassed at what she’d put up with. That was what
she’d realized the night before. She was embarrassed that she’d stayed with
Dennis for as long as she had, that she’d allowed him to mold her into someone
who erected walls and pretended not to care, into someone who simply wanted to
get through a day without a fight. “After my husband died, I didn’t stay in
touch with any of his friends. They were all in what I like to call the
academic world, and I did not fit there. He was a mathematician who worked for
a group that advises and sets economic policies. They had a lot of cheese and
wine parties. I like cheese and wine, but if I tried to participate in the
discussion, I was always asked what my degree was in. They were not impressed
with my degree in English. I learned not to talk at all.”


The blender whirled. “Serena, are you triggered, babe?
Because I can find a picture of that asshole for you to shoot. Eve is somewhere
in the house if you need a session.”


Serena merely chuckled. “Oh, I’m so over that. It helps that
Jake and Adam killed him.” Serena turned Daphne’s way. “She’s talking about my
first husband. He was a college professor, and he was all about being
pretentious. And it’s okay that Jake and Adam killed him. He was trying to
murder me at the time. It was a whole thing. We were actually
divorced, but he was pissed off that my porn book—his words, not
mine—made more money than his unpublished piece of crap. Huh. Maybe I’m not
over that. I’ll take an extra shot, Charlotte.”


Charlotte poured out three margaritas, topping each with a
bit of extra tequila. “Do you ever get over some asshole telling you your books
are crap when he hasn’t even read them? Your books are the bomb and, girl, over
a decade later you are still hitting it hard with the kinky sex. Too many
romance authors get bored writing sex after fifty or so books and suddenly
there are dogs on their covers and absolutely no anal.
Not our Serena.”


Daphne couldn’t help it. She laughed. It was insane how
comfortable these women were with each other, and she had to admit, she wanted
in. She wanted to laugh and drink margaritas and talk about TV shows that
amused her. 


“Oh, I struggle at times, but you have to give the readers
what they want,” Serena said with a smile. “My ex-husband was a literature
professor, and he didn’t consider romance a worthy genre.”


“I have a degree in English, so I’ve definitely met the type,”
she admitted. “I got caught by one of my snootiest professors reading Anne Rice
once, and he gave me this whole lecture on how I should only read the classics
and not this pop culture junk. I pointed out to him that
critics said the same thing about Dickens in his time, and he should
shut up or he’ll find himself on the wrong side of history because those books
are classics.”


She could remember standing up to that asshole in front of
the whole class right before she’d walked out and dropped it.


She’d had a backbone then. 


Serena put a hand to her heart. “I love those books so much.
I also remember those faculty parties. Some of them were fun. Don’t get me wrong.
There are absolutely fun college professors out there.
Our friend Grace’s son is one of them, but sometimes you get into the wrong
group, and they feed off each other’s holier-than-thou attitudes. Especially
when it comes to anything that brings a person joy. Like I don’t get why for a
book to be considered worth reading by the general public
it has to include death and misery. And if it includes a woman enjoying sex and
a loving relationship, then everyone turns their noses up at it.”


“I’ve never read a romance.” Her parents hadn’t been big
into reading. Daphne had loved reading, but she’d never picked up one of those
books with muscular-chested men on the cover. She’d thought about trying that
one everyone had talked about years before, but Dennis would never have let her
hear the end of it. “Do you have any? It might be fun.”


She might not like them, but she should try one. She used to
watch TV, and she’d gotten out of the habit when she’d been married to Dennis.
She read nonfiction and watched the news and documentaries. It had been so much
fun to watch with Boomer the other night. 


She’d loved Star Trek when she was a kid. Why had
she let that man and his family take away all her joy?


“Do I have any?” Charlotte asked in a way that let her know
the answer should be clear. She slid the margarita in front of Daphne. “Yeah. I
might have a couple. I can loan you a few.”


“Tasha loaned Lou some books, and she’s enjoying them.”
Daphne took a little sip. Charlotte was generous with the tequila. 


Charlotte took a sip of her own. “The spy school
books. They’re going to kill me with those books. Not Tash but Kala and
Kenz. They want to be spies. They only get the glamorous stuff. They don’t
understand how boring it can be to sit on top of a building waiting for some
dude who heads a syndicate to show up so you can shoot him. Also, they don’t
know how much cardio is involved. There’s a lot of running after all that
sitting. All in all, I’ll take managing a security company and sending other
people out to do surveillance. So are you serious
about Boomer?”


Oh, she slipped that in subtly. Not. “We just started
dating. I think. I didn’t know we were dating before. I thought he was with MaeBe, so I thought he was totally off limits. I haven’t dated
since Dennis died.”


“But that was a long time ago,” Charlotte pointed out. “Like
years, right?”


“Seven,” Daphne explained. “I got caught up in raising Lou
and being active in her school and stuff. She was at a private K-8 school, and
the parents were all very involved. She recently moved up to high school, and
I’ve been able to take a step back, which is good because the bakery takes a
lot of work.”


“You haven’t dated in seven years?” Serena asked. 


“Nope. I’m a little nervous about it because it’s not like I
dated a ton before I got married. I was pregnant,” she admitted. “I thought I
could make it work. Now I know I should have co-parented with him from a
distance. Although at the time I was worried he would fight me for custody.”


“Really?” Charlotte glanced toward the pool where a big
group of kids were shouting and laughing. Erin Taggart was sitting out there
with MaeBe and a woman named
Avery who Daphne had recently met. Charlotte poured the rest of the margaritas
into a big pitcher. “I don’t know a lot of college boys who would fight for
custody of a kid.”


“Oh, he wouldn’t have cared. He didn’t show any interest in
Lou until she was older,” Daphne replied. “It was his parents, specifically his
mother. She would have bankrolled any kind of lawsuit.”


“But you get along now, right?” Serena asked. “Lou told Bri
that her grandparents pay for her school. Sorry if that’s a nosy question to
ask, but I know Hanover is like for the ultra-rich.”


“Like for crazy-rich people who write best-selling books and
are married to a tech genius?” Charlotte asked, her nose wrinkling.


Serena shook her head. “Oh, we had that talk. Adam wanted to
give private high school a try, and Tristan put his foot down.”


“Do you think the private school would be better for his
education?” She was genuinely curious about their opinions since both women
were of obvious means and both had chosen the local public schools. 


Serena seemed to think about it for a moment. “I think that
Tristan’s old enough to argue his point. They’re not babies
anymore. They get to choose some things in their lives. The school is good, and
I like the fact that my kids aren’t insulated, you know? They go to school with
a wide variety of other kids, not just ones that are in the same financial
position they’re in.”


“Oh, Lou would be that person in her school.” It was
something she worried about a lot. “Everyone else has rich parents. She’s got a
wealthy grandmother with excellent connections. She’s also the youngest. But
I’m trying to give her the best shot she can have.”


“If she’s happy and well-adjusted, then she’s in the right
place,” Serena said with a smile. “It’s hard to make these choices, to know
what’s the right thing to do for our kids. Far too often—especially if we had a
rough childhood—we tend to do the opposite of our parents. Or we fall into the
same mistakes they made. I think listening to our kids, raising them to know
how to advocate for themselves, is the most important thing we can do.”


Was Lou happy? She was today, but what about at school? When
was the last time she’d sat down and asked her daughter what she wanted? If she
was happy where she was?


She didn’t ask herself those questions, so how would Lou
know she had that right? The right to question where she was, to make choices
that could make her happier. 


“I’m worried about dating.” She didn’t have anyone to talk
to. She couldn’t get too close to her employees, and she certainly wasn’t
talking to her mother-in-law about this. “I’m worried if things don’t work out,
Lou could get hurt. She loves hanging out with your kids, but she won’t be able
to if things don’t work out with Boomer. I’m worried I’m setting her up for
some awful heartache. I think the reason I let myself get close to him was the
very fact that I thought he was taken. I’m so worried about making a wrong move
and hurting her.”


“Kids are resilient. They’re far tougher than we think they
are. Tasha…” Charlotte seemed to push back whatever emotion she was feeling.
“My daughter Tash is one of the strongest people I’ve ever known. She went
through hell at such a young age it should have taught her to never trust
again. Her parents were killed by government agents
and she was shipped to an orphanage and all records of her were destroyed. I
still don’t know everything that happened to her then, but today she’s open and
happy and honest. She’s compassionate and kind and wiser than her years. Lou
lost her dad, but she’s like Tash. Her heart is open and willing to embrace the
world around her. I think she would trade some heartache for a shot at her mom
being happy.”


“And I don’t know a man who deserves more happiness than
Boomer,” Serena said. “He’s special, and I mean that in the most
sincere way I can. He has the biggest heart but the worst luck with
women.”


“Why? I don’t get it. He’s incredibly sexy and he likes
animals and kids and he doesn’t mind cooking.” She was
honestly shocked he wasn’t married. 


“He’s had a couple of girlfriends over the years, and they
inevitably break up because they don’t see him as a serious partner,” Charlotte
replied. “They view him as good for sex and a fun time, but not much else. I
mean, you know what I’m talking about, right? He’s nice to look at but he
doesn’t have a lot going on upstairs.”


Daphne actually felt her body heat
up like a flash fire that was ready to explode. “Don’t ever say that in my
presence again. I’m grateful to you for helping me out, but you don’t get to
call him dumb. He’s not. He thinks differently, but he’s smart.”


A slow smile crossed Charlotte’s face. “And that’s what I
wanted to know. Yes, he is. He’s amazing. You care about him. Date him. Let
yourself fall in love with him. Even if it doesn’t work out, you’ll have shown
your daughter that she deserves joy and love, and that some people are worth
the risk. And do not worry about Lou’s friendships with these kids. Once
they’ve made friends, it’s kind of a life thing.”


The door slammed open, and one of the twins ran through.
Daphne thought it was Kenzie since she wore bright pink
and her hair was up in a bouncy ponytail. 


She was also carrying a length of rope. 


“Hey, Mom,” Kenzie said as she ran toward the stairs. 


“Kenzie Taggart.” Charlotte’s tone made the girl stop
immediately. “Is that for one of your brothers?”


Kenzie shook her head. “It’s for Kala.”


Charlotte’s head nodded slightly, and Kenzie was off again.
“Like I said, don’t worry about Lou getting excluded. Worry about the inclusion
part. This is why I drink.”


“Should we…” Daphne began. 


Charlotte merely took another sip. “Oh, no. It’s best to let
the twins figure it out. Tash is up there with them. She won’t let them do
anything stupid. I’ll text Ian in a few minutes, and he can check in on them.
Now Bri is staying over tonight so Adam, Jake, and Serena can have a night out.
At some point, they will absolutely ask Lou if she wants to join the sleepover.
You and Boomer could sneak away and have an actual date.”


“That’s a good idea,” Serena agreed. “Lou and Bri are
getting along so well. And I’m hoping Lou can convince her science is cool.”


“You could even sneak him back to the pool house,” Charlotte
offered and then frowned. “Though if you do, I should stock that little fridge.
I can’t imagine how much food Boomer eats after sex.”


Daphne’s cheeks went up in flames, but she laughed anyway.
“He ate six eggs yesterday morning and like five pieces of French toast. Where
does he put it?”


“That boy has werewolf in his DNA,” Serena proclaimed. “At
least he would if I was writing him as a hero in one of my books.”


“Mom!” Lou yelled from the top of the stairs. Lou never
yelled. Lou was quiet and thoughtful. 


“Lou!” Daphne never yelled either. 


It was fun to yell. 


“Kenzie said Bri is staying over, and if her mom says it’s
okay, I can stay over too and they’re going to build a pillow fort, and I think
I can build a really good one and we’re already staying in the pool house so
I…”


“Yes, you can stay,” Daphne said. “I think I’ll see if
Boomer wants to go have dinner with me.”


“You are?” Lou’s eyes had gone wide. “Like a real date?”


“Yeah.”


Lou’s lips tugged up. “Cool. Hey, guys, my mom is dating Boomer
and I can stay. I know a knot that will work.”


Dear god. “I don’t want to know what that last part meant,
do I?”


“Hey, you just told a woman who could kill you twenty
different ways that she better not insult your man already today,” Serena
pointed out. “I think you’re brave enough for parenthood.”


“She did, and she was very convincing. I shall never again
defame our beloved Boomer,” Charlotte announced. “Now let’s go join the other
ladies and I’ll tell Daphne how I killed a dude with a nail gun once.”


Maybe she shouldn’t have threatened Charlotte. 


Or maybe Boomer was worth the risk. She followed her new
friends, ready to take the chance.


 


* * * *


 


“So the new security system is
working. The security team programmed the camera so
the feeds get sent to your computer and Daphne’s phone,” Ian said, sitting back
in the big chair. 


Ian’s office was on the second floor of the big rambling
house he’d bought years and years before. Boomer hadn’t seen it before
Charlotte had redecorated and added to it, but he’d heard that once this place
had been more like a fortress than a house. Over the years the area had been
developed, and now looked more like the city around it, though this part of
Dallas was all large homes with big lots. Like much of the city, a person could
go a couple of blocks in any direction and be surrounded by big buildings.
Boomer didn’t live far from the Taggarts, but it felt
like a different world, one where a person was surrounded by family. 


Even sitting in the cool sanctuary of Ian’s office, he could
hear the kids splashing in the pool, smell the scent of the grill starting up. 


“Good. I want to see who comes and goes for the next couple
of days,” Boomer said. 


“Eve took a look at the ex-employee’s socials.” Alex McKay
was sitting in on this meeting. He’d shown up at roughly the same time Boomer
had, driving a big SUV that managed to hold his whole, large family. Alex and
Eve’s son Cooper was taller than his mom now, and Hunter and Vivi had seen
Boomer and run over for hugs and high-fives and to tell him all sorts of new
things they’d learned. 


He’d hated the fact that he’d been alone. He’d wanted Daphne
and Lou in the car with him. He’d woken up alone and realized it had been weeks
since he’d had to eat breakfast by himself, and then he’d moped around the
condo until it was time to come to the impromptu pool party Charlotte had
thrown together. Likely to make Lou and Daphne feel comfortable and to give
Boomer a reason to spend the afternoon with them. 


Even the dogs seemed to feel the loss of the new women in
their lives. Sprinkles had barely barked at the delivery guy, and Puddles
hadn’t bothered to pee. 


It had only been when the door had been thrown open and Lou
had run out while Daphne waved at him from the big porch that the sun seemed to
come out again. 


“Daphne is convinced it was him.” Boomer was not. He thought
the situation was more complex than a guy who was angry about losing a job. He
didn’t doubt that the asshole had scared Daphne, and he wasn’t going to not look into him, but he was keeping an open mind when it came
to a suspect list. “From what I could find out, he’s already working somewhere
else. It didn’t take him long to get a new job.”


He’d done a little digging. He had found a lot of information
on Brandon Johnston. He knew where the guy worked, his cell number, where he’d
gone to high school, and what community college classes he was taking this
semester. 


Boomer had also talked to the neighbor across the hall, an
elderly man Boomer often spent time with. Hank Rollins had a big German
shepherd he sometimes couldn’t walk, so Boomer took Princess along with him a
couple of days a week. She was sweet on Puddles, who was terrified of her.
Mostly. He seemed to be coming around. 


“Yes, Johnston’s working at a restaurant,” Alex explained.
“It’s fairly close to Top, and you know servers and
hostesses have their own networks. I was able to confirm that he was at his
place of employment from eleven a.m. to seven p.m., when he clocked out. He was
shadowing another server for training, and he didn’t leave the premises.”


“Then he couldn’t have personally done it.” Boomer had done
his own investigation. “Hutch and I found two different contractor teams
working the building that day. Both legit. Both in and out between the hours of
noon and six. My neighbor, Hank, says he heard my dogs barking around two p.m.
I have to think that whoever trashed Daphne’s place
was on one of those crews. Both had paint, though neither claims to have been
using red. But a can of paint would be easy to sneak in.”


“Were they working on the same floor?” Ian asked. 


“No. Two floors up and three floors down, but the elevator
isn’t controlled by a key card. Once you’re in, you can move around pretty freely.” Boomer held up a hand. “I know. I know. I
argued at the last condo board meeting, but they don’t want to deal with the amount of kids who would have to keep up with key cards or
codes. And they don’t want to spend the money to put in the cameras we would
need to cover the halls.”


“It’s time to move.” Ian shifted in his chair, a frown
coming over his face. 


“Yeah, it might be time to think about buying an actual
house.” Boomer wasn’t going to put money down on one today, but maybe in a
couple of months. “You okay? You look like you’re in
pain.”


Big Tag took a hefty gulp of the Scotch he’d been drinking
when Boomer came in. Alex had been handing him one when Boomer came up after
spending some time with Lou showing him all the sights. He’d been here many times so he hadn’t needed a tour, but it was fun to see it
through Lou’s eyes. Boomer had been offered a glass, but Scotch was not his
jam. He was a beer and sometimes wine guy. 


“I’m fine,” Big Tag said with a growl. That was when Boomer
noticed Tag’s manspread was a little wider than
usual. 


“Did one of the kids try to take out your balls again?” It
had been known to happen. Big Tag loudly announced it to anyone who would
listen when his kids tried to make sure he couldn’t have other kids. It hadn’t
worked when they were younger, and now the boss had done the deed himself.
Well, not himself. He was pretty sure there was a doc involved. 


Alex chuckled. “It was MaeBe. Erin
came over early, and they had a training session. Ian finally pushed Mae hard
enough that she kicked him in the balls.”


A look of paternal pride came over Tag’s face. “I’m very
proud of her. She’s coming along nicely, and she’s been putting in some serious
legwork.” 


“You wanted her to kick you in the balls?” Boomer was pretty
sure that was something Tag taught them to avoid. He’d received many a lecture
in the beginning about how to not piss off a woman so much she tried to punt
your manhood back to the twentieth century. 


“I didn’t want her to. I needed her to. I had to make sure
she could do it. She’s gotten her ass kicked several times now, and from what I
can tell, she’s barely fought back. I need to make sure she can play offense
when she needs to, and to do that I need her to understand that her defense
needs to be nasty,” Big Tag explained. “Mae doesn’t have the killer instinct
most of my agents have. Normally I would let Mae be Mae and protect her as
needed.”


“We’re past that.” Boomer had been there the last time Mae
had her ass kicked. He’d watched when Julia Ennis had casually broken MaeBe’s arm and threatened to put a bullet in her head. Mae
had fought back, but she’d taken a lot of pain before she’d done it. “If Julia
Ennis or any of her people show up, Mae needs to go for the kill because they
will be there to take her out. She’s doing well with gun training. She can
identify and load pretty much anything she’ll come into contact
with.”


That was what his weeks with Mae had been about. He was an
expert in firearms, and he’d taken her to the shooting range and out to the Taggarts’ lake house, where they had long-range targets set
up.


“Well, now she knows what it feels like to kick a dude’s
balls back into his body cavity,” Tag snarked. “She’s got a taste for it now.
Everyone watch what you say.”


“To get back to our original conversation, Eve agrees with
you.” Alex took control of the meeting. Boomer was grateful because Tag could
talk about his balls for a long time. “She doesn’t actually
think Brandon Johnston is capable of pulling this off even if he could
have gotten away from work without anyone noticing. I showed her the pictures
you took. She thinks that there’s surgical precision to what was destroyed that
tells her this was a thoughtful, planned-out attack meant to look like a
chaotic one.”


He was glad he had access to someone like Eve because all
he’d seen was malice. “You don’t think whoever did this hates Daphne?”


“Oh, she thinks someone hates Daphne, but maybe not the
person who did the deed,” Alex replied. “No one touched Lou’s room. If someone
hated Daphne and wanted to hurt her, they would have hurt Lou. Her daughter is
her weakness in this case. She would be far more afraid if she’d had visceral
proof that this person was capable of bringing Lou
into his or her revenge.”


“Why isn’t Eve telling us this?” Ian asked with a frown.
“Come to think of it, why isn’t Daphne here? You already got her under control,
Boom? I’m surprised. You normally go for the take charge, tell you what to do
type.”


“I do not.” He didn’t. Not in that way. “I just like a woman
who knows what she wants.” He was worried Daphne might decide he wasn’t worth
the risk to herself and Lou. She was smart, and he might not fit into the world
she saw for Lou. “And she’s not here because she fully believes I’m going to
walk back downstairs and tell her it’s Brandon. I also think she prefers
Charlotte’s company to yours. And Charlotte’s alcohol choices.”


“Eve’s by the pool with a
margarita,” Alex replied. “She said this was men’s work and she’s done for the
week.”


“Our women have gotten soft on us,” Ian announced before
settling back and looking Boomer’s way. “Yours seems to be fitting right in.
She’s a keeper. She made muffins this morning out of what Charlie had around
the house. They were delicious. She’s promised cinnamon rolls if she’s still
here Monday morning. Any reason you brought her here instead of moving her in
with you?”


“Because we haven’t even been on a real date.” He wasn’t
sure they would. He wasn’t sure she would trust anyone to watch Lou. From what
he could tell, Lou had been the center of her world for the twelve years she’d
been alive. Daphne had shut out everyone but her daughter. “I don’t know if
there’s a place for me in her life beyond helping her out. I adore her kid, but
I don’t want to be nothing more than a handy babysitter.”


“No, you need to be a handy babysitter and the dude who
gives her orgasms.”


Boomer groaned because he should have known he was going to
get the Big Tag lecture. Everyone did. He knew exactly how it went. “I know.
Wear a condom.”


Big Tag’s head shook. “Absolutely not, man. She married the
last dude who got her pregnant, so get in there. Give your soldiers the go order and let them do their job. They’re going to all retire
soon. You’re not getting any younger. Knock her up. Take her down. Make sure
she wakes up happy and barely notices how quickly you managed to secure your
position.”


Wow. He hadn’t expected that. He would have to tell Deke and
Hutch that Big Tag approved of his sperm doing its job. It was probably because
of how well he’d taken that arrow once. Of course, there was a problem with the
scenario Tag laid out. 


“I’m not even sure if she wants other kids.” It wasn’t like
they’d gotten to a place where they would have that discussion. “Lou’s twelve.
She would have to start over.”


“She does,” Ian said. “Daphne told MaeBe,
who told Erin, who was overheard by Devi, who told Kala, who told me. Don’t be
mad. Information exchange is part of her allowance agreement. The kid’s got
expensive tastes, and the others haven’t figured out how to monetize their greatest
asset—the fact that often no one notices they’re listening in.”


She’d told MaeBe she wanted more
kids? MaeBe had mentioned something about having a
nice talk with Daphne, and now that he thought about it, she’d said Daphne had
always wanted a bigger family. 


It was good to know she had an open mind. “I’m taking it
slow. She needs to ease into this. Like I said, we haven’t even been on a real
date, and I’m going to have to tell her that I’m worried about her in-laws.”


Alex clapped his hands together in obvious delight. “Told
you he would figure it out.” 


“He’s still not sure if Kyle’s alive or dead. I worry about
him sometimes.” Big Tag’s voice had gone low. 


Hah! He could figure things out. “Kyle’s alive. Otherwise you wouldn’t be joking about it. You were all sad
and shit when you thought Theo was dead, so that means Kyle’s alive. He’s a
dumbass because MaeBe’s not going to be waiting on
him when he gets his shit together. He’s going to come back and she’s going to
have moved on.”


She was getting very invested in the guy online. So invested
he might have to talk with Hutch about it. Anyone talking to MaeBe on a regular basis needed to be vetted. 


“Oh, and now she has a taste for a man’s balls, and not in a
happy, fun way.” Big Tag shifted in his seat again. “And I’m not saying shit
because I swore I wouldn’t, but your logic is sound, Boom. On Kyle and on your
girlfriend’s in-laws. They pay for Lou’s school and have since she was in
preschool. I think that’s the route you should go down. If you want, we can
have someone poke into their finances and ask a few questions.”


“Do it. Eve’s right. I don’t like the fact that whoever it
was managed to ruin Daphne’s things but not touch Lou’s room,” Boomer admitted.
“It was almost like they were ordered not to. From what I can tell, the in-laws
are invested in Lou but treat Daph like crap. But try to be as quiet as
possible about it. I’ll look into a few things on my
end. I need evidence before I go to her. The in-laws are a touchy subject for
Daphne. I think the mother-in-law has far too much control, but Daphne is
worried about Lou’s future, and I don’t have a right to an opinion at this
point.”


“So you need intel to back you up,”
Alex concluded. “Talk to MaeBe. She’ll be quiet about
it, but she can find out if there’s any evidence that they hired someone.”


Ian’s cell chimed, and he groaned a little when he pulled it
out of his pocket. He looked down at the screen. “Awesome. Kenzie apparently is
running around with a bunch of rope and says it’s for her sister. I’m supposed
to check in, which means don’t let them kill each other. That’s my job in life
now. Make sure Seth doesn’t die in a bicycle accident. Make sure Travis doesn’t
walk into a wall. I swear that child has no brain. And the girls are the worst.
They’ve recently discovered young adult spy books and now they want to be
spies. I read them. Oddly enough, not what the Agency teaches.”


Boomer’s own cell pinged, and he picked it up. 


 


Lou’s staying here in the big house tonight. Her first
sleepover! Though I’m a little worried because she was talking about knots. Any
chance you want to take me to dinner?


 


He felt the biggest smile cross his face as he quickly
texted back. 


 


It would be my pleasure. And I’ll check on Lou. 


 


The heart emoji that came back did stupid things to him. 


“I’m going out with Daphne tonight,” he said, standing and
sliding his phone in his pocket. 


Alex helped Big Tag to his feet. 


“Damn it, I’m going to end up feeding him tomorrow morning,”
Big Tag complained. “Well, come on then, Boom. Let’s go check on the girls. Apparently yours is involved, too, and she’s smarter than all
of mine combined. My girls will turn her into a supervillain. Those damn books
are going to kill me.”


He went to open the door for Ian, chuckling at the thought
of Big Tag being taken down by a YA book. 


Lou liked those books. Maybe he should read them so they
could talk about how different it was being in the actual CIA. He tried to read
some every day. It helped to keep the skill up, but he still often had to use
context to figure out words that didn’t make sense to him. Fiction could be a
challenge, but he would work harder for Lou. Maybe they were on audiobook. He
liked to listen to books. “What did you think of them, boss? Beyond the fact
that it’s not what the Agency taught you.”


Alex trailed behind them as they made their way across the
landing toward the girls’ bedrooms. “Yes, Ian, what’s the difference between
your lived reality and YA romance? Because you’re the spy who really did fall
for the enemy.”


“Charlie was not my enemy. I was her enemy, and she
fell for me,” Tag insisted. “And those books are completely unrealistic.
Except for the part where they force the students to learn how to make change
in foreign currency. That is the real shit. It’s what tripped me up when I was
working in Saudi. I couldn’t make change in riyals. It’s how they knew I wasn’t
a local.”


“Yeah, because the almost seven-foot Nordic look didn’t clue
them in,” Alex snarked. 


“I blend,” Ian argued. 


Ian didn’t blend. Ever. 


Ian opened the door, and it felt like the world stopped. 


Kala was on her knees on the floor with Lou standing over
her and Kenzie, Tash, Brie, and Devi standing around watching. 


Lou was finishing up the last knot on a pretty good tie, but
the one on Kala’s wrists were too loose. 


All the girls were staring at the three of them with
super-wide anime eyes, and not a one of them moved except Lou, who hadn’t
figured out they’d gotten caught. 


“That should do it,” Lou said, stepping back. “If you can
get out…” Lou finally noticed they were there. She stopped for a moment, a very young deer caught in the headlights. “I’m
sorry, Boomer. Kala bet everyone that she could get out of anything, and I
recently studied up on knots because it happened in the book
and I thought it was cool. I can get her out. I’m sorry, Mr. Taggart.”


Boomer waved that off. “Tag’s not going to be upset about
anything but you missing that knot there.”


He knew his boss. 


Ian moved into the room and looked down at his daughter.
“Yeah, Boom’s right. You gotta get the one around her
wrists tighter or she’ll wiggle her thumbs out and then you’ll lose. Here. I’ll
help.”


“Dad, that’s not fair,” Kala yelled even as her dad fixed
the problem. 


“There’s no fair in spying,” Ian said with a grin. He gave
his daughter a thumbs-up. “You get out of that in two hours
and I’ll give you a twenty. The rest of you, it’s hot dog time. Everybody down
to the pool. Good job, Lou. A little more practice and you’ll be excellent at
hogtying your peers, and that’s a special skill, young lady.”


“Dad!” Kala tried to flip herself over. 


It wasn’t really a hogtie. Not like a scary one. More like
Lou had roped a calf and the calf was Kala. 


“Good luck, baby girl,” Ian said, walking out. 


Kala could be a little bloodthirsty at times. He felt the
need to plead Lou’s case. “Hey, Kal, you know she was just playing around,
right?”


Kala’s eyes flared, the rage of all the worlds in those baby
blues. “I’m not mad at her. I like Lou. Lou’s cool, and she’s real good at building things. I’m mad at my dad. I could
already be done if he hadn’t screwed things up. He better have that twenty because
I am getting out.”


“Charlie, we got one less for hot dogs,” Ian called down. 


Good. There would be no revenge on Lou, and that meant one more hot dog for him. He watched as Lou ran down the stairs
with her new friends. 


And he had a date with Daphne. A real one, that she acknowledged
as a date. 


The day was looking up. 





Chapter Seven


Daphne glanced at the big house. It was still lit up despite the fact that it was almost eleven o’clock at night.



“She’s fine, you know.” Boomer closed the door to his big
truck, and the lock chirped. 


They’d stayed at the party until five and then Daphne had
gone and changed into the only good dress she had that
wasn’t covered in red paint. It had been at the dry cleaners along with a
couple of blouses and three pairs of slacks. Otherwise
she might have had to go on her date in a Daphne’s Delights T-shirt and jeans. 


“I think Lou’s more than fine.” Her heart seemed to tighten
a little. “It’s the first time I’ve seen her genuinely happy. I guess I never
realized how isolated she is and how much it’s affected her. She’s never had a
bunch of friends.”


Neither had she. She’d had friends in school, but not like
this group. Her friends had mostly been out of necessity. They helped each
other with school and lost touch once they weren’t in classes together. 


Now that she thought about it, no one had taught her how to
have friends. Her parents had moved a lot when she was a child. At least every
eighteen months or so they would get into financial trouble and downsize, or
her mom would find a place she liked more than whatever they were renting at
the time. 


The only roots she’d ever put down had been with a husband
who didn’t love her and a family that tolerated her because they had to or they would lose access to Lou. 


“I’m glad. She’s found a good group.” Boomer’s hands touched
her shoulders, the connection immediately warming her. “I know they can be
weird, but they’re solid.”


Everyone here felt solid, and she wondered how long she’d
been on ever-moving ground. She liked where she was. “I really like you,
Boomer.”


His hands came back down, and she felt him move away from
her. “I like you, too.”


Wow. He’d shut down fast. What had she said? She turned his
way, the moonlight sliding over his masculine features like a spotlight that had
found a worthy subject. “Is it wrong to like you?”


His head shook, and he had that half smile he got when he
wasn’t truly happy but he didn’t want to make anyone
uncomfortable. “Of course not. Like I said, the feeling is mutual.”


Oh, but he thought it wasn’t. She’d said one thing, and he’d
heard another. And now that she thought about it, he didn’t know what was going
on in her head, that she was trying to wrap her reality around the fact that
she wanted this man in her life, and part of that meant stating her intentions
out loud. 


“I like you a lot, Boomer.” She moved in, feeling more
confident than she had in years. Sometimes it felt like Lou might be the only
good thing that ever happened to her, like Lou was all she got, and she should
be grateful. 


Or she should have more faith in the people around her. In
herself. She should want more. She was more than a mom. More than a business
owner. She needed to stop defining herself by other people’s views and try to
honestly see herself as she was. As she wanted to be.


Tonight she wanted to be with him. 


“I like you a lot, too.” Boomer still had that distant look
on his face. “I should get going. Do you want me to take Lou to school on
Monday? I know she says she hasn’t seen that guy again, but with what happened,
I think it would be a good idea if I at least went with you.”


“You would, wouldn’t you?” She was constantly in awe of how
good a man he was. He wasn’t perfect. He’d stolen a couple of her fries earlier
this evening, and he’d gotten confused about directions to a restaurant he’d
been to several times before. She knew that because when he’d walked in the
owner had smiled and then asked the staff how much beef they had left. He would
always bring home stinky animals and not think about the fact that they likely
had fleas. 


“Would take Lou to school? Yeah.” 


She moved into his space, letting her hands find his chest.
It was a bold move for her, but he made her comfortable enough to make it.
“Take care of both of us even if I didn’t want to sleep with you. Which I do. A
lot. Like I can’t stop thinking about it, and you should understand that the
sleeping with you part is only partially about the fact that you’re the sexiest
man I’ve ever met.”


He stared down at her, and his whole body seemed to relax.
“I thought you were saying you like me because the date didn’t go well.”


“It didn’t?” She’d thought it had. 


“No, it did. I had a great time. I can talk to you like I
talk to a friend, except I don’t want to do the things
I want to do to you to my friends. The feelings are different. I’m screwing
this up, aren’t I?”


He was never going to be the most eloquent man, but he was
one of the most honest. He didn’t seem to try to hold back or distance himself.
He wasn’t a man who would withhold affection or try to manipulate her into
something she didn’t want to do. She shook her head. “No, but I might be. I’m
scared of getting hurt, but I don’t want to push you away. And I want to move
this relationship along. I can’t promise you I’m going to be able to stay with
you most nights, but when we can, if you want to, I’d like to be close to you.”


“I’ll want to. I’ll want to a lot. I need you to understand
that I’ll always want to, but I’ll be okay with what you can give me. You have
a lot going on. I want to add to your life, Daph. Not be one more thing for you
to worry about.”


Okay, she took back the thought about him not being eloquent
because that was the sweetest thing she’d ever heard. But she was worried about
something else. She needed him to understand that the friendship thing went
both ways. She already cared about him so much. The emotion was a soft place in
a heart she’d hardened years before. “But if you don’t, it’s okay. If you
don’t, we can still be friends. Like you said. If it doesn’t work, then we can
still hang out.”


He frowned. “Yeah. If you change your mind, it’s okay. Like
you can say no any time and it’s okay.”


“And if it’s not good for you, it’s okay if you don’t want
to go further.” Yep. The awkwardness was right back. She hadn’t had sex in
seven years, and he was a god of a man who had to have women falling all over
him. She wasn’t awful to look at, but she also wasn’t exactly the world’s most
sensual woman. Sex hadn’t been that great before, and she had to think it was
partly her fault. Not all women could perform the same way. 


Boomer’s eyes widened, and he stepped back. “Wait. You think
the sex isn’t going to be good?”


It was a weird conversation to have. “I think I want you to
know that the deal works both ways.”


The sexy grin was back on his face. “Baby, the sex is going
to be good.”


She wondered how pink she’d gone. Maybe bright red. “You
can’t know that.”


“I can.”


“How?”


“First of all, I’m pretty good at sex.” He was the one
moving into her space now. One big hand came up to smooth back her hair. “Second,
if we have a problem, we practice. I was bad at school, so pretty much anything
I was going to learn had to be drilled into my brain through practice. Now that
didn’t help on things I didn’t like. I’ll never be good at math like Lou. But I
liked reading, and even though that was hard for me as a kid because I’m
dyslexic, I wanted to read stories. So I practiced,
and I still like to read. I wanted to learn how to cook, so I practiced. I need
you to understand I’ve never wanted to do anything more than I want to please
you, so if it doesn’t work the first time, you should know I’m going to
practice until I get it right.”


His lips came down on hers, and warmth flooded her system,
his words melting through any awkwardness she’d felt. Years of isolation and
worry washed away because he was so in this moment with her. She let her arms
wind around his waist, allowing her mouth to open and accept the strong stroke
of his tongue inside. He stoked her arousal from a tiny ember she’d thought was
dead to this warm longing she’d never felt before. 


She’d sat up the night before, worried about what had
happened, and even though her head had been flooded with what could have
happened, she’d also thought about him. About how he made her feel things she
hadn’t before, how he made her feel safe and cared for, and how much safer she
would have felt if she’d spent the night before in his arms. 


She wasn’t going to let fear hold her back another second. 


Boomer pulled away slightly. “Come on. Let’s go inside.”


“Can you stay the night?” She unlocked the pool house using
the code Charlotte had given her. It would be all right if he couldn’t, but she
wanted to set her expectations. 


He held the door open for her. “Yes. Hutch and Noelle are
stopping by to feed the pets and take the dogs on a walk. MaeBe
and Erin are going by first thing in the morning.”


Hutch and Noelle knew they were going to have sex. So did MaeBe. “Well, then I’m glad she’s not your girlfriend
because that would be awkward.”


“I’m glad she’s not my girlfriend because she’s like my
sister, and that would be even more awkward.” Boomer closed the door behind
her, and they were suddenly in the little pool house Charlotte used as their
guest room when her mother-in-law or out-of-town friends came to visit. It was
a cozy space with a queen-sized bed and a small bathroom. There was a little
living room made smaller by Boomer’s presence. “Now tell me why you’re worried
about sex. First, if I’m going too fast, I can slow down.”


He wasn’t going fast at all. He was frustrating her with his
gentlemanly ways, but he was right about her being worried. She didn’t want to
be worried anymore. “I’ve been thinking about the fact that sex hasn’t been
great up until now and wondering if the problem isn’t me. My sex life with my
husband wasn’t exactly on fire.”


“Your sex life with the guy who belittled you and was
generally an asshole wasn’t great? And it might have been your fault and not
the asshole’s?” Boomer wore a blue button-down that nearly matched his eyes. He
reached down and unbuttoned the cuff at his left hand, starting to slowly roll
it up. 


Like he was about to go to work. On her. Damn, when he did
that, her mouth started to water. “When you put it like that, it does sound
silly. He wasn’t a physical man. I might have convinced myself I didn’t need
this either. I might have convinced myself of a lot of things that aren’t
true.”


He rolled up his left sleeve and then went to work on the
right. The sight of his forearms making an appearance held all
of her focus. “Well, I had my hand on that little clit of yours yesterday,
and it felt pretty needy to me. I was not at all
concerned with your coldness because you were hot, baby.”


She was feeling hot again. Arousal had started to thrum
through her system, a sweet chorus. “I felt hot. I need you to understand that
I think you’re the sexiest man I’ve ever met, and it’s not merely all this
gorgeousness that makes you sexy. It’s the way you take care of everyone around
you.”


“I want to take care of you.” He stepped in close to her,
looming over her in the best way possible. He took up a lot of space, but in
the way a shade tree would—protective and comforting. “You’re going to let me
take care of you tonight, aren’t you, Daphne? Do you know how long I’ve wanted
to get you alone? I adore Lou, but I’ve been desperate for this time with you.”


She believed him. Every word he said. There was a part of
her that wanted to wave a bunch of red flags and point out that anything that
sounded too good to be true always was. 


But she was done with that voice. She was listening to the
new one, the one that said tomorrow would be better and that she deserved
someone like Boomer. The voice that held all of her
hope. 


She brought her hands up to cup his cheeks. “Me, too. I know
I work a lot and you work a lot, but I want to make time for us. Even if we have to steal it for a little while.”


He leaned against her hand, rubbing the scruff of his beard
over her palm. “I’ll come down to the bakery for lunch every day next week if I
have to.”


She was going to need to buy a lot more deli meat and cheese
and make more bread because her guy could eat. “It’s a date.”


There was nothing she wanted more than private time with
this man. She’d loved their dinner tonight, loved watching him eat far more
than any man who looked that good should be able to eat. She’d gotten him
talking about himself for once, and he’d entertained her with stories about the
adventures he’d had over the years. 


He was fascinating, and she’d never met a man like him, one
who was seemingly simple, but who thought about everyone around him. 


He kissed her again, the sensation at once excited and yet
familiar, though he’d only kissed her a handful of times. There was something
comforting and easy about being with Boomer. Somehow
he managed to strip away her insecurities with a kiss or some words. If he was
playing her, she didn’t want to know. He was it for her, and she didn’t want a
world where he wasn’t real. 


“I’m crazy about you. I think I’ve waited for you for a long
time.” She couldn’t tell him she loved him. It was too soon. Even if she was
pretty sure she did. 


His jaw tightened, and he leaned over, picking her up. “I’m
so fucking crazy about you. I know you’re the one I’ve waited for. And you were
worth the wait, worth any more waiting I have to do,
Daphne.”


He carried her the short distance to the bedroom, his arms
surrounding her, holding her to the safety of his chest. When he sat her on her
feet in front of the bed and his hands went to the buttons of her dress, she
didn’t protest, merely shifted her arms so he could push the bodice of the
dress off her. It fell down to her waist, exposing the
white bra she wore. One little lamp was on, casting a warm glow, though nothing
could compare to the warmth in his eyes as she reached behind and unclasped her
bra, tossing it to the side. 


She wasn’t going to be insecure with him. She was going to
be brave because he was worth it. 


“I knew you’d be gorgeous.” His hands went to the buttons of
his shirt, but he hesitated. “Daph, I’ve got a lot of scars. I wanted to warn
you.”


She brushed aside his hands, placing her own on the buttons.
“Hush. I know some woman once told you that all this gorgeousness is the only thing you’re worth. She was an asshole.”


He winced. “There might have been more than one.”


“Well, mister, you had bad taste in women, and that stops
now.” She undid each button, slowly revealing the stunning chest she’d known he
would have. Imperfections and all, he was beautiful. Daphne let her fingers
brush over the old scars on his chest and tried not to think about how he’d
gotten them. They were old wounds, healed and stronger now. And the wounds that
didn’t show? She intended to heal those, too. The way he was healing hers.
“Like I said, sexiest man on the planet.”


“I’m glad you think so.” He eased the shirt off his
shoulders and let it join her bra. “Because you are definitely
the sexiest woman. Kiss me and promise me if I go too fast, you’ll tell
me.”


She bit back a growl. “You kiss me and go faster. This is
our one night for a while, and I want to make it count.”


Why had she been worried about this? Now that she was here
with him, she felt more than brave. A primal energy had come over her, and she wanted
that man on top of her, pressing her down into the mattress. She wanted to be
on top of him, riding him until he couldn’t handle it one more second and he
came. 


His mouth came down on hers, and she let him take control. 


 


* * * *


 


Boomer was going to absolutely lose his damn mind. Daphne
had ordered him to kiss her, and damn, but his cock had responded. She’d been
sweet and loving when she’d run her fingers over his scars and banished the
final worry he’d had about her accepting him. But the
wildcat did something for him, too. 


He’d expected to ease her into sex, to go as slow as she
needed to go. It had been a long time for her, and from what he could tell, it
wasn’t like the sex had been all that great in the first place. 


But here she was demanding that he take care of her. 


He could do that. 


But first that dress had to go. It was gorgeous on her, however, he was pretty certain nothing was going to be
prettier than her own skin. 


He eased his fingers under the waist of her dress and gently
pushed it down, getting to his knees to help her out of it. 


Which put him in the perfect position to catch the scent of
her arousal. His cock tightened, and he rested his head against her. She was
petite and he was not, so even on his knees his head came to her shoulders. He
breathed in her scent and let his hands roam across soft skin, memorizing the
feel of her, reveling in it. 


Her hands found his hair, and she laced her fingers through
it, the sensation making him growl. He shifted and caught a perfect pink and
brown nipple between his lips, loving the way she gasped, and her whole body
went tight as he sucked on her. He stayed at her breasts, lavishing both with
affection, nipping and licking at them like the delicious treats they were. 


She was about to find out he had an appetite for her. A big
one that might take a lifetime to satisfy. 


He’d enjoyed the evening with her so much. She’d wanted to
know about his history, drawing him out in a way very few people ever did. He
was the quiet one, the one who tended to sit on the outskirts of any group he
was in, but Daphne made him feel like he was the center of the freaking
universe. 


He was going to make her understand that his universe now
revolved around her. 


“Lay back on the bed.” He wasn’t as connected to the D/s sex
most of his friends craved. Sanctum was more like a fun place to hang out for
him, but he liked the idea of taking control of Daphne. Just here. Just when
they were intimate. Otherwise, he was more than happy to follow her lead. She
wanted to see a romcom instead of an action movie? He would pop some corn and
get ready for his damn heart to melt. She wasn’t into baseball? Cool. That’s
why he had friends, but if she wanted him to help out
at the bakery instead, he would work for kisses. 


And food. She was really good with
baked goods, and he could trade his services for cupcakes. 


Of course, nothing was going to taste as good as Daphne. 


She moved back and started to lie down, but she didn’t seem
to understand what he was looking for because her head was on the pillow, her
arms open to him. 


Like he was going to move that fast. No way. No how. He was
going to show her that slow could be fun, too. 


He pulled the cute shoes off her feet and circled her ankles
with his hands. She looked so sweetly sexy, all naked and laid out for him. He
gently but firmly pulled her down the bed until that cute little ass of hers
was right where he wanted it—on the edge so he could spread her wide and get
his mouth on her. 


Daphne gasped again, her head coming up and eyes flaring.
“What are you doing?”


Yeah, he should have known this might shock her. He would
bet her ex hadn’t spent much time eating her pussy. The good news for her was
he was going to. A lot. He moved between her legs, spreading them wide.
“Satisfying an appetite I’ve had for a long time.”


He lowered his head down, breathing her in. Her pussy was
already slick and ready for him, but he knew he could do better. She had no
idea how hot she could get for him, and he was going to show her. His cock was
dying, but his cock could wait. He wanted her begging him, as desperate for him
as he was for her. 


“Boomer, I think…” Daphne began. 


He didn’t want her thinking. Not at all. He licked her
pussy, getting her taste on his tongue for the first time. Sweet and lush. She
was sheer perfection. He settled in, and he didn’t have to hold her legs open
now. 


“That feels…oh…that feels so good.” The hitch in her voice
went straight to his cock, but then everything about this woman seemed to do
that. Like he was hardwired to want her, to crave her. 


Every little sound she made sent a thrill through him. Every
groan and gasp. He parted her labia and worked one finger into her pussy,
curling it up and starting to rub, exploring her softness while his tongue
laved her clitoris. He worked that finger until he felt her stiffen and moan.
There was the spot. That perfect spot that would prove to her she was as
sensual as every other woman in the world, that she deserved this from the man who
adored her. 


He felt the moment she came, arousal coating his fingers and
her whole body vibrating. He’d given her that
pleasure, and he was pretty sure he might be the only man who’d accomplished
it. It wasn’t fair to her that the other men in her life had been such
assholes, but he was going to use it to bind her to him, to make a place for
himself in her life. 


Because she was the one. She was the woman he wanted to
spend his life with, to care for and love, to build a family with. 


She was still shuddering when he got to his feet, his hands
shaking with need. That had to stop or he wouldn’t get
the damn condom on—and he was wearing the condom. No matter how Tag joked, he
wasn’t going to put Daphne into that position again. She’d had to marry her
first husband. Boomer intended to be her last, and she was going to choose him.



He snagged the condom out of his pocket. He’d been
optimistic this afternoon. 


Now he wasn’t so optimistic he would actually
be able to get out of his pants. He kicked off his loafers and tugged
off his socks because he’d been told that no woman wanted to do a guy who was
still wearing socks. Ever. It wasn’t sexy. 


She was so sexy. She was lying back, and there was no way
she was thinking about anything but how good she felt. Daphne’s lips tugged up.
“You are extremely good at that, and we will have to do it again. A lot.”


“I think I won’t mind making sure you catch up.” He shoved
his trousers and boxers off. 


“Oh.” She was up on her elbows, staring at him. “Wow.”


That was all he needed. He was perfectly confident in the
way he looked. He worked out hard, and he’d been blessed with a quick
metabolism that everyone kept telling him would catch up to him someday. He’d
been told by many women how attractive he was. But he wanted this one to think
he was hot. He wanted to be sexy to this one woman because she liked him on all
levels. She saw him. 


He was in love with Daphne. 


He slowed down. This was their first time, and fuck his
cock, he wanted it to last. 


“Come here, baby.” He held a hand out
to her. He wasn’t about to fall on her. Seven years. She’d been alone for seven
years. She should know she wasn’t anymore. 


She let him help her up, and she sighed when he wrapped his
arms around her. “Don’t tell me you’ve changed your mind.”


He sank his fingers in her hair, gently tugging to get her
to look up at him. “Not even close.”


He kissed her, and she was even more relaxed now. Now her
hands roamed over his body like it was hers to explore. She rubbed herself all
over him, moving with the ease of a woman who knew how sexy she was, how much
her partner wanted her. 


It was everything he’d hoped for. He kissed her over and
over, letting his hands explore all that soft skin. He kissed her mouth and
nose and cheeks as he eased her around until he could move on the bed. He sat
back against the headboard, helping her to climb up. 


“I want you in control this time,” he explained. “Go as fast
or slow as you want.”


She was a goddess with her face flushed and her nipples
tight. He could feel her pussy against his cock, and it took everything he had
not to thrust up inside her. 


Her hand reached down between them, and it was his turn to
groan as she palmed his cock. 


He damn near came right then and there. He gritted his teeth
and clenched his hands, fisting the soft comforter underneath him as Daphne
explored his cock. 


“This is properly sized for you,” she whispered as she slid
down his body. 


“Baby, I’m not going to be able to last if you do that,” he
said on a groan as he felt her warm breath on his dick. 


“I bet you can.” She whispered the words against his skin,
and he felt the vibration. “I bet you will last as long as I need you to,
Boomer Ward.”


That was the moment her tongue moved over his cock and his
eyes rolled to the back of his head, pure pleasure coursing through his veins.
Her mouth was a soft heaven, and it enveloped him. She worked him over, licking
and sucking on his cock until he couldn’t breathe. 


He let his hands find her hair, sinking in and starting to
guide her. Her tongue whirled around and around his cock, and he watched as it
disappeared into her mouth. His hips flexed up, forcing her to take more, but
all she did was groan, the sound nearly sending him over the edge. 


He couldn’t take a second more of that sweet torture. “Baby,
you have to stop. I want to get inside you. I want to
feel you all around me.”


Her head came up, tongue coming out to lick her lips. The
sight made his cock twitch, reminding him that his cock still needed to get
dressed for this function. Properly dressed, because
he didn’t have the right to not wear that condom. 


While she watched, he reached for the condom, somehow
managing to get it on his dick. 


Then he held out a hand, helping Daphne move into position,
his blood thrumming through his body. He felt alive in a way he hadn’t ever,
like the whole world was brighter than it had been before, softer
and more welcoming. 


And way hotter. 


He watched as Daphne began to lower herself onto his cock,
enveloping him in her unique heat. He let his hands skim up her thighs to her
hips as she worked her way down. Every inch she took made his breath catch, his
heart race. She rolled her hips, her head falling back, and she’d taken all of
him. 


It felt so fucking good. He’d loved every moment with her,
but this was beyond pleasure. This was something more. This was where he wanted
to be all the time. 


Daphne started to move, her body rolling in time with his.
He thrust up, wanting to stay with her. 


She leaned over and kissed him, never losing a step of the
dance. 


When her whole body tensed and he felt her come, he couldn’t
hold out another second. Her body went limp, and he rolled her over, taking
control while losing it. He thrust in and pulled out, over and over, his mind
thinking of nothing but how connected they were, how perfect she felt. 


He groaned as he came, sweet release coursing through him.
He cuddled her close, feeling every muscle in his body relax.  


“Okay, that was not awkward.” She wrapped her arms around
him. 


His brain felt fuzzy, happy. 


And then he remembered what he hadn’t told her earlier. 


Boomer took a deep breath and cuddled her close. Telling her
now would only worry her, and he wasn’t even sure about what he’d seen. There
were a lot of dark sedans in the city. 


But he was almost certain one had followed them tonight. 


He kissed her forehead. He’d lost the tail, and tomorrow, he
would see if he could find anything on the traffic cams
he’d been careful to drive by. 


Tonight was for loving her. 


“Yeah, I think we’re going to have to do that a lot.” He
sighed and let the worry go for the moment. 





Chapter Eight


A week and a half later, Daphne looked over the contents of
Lou’s suitcase. She had two clean school uniforms, a pair of jeans and a
T-shirt, sneakers, plenty of undies, PJs, and the little bras she probably
didn’t need but insisted on wearing because they made her feel grown up. 


If only she could get her baby to understand she would have
to wear those suckers for the rest of her life.


“Are you sure you can’t come?” Lou plunked herself down on
her bed, frowning up at her. “I don’t want to go with Grandmother. She’s awful
to the teachers and sucks up to the girls I hate because she knows their
grandparents. The teachers are all I have, Mom.”


She smoothed her daughter’s hair back, looking into that
precious face. “I’m sorry. I’ve got two weddings this weekend I’ve got to get
ready for. But then all I have to do is drop the cakes
off and I’ll spend the whole rest of the weekend with you.”


Lou’s eyes lit up. “Can we go to Bri’s house? She told me
they were having a barbecue on Saturday.”


Serena had sent her an evite yesterday, and Boomer was
already dreaming about Jake’s famous barbecue ribs. She’d mentioned that to
Serena in their new group text and promised to offset whatever Boomer ate in
ribs with potato salad and a mega shit ton of baked goods. She would be baking
for days because her man could eat. “That is the plan. And I’ll be waiting for
you when the bus pulls in on Friday.”


“Will Boomer be there?” Lou asked, an expectant air about
her. 


“I don’t… Maybe. I’ll ask him if he can take off a little
early and then maybe we can go out to dinner. Does that sound like fun?” Why
shouldn’t he come with her? She was an adult in a happy relationship with a man
who was good to her daughter. Why should she hide that? She wasn’t close to any
of the other moms. They all made her uncomfortable. They never let her forget
that she wasn’t the one paying the bills. 


It might be fun to show off her gorgeous, hunky boyfriend. 


She’d meant to take this slow with Lou. She really had, but
they’d fallen into these wonderful, comforting patterns in the last few days.
After Boomer had helped her put her condo back in order, they’d moved in, but
Boomer was always right next door. She had a new security system, and
McKay-Taggart had assured her that Brandon hadn’t been the one who’d broken in,
and he wasn’t following her. They were monitoring her system, and she felt as
safe as she could. Of course Boomer sneaking over to
stay close to her at night helped enormously. He snuck out before Lou woke, and
he was always waiting for them to show up at his place where he made them all
breakfast before she took Lou to school. 


While Lou was on her school trip, she was going to drive
Boomer to work and pick him up when she was done. If it worked out okay, she
might suggest he come along with her and Lou in the mornings. He already walked
down to the school every afternoon to pick Lou up and bring her back to the
office with him, and then they walked home together. 


It was everything she wanted, and she worried that the
minute her in-laws figured out she was dating again, there would be trouble. 


A knock on her door let her know the real source of that
potential trouble was here. And she was early. 


“Yes, I want to go to dinner with you and Boomer on Friday,”
Lou said with a sigh. “I will be counting down the hours until I get home
again.” 


Her daughter’s whole expression had shuttered, and her
shoulders slumped. She was starting to react to her grandmother the same way
Daphne did. When Amelia showed up, Lou’s mask slid into place. 


Twelve was far too young to have a mask. 


“Hey, you don’t have to go if you don’t want to. I can make
up an excuse.”


Lou’s eyes widened. “What?”


She’d been thinking about her daughter a lot the last few
weeks. Being around the McKay-Taggart kids and their parents had made her start
to question why she felt like there was only one way to parent, one way to get
an education. Lou was a genius. Did that mean she had to sacrifice her whole
childhood? Did that one fact about her have to inform every aspect of her life?
“If you don’t want to go, I’ll get you out of it.”


Lou seemed to think about it for a minute. “No, I’ll go. If
I don’t, I’ll miss the extra credit, and I want that credit. With the extra
credit, I could fail the final and still get an A plus. This way I don’t have
to study this weekend and I can hang with my friends. But, Mom, there’s
something I want to talk to you about when I get back.”


Daphne felt her whole body tense
but tried to let it go. She’d had a feeling this conversation was coming. Her
daughter wanted to discuss changing schools. She knew she should tell her that
studying was more important than her friends, but was it? If Lou was
struggling, then obviously studying would be tantamount. But she worked hard.
Kids deserved time off, too. What was she teaching her about balance if she
told her an A plus wasn’t good enough? She was sure Hanover Prep could get her
ready for college, but could it get her ready for life? “We’ll talk about it
when you get back.”


“It’s about school.”


The bell chimed again, and Daphne started for the living
room. “I know. Brush your teeth and hair and finish getting ready. We’ll have a
long discussion when you get home, and I promise I will listen to you and
consider what you have to say.”


Lou should have some say in her future. She wasn’t a
reckless kid who didn’t care about anything but having fun. Moving her ahead a
couple of grades gave her added responsibilities. If she was ready for those,
then she should be able to communicate what she needed, and her mom should be
able to seriously have that discussion. 


Not that she would tell Amelia. If Lou was going to give public
school a try, they would spring that on Amelia at the very last minute. 


She opened the door, and her mother-in-law was standing
there wearing what Daphne was sure she considered casual wear. Slacks, a silk
blouse and a fussy jacket, Tiffany pearls around her neck, and the one
accessory she would never leave behind—a frown. “Hello, Amelia. She’ll be ready
in a couple of minutes.”


Amelia glanced down at her watch before stepping inside. “I
was sure I’d told her I would be here at eight. The driver is downstairs
waiting. I suppose she got behind.”


Which was Amelia speak for you
obviously can’t handle getting one child ready on time. 


It was refreshing to not care. “It’s been a busy morning.”


It had been. Boomer had kissed her awake and then she’d had
to stay quiet while he’d blown her mind. She’d snuck him out right before
waking up Lou and getting her day started. 


Wouldn’t it be nice if he didn’t have to sneak out?


“What has happened, Daphne? Did your business suddenly
become successful? This is not your furniture.” Amelia looked around the newly
redone space. “When you told me you were redecorating, I thought you meant you
were finally getting around to painting over those horrible walls.”


“Well, I did.” She hadn’t done it alone. Boomer’s friends
Deke and Hutch had brought their wives over, and they’d knocked it out in quick
order. Her walls were now a pretty beige gray that
contrasted with the lovely white filmy curtains she’d found with Noelle on
sale. 


“Oh, is it a different color?” Amelia’s nose turned up
slightly as she considered the room. 


It was absolutely different than
the eggshell it had been, but she wasn’t going to argue with her mother-in-law.
She didn’t care. Her friends had raved about the new color. 


“And this furniture is…is it new?” Amelia held her hands
close to her body as though she was afraid of touching something. 


“Not exactly.” The couch was new, but the rest was hobbled
together. Much of it had come out of Avery O’Donnell’s garage because according
to her, her husband was a hoarder who always thought he would have a garage
sale but never got around to it. Hence the new-to-her pretty kitchen table and
super cute love seat that was more like a tight-fitting chair for Boomer. 


Amelia turned her way, her arms crossing over her chest.
“What is going on, Daphne? I’ve tried to contact you several times this week,
and you’ve been evasive when you bother to talk to me at all. Something
happened, and I have a right to know.”


“No, you don’t.” She’d been steeling herself for this
conversation for weeks, ever since the moment she’d realized this relationship
no longer worked for her and Lou. It never had. Not really. She’d been scared
to lose what little she had, but now she knew she deserved better. It was time
to show her daughter how to stand up for herself. “You don’t have a right to
know the details of my life. I appreciate everything you’ve done for Lou, but
you’re not my mother.”


“No, I never said I was,” Amelia countered, her gaze filled
with disdain. “I believe your mother abandoned you. I’m the one who stayed even
when you failed my son.”


Daphne felt her shoulders come up. “Excuse me?”


“He would never have been on that road at night if he’d been
happy at home,” Amelia said in a hushed tone. “I know how miserable you made
him. He needed a proper wife. You couldn’t keep up with him academically, and
that’s why you’re trying to hold Louisa back. My concern certainly isn’t for
you. It’s for my granddaughter, who you seem incapable of handling properly.”


“Hold Louisa back?”


“You don’t make her focus. You’re allowing her to run wild,
and it’s going to come to a bad end. You’ve already moved her to a bad part of
town when she would have everything she needs if she lived with us,” Amelia
insisted. 


“Why would she live with you?” Daphne was floored at the
thought. “She’s my daughter.”


“And she’s my granddaughter, and you can’t give her what she
needs. You’re practically a day laborer, Daphne. How can you understand a
genius? And if you think I don’t see what is going on with you, you don’t know
me very well.” Amelia’s genteel mask had slipped, and Daphne was shocked at the
fury she saw there. 


“My mom understands me very well,” a quiet voice said.
“That’s all that matters.”


Daphne forced her shock down and managed to plaster a smile
on. The rest of this argument would have to wait. “Hey, baby. Are you ready?”


Lou had her little suitcase in her hand, that stupid beret
she hated perfectly tilted on her head. 


She half wanted Lou to tell her she’d changed her mind, that
she wanted to stay. Daphne would let her. She would tell Amelia to go to hell
and lock the door on her way out. 


“Yes.” Lou’s smile was back on her face, but there was no
way to miss the tension in her eyes. “We should go, Grandmother. We wouldn’t
want to be late. Mom, I’ll see you on Friday.”


“We’ll be there for you.” Once she told him this
story, Boomer would take off work if he had to. “And we’ll have that talk over
dinner.”


That got her smiling—a big Lou smile. “I’m glad.”


The bell rang again, and Lou took off to answer it, throwing
it open with enthusiasm. “Boomer! I’m going to miss you.”


Her big, gorgeous guy wrapped Lou in a bear hug, lifting her
up and making Daphne’s heart damn near melt. “Ah, kiddo, I’m going to miss you,
too. So are the dogs and the cat and Molly.”


“Promise me the birds won’t hatch,” Lou demanded as he set
her on her feet. 


Boomer winced. “That I cannot do. Life makes its own
decisions, but I think we have a few days.”


“And who is this?” Amelia was looking at Boomer like he was
a piece of trash that had found its way inside. 


Boomer finally realized they weren’t alone, and he got the
sweetest blush. “Oh. I’m…I’m her next-door neighbor. I was coming by to…”


“He’s my boyfriend.” She moved in
and threaded her arm through his. “Amelia, this is Brian Ward, though everyone
calls him Boomer.” She frowned and looked up at that gorgeous face of his. “You
never told me why.”


“I blew a couple of things up accidently. I’d never worked
with explosives before,” Boomer admitted, his lips kicking up. “I don’t do that
anymore. I let Deke handle the C-4 and I just shoot things from a distance.”


“Louisa, we should go.” Now Amelia was looking at Boomer
like he was dangerous trash. “We’re going to be late, and that is
unacceptable.”


Lou stepped between Daphne and Boomer, one arm going around
each of them. “I’ll see you on Friday, and I’ll send you lots of pictures. I
love you.”


“Love you, too.” 


Daphne’s heart skipped a beat because she hadn’t said those
words. He had. She had to fight back tears because somehow Lou and Boomer had
bonded in this incredible way. Somehow they’d become a
family, and she hadn’t been looking for it, hadn’t even dreamed about it, but
they were here, and she couldn’t imagine life without him now.


“Love you, baby.” She kissed her daughter’s forehead. 


Amelia picked up Lou’s suitcase. “Let’s go. And Daphne,
don’t think we won’t be having a discussion when Louisa and I get back. You
should think about the reality of your situation while we’re gone.”


Daphne held the door open. “I absolutely think we should
have a discussion when you get back because things are going to be different.
Have a good time, sweetheart.”


Lou grinned. “Uh, I think I will now. Bye.”


The door closed, and Boomer stared at it. “I don’t think
that woman liked me.”


“She doesn’t like anything.” She wasn’t worried about
Amelia’s opinion of her boyfriend. The discussion they were going to have when
Lou decided she wanted to give public school a try was another story. “I swear
I’ve watched her frown at babies and puppies. I’m not surprised she disapproves
of a gorgeous, kind-hearted, lovable man.”


His lips kicked up. “I’m lovable?”


She moved into his space. “Infinitely. Have I thanked you
lately for being so kind to my daughter?”


“I adore Lou.” He sighed and dropped his head to hers. “I
shouldn’t have told her I love her. I know it’s too soon and I don’t have any
rights when it comes to her.”


She needed to let him know she was all in. “Are you serious
about us?”


“I am so fucking serious,” he replied. “Like more serious
than I’ve ever been in my life.”


“Then I hope you love me, too.” 


His jaw tightened, and his eyes closed briefly. “I love you,
Daphne.”


Those tears wouldn’t be forced back now. “I love you,
Boomer.”


She wasn’t sure how she’d managed to snag this big,
beautiful man, but she wasn’t going to question it a second longer. She loved
him and he loved her, and their relationship was worth the risk. 


A brilliant smile came over his face, and he leaned over,
picking her up easily. “Then I’m glad I’ve got twenty minutes. Because I am
going to show you how much I love you.”


She laughed as he carried her back to her bedroom.


 


* * * *


 


Boomer glanced over at the clock with a sigh. 


It was weird not to have to pick up Lou. He didn’t like it.
Knowing it was four o’clock and she wasn’t in the gulag gave him a weird sense
of anxiety. Like he was supposed to be doing something
but he wasn’t. 


Except he wasn’t supposed to be doing anything because Lou
was in Austin and wouldn’t be back for another twenty-four hours. 


Not that he wouldn’t use those hours. He was going to take
Daphne to Top tonight and then back to his place for an all-night dessert. 


Although he would totally eat dessert at Top, too. And there
was some cheesecake left over from last night that he would probably polish off
at some point. 


He was a little hungry. 


“When’s Lou coming back?” Kala stood in his doorway dressed
in artfully ripped jeans, a T-shirt with a rainbow and happy bunnies declaring Fight
the Patriarchy, and combat boots. “I’m stuck in the gulag because I’m
grounded, and Lou’s the only cool one.”


He liked that Lou was considered the cool one. He would bet
in most places his mathtastic daughter wasn’t
considered cool. 


Damn. He’d just thought of Lou as his daughter. 


“She’ll be back tomorrow, though her group is getting in
late, so she won’t be here.” They were taking her out to dinner somewhere fun,
and then Daphne intended to talk to her about where she wanted to go to school
next year.


He’d been so relieved when she’d told him she was going to
give Lou a choice. They’d talked a lot about it last
night. Mostly he’d listened because this was Daphne’s decision. However, he
thought that particular school was sucking the life
out of Lou. Public school could do the same, but he rather thought Lou would
have a couple friends when she started. Because she would start. He had no
doubt Lou wanted to leave Hanover. 


Friends could make even the darkest days survivable. 


Kala groaned and sank down onto the chair in front of his
desk. “I need her. She chills me out. Mostly because she’s a real thinker. Like
when I get mad and decide to stab someone, she comes up with a way better plan.
Usually one that won’t get me in trouble. If she’d
been around last night, I might not be grounded.”


“Do I want to know what you did?” He’d heard Big Tag and
Charlotte talking this morning about the kids, but he hadn’t been sure which
one. They could all get into trouble. 


Trouble could be fun. 


“Punched a guy. I didn’t even break his nose or anything,”
Kala complained. “We were at Cooper’s game, and this jerk was yelling at Coop.
Stupid, mean stuff. Coop needs serious concentration when he’s pitching, and
that jerk wasn’t giving it to him, and so I handled it and guess who got in
trouble.”


Even he knew the answer to that question. “You. It was totally
you.”


“It was me. Coop didn’t even thank me for handling the
situation.” She shook her head like she couldn’t believe the world was so
unfair. “He said I was trying to take his balls or
something. I’m not, and that was a gross way to put it. Why are boys so gross?”


He could think of a couple of reasons, but that wasn’t the
point. “Kala, that heckling is part of baseball. It’s not a silent sport, and I
think what Coop was trying to say was you embarrassed him. I know you weren’t
trying to, but guys can be hard on other guys. Especially in a locker room.”


“I don’t know why he would care what they think. They don’t
matter.” Kala let out a long sigh. “I don’t get the whole popularity thing. It
doesn’t matter, and it’s all fake. They’re all sheep. Who cares? How have my
sisters not figured out that all those girls they hang out with aren’t their
friends?”


“I think you’re a lone wolf, Kal. And that’s a hard thing to
be.”


Kala frowned, an expression he’d seen on her father’s face
many times. It was the expression Tag used when he thought he was
misunderstood. “I’m not alone. Though sometimes I wonder if people put up with
me because they want to be around Kenz and Tash. Lou gets me.”


“Of course you’re not alone, but
you keep your pack small,” Boomer pointed out. “I’m glad you let Lou in. She has
been alone. She’s been alone for a long time, and you and your sisters are
helping her.”


Kala’s expression went blank, a sure sign she was thinking
about something. Something she thought she shouldn’t say or expose. Probably
something he really fucking needed to know. 


“What’s going on with Lou that I don’t know about?”


“Oh, I think you know. It’s her grandparents. I think she’s
underestimating them. They’re kind of old-school, pure evil from what I can
tell.” Kala sat back up, getting serious. “She told me
she saw the guy again but didn’t want to freak her mom out. She’s happy right
now, and she’s worried if her mom thinks something’s going wrong, she’ll screw
things up with you. Tell me you’re planning on like moving in or something
because Lou sometimes slips up and calls you her dad.”


It was good to know they were all on the same page. “I’m
going to marry her mom when the time is right.”


There was nothing he wanted more. He was sure some people
would tell him he was moving too fast, but he knew what was in his heart. He
wanted a life with Daphne and Lou. If she wanted more kids, he’d happily give
them to her. If she didn’t, he would be grateful she shared Lou with him. He
would honor her for giving him a kiddo and bringing light into his life. 


He knew better than anyone on the planet that he didn’t have
to have a blood family. Sharing DNA didn’t always equal love.


Kala nodded, her decision made.
“Okay, then you need to figure out a way to prove her grandparents are doing something
bad and get them hauled off to jail.”


“That’s an interesting plan.” He wasn’t sure how to handle
the grandparents. Simply cutting them out of Daphne’s life didn’t seem to be
something she wanted. He fully intended to offer to pay for Lou’s school if she
wanted to stay. He’d done some research and figured out they could make it
work. He could afford it because he’d spent very little of what he’d made over
the last twenty years. Ever since his Army days, he’d saved, and when he’d come
to MT and Big Tag offered to introduce the younger guys to his money manager,
he’d taken him up on it. Boomer didn’t understand most of it, but his
investments were going well, and he’d grown his money. Taking money out of the
relationship would allow Daphne more freedom to decide how to handle her
in-laws. Still, he wasn’t sure tossing them in jail was on the table. “But it
could be problematic.”


“People do it all the time around here. Deke wanted Maddie
to move to Dallas, so he figured out how to blow up her boss’s life. Same thing
with Hutch. MaeBe was too slow. She should have done
the same thing to Uncle Kyle’s boss. You have to be
faster.” 


Kala didn’t really understand the way those ops had gone,
and there was another reason her stance was problematic. “Uhm, Uncle Kyle’s
boss is your dad.” 


“Is he? Is he really? I think the jury’s out on that one.”
Kala pulled her phone from her pocket. “To get back to the problem at hand, I
told Lou if she saw that guy who was following her again, she should try to
take a picture.”


Boomer was the one sitting up now. “No. She should call me
and let me handle it. Kala, she’s twelve. She has no training at all, so she
shouldn’t be doing anything like that. What happened?”


Kala unlocked her phone. “Well, I told her to only do it if it was safe. It’s just a picture, and she’s
got good instincts.”


They might have two very different definitions of safe.
“When did she see him?”


“Last week. Her mom dropped her off at school and she
noticed that guy was hanging out across the street. She took a picture of her
mom and managed to get him in the background. She sent it to me, and I’ve been
holding on to it in case we needed it.” Kala’s fingers moved across her phone.
“There. Now I sent it to you. I’ve got a gut feeling that something’s about to
go down. Lou’s been texting me, and her grandmother’s acting all sus. She says
she’s been on the phone with people talking about her mom when she thinks Lou’s
not listening. She said she’s gotten the proper people involved now.”


“The proper people?” He wasn’t sure what that meant. They
were on a school trip. Was she talking to Lou’s teachers?


“I don’t know, but she’s planning something.” A brow rose
over Kala’s eyes. “Lou thinks she knows about the break-in. She was asking all
kinds of questions that played around it, like she was trying to catch Lou in a
lie. She won’t. Lou’s a terrific liar. I mean she’s truly believable when she
wants to be. And the grandmother had an argument with the grandfather over the
phone about Lou’s room. Why would Lou need a room?”


His gut tightened, and he pulled up the picture Kala had
sent. She’d obviously used her phone to edit it, cutting most of Daphne out,
though he recognized her work uniform. Kala had done an excellent job isolating
the man’s face without blurring it too much. 


“I’ll take this down to Adam and see if we can figure out
who he is,” Boomer said, though he thought he was starting to see a pattern. One
he probably should have figured out before now, but he’d been too happy. He hadn’t wanted to think about the grandparents
and the problems they could cause for his new family. 


“I think he’s a PI.”


Yep. The fourteen-year-old had figured out what had taken
him weeks. “I do, too, and I’m a little worried we might have fallen into a
trap. I need a name on this guy and then I can probably tie him to the
grandmother.”


“Do you think if she hired a PI, she might have hired
someone to trash the condo?” Kala stood as though she was planning to follow
him. 


He would let her if it was okay with Big Tag. The kid was
smart, and she cared about Lou. But he had another job for her. “Given the fact
that Lou’s stuff was untouched, I would say it’s probable. Go to MaeBe and tell her to look into
Amelia Carlton. I want everything she has, and if she can work some mojo to see
if she’s moved money around in the last couple of weeks, I would appreciate
it.”


Kala nodded and started to jog toward MaeBe’s
cubicle. 


Boomer started for Miles-Dean, Weston, and Murdoch. 


It was time for his friends to help him save his family. 





Chapter Nine


Boomer knocked on Daphne’s door, completely freaked out
because he’d looked everywhere for her. She wasn’t answering her phone. She
wasn’t replying to texts. 


He’d gone to the bakery and been told she’d rushed out and
had asked her assistant manager to lock up because she wouldn’t be back that
afternoon. 


If she wasn’t home, he would call in the troops. He would
get MaeBe and Hutch on the traffic cams and start
tracking her credit cards. He would search all the cameras around the building and
her bakery. 


He might have to call in his police friends. 


This was what pure panic felt like. 


The door came open, and Daphne stood there, her face pale
but eyes red. 


Something terrible had happened. His heart twisted in his
chest. “Is Lou okay?”


He wasn’t sure what he would do if her answer was no. In
that moment he truly realized the horror of loving a child, of loving anyone,
really. He’d known it in his heart, had lost friends before, but it wouldn’t be
like this. He’d ached when he’d thought Theo was gone. 


But this would break him. Losing Lou or Daphne would split
him in a way he wasn’t sure he would ever be able to come back from. He might
live, might move around in the world, but the largest part of him would simply
be waiting for a time when he could be with them again. 


“What is Sanctum?”


He stopped. He hadn’t mentioned Sanctum to Daphne because he
wasn’t sure it was a place she would ever want to go to. Actually,
he was surprised it hadn’t come up in conversation. “It’s a club Ian and
Alex own. They all do, but Ian and Charlotte and Alex and Eve control most of
the daily workings of it.”


“What kind of club, Boomer?” The tears had started to spill
on her cheeks. 


Fuck. He was in trouble, but he wasn’t sure why. He never
suspected that Daphne would be the kind of person to judge the people around
her for something consensual and private. “It’s a BDSM club. Heavy on the D/s
part. It’s been around for almost twenty years.”


“Are you a member?”


“Daphne, can we talk about this inside? It feels weird to
talk about it in the hall.” He glanced down and was happy there weren’t heads
poking out of doors yet. 


She stepped aside, allowing him in. “I want to know if
you’re a member and why you never mentioned you have this whole secret
lifestyle.”


He moved inside her apartment. On one level, he was feeling
better because this obviously wasn’t about Lou, but now he realized she had
some misconceptions. “Baby, I didn’t talk about it because I didn’t think it
was something you would be interested in. Don’t get me wrong. It would have come
up at some point because my friends don’t hide it, but it’s not something I
need.”


“Are you a member?” She enunciated each word like he was
having a hard time understanding her. 


“Yes, but I don’t attend regularly.”


“And you have submissives? That’s what they call the women,
right?”


“If the sub identifies as female, yes. There are plenty of
male subs, too. And no, I’ve never had a submissive. I don’t even have Master
rights because I didn’t like the class. I go and hang out with my friends from
time to time. I have guest rights. If you are asking if I’ve ever had sex at
Sanctum, then the answer is yes. However, that was before I met you. If you
don’t ever want to go to Sanctum, that’s okay. It’s not something I need. If
you want to explore, I’m up for that, too.”


Her hands fisted at her sides. “Boomer, this isn’t about
sex. I’m not upset because you belong to a sex club. I’m angry because you
didn’t bother to mention it to me, and that’s why I was surprised when a child
protective agent told me all about it this afternoon.”


He was pretty sure he was the one who paled now. “What?”


Daphne paced. “I was finishing up the second wedding cake
when I got a call from a woman named Susan Lively. She works at Child
Protective Services. She asked me to meet her for coffee, said we needed to talk.
Naturally I freaked out, but she wouldn’t talk to me over the phone. I met her,
and she explained that she recognized your name on a report.”


“Then why didn’t she call me? I don’t know Susan Lively.”


“How about a woman named Karina Brighton?”


“Yes. She’s a friend of mine.”


“She wanted to give me a heads-up that I’m about to be
investigated for putting my child in a dangerous environment, that environment
being you and your friends.”


“My friends aren’t dangerous.”


“I know that,” Daphne replied. “I
know that they are wonderful people. That was Susan’s point. She works with
Karina at a youth shelter.”


“Yeah, I volunteer there.” He’d spent many a weekend working
with Karina’s group. 


Daphne took a deep breath, seeming to force herself to calm
down. “I’m sure that’s how she knows your name. She definitely
recognized Sanctum. She’s risking her job to give me a heads-up, but
apparently there’s one case worker there who is willing to take cash in
exchange for opening investigations that are iffy, to say the least.”


“It’s your in-laws.”


“I know. I was stupid to think she wouldn’t try to pull
something like this. I thought she was happy just insulting me and being
overbearing, but she wants me out of the picture entirely. Susan says they’re going
to use you and the fact that you’re a member at Sanctum to prove I’m an unfit
mother. Or at least they’re going to try. She wants me to talk to Karina so
they can use my case as a sting operation.”


“No.” He wasn’t going to let anyone use Daphne. Even if it
was for a good cause. “This isn’t a problem. We’re going to let Big Tag handle
it.”


Big Tag would scorch the earth Amelia stood on. That mean
old lady had no idea what was about to hit her, and if she survived the
experience, she wouldn’t try this again. 


“That’s what I told her. I told her I would talk to Karina,
but I wouldn’t risk my daughter in any way. Do you understand what they could
do? They could decide to listen to this caseworker, who my mother-in-law is
clearly paying. They could take Lou away from me.”


He started to walk toward her, but she put out a hand, and
Boomer felt his stomach drop. She didn’t want his comfort?
Damn. He needed hers. 


“I’m sorry. If you touch me, I’ll lose what little control I
have left. I need to stay calm, and you hugging me is going to be too much,”
she said quietly. “I’m not trying to hurt you. I just need to stay in control.”


He kept his distance. “They aren’t going to take Lou. I’m
going to call a lawyer right now.”


Her head shook. “I can’t deal with that at
the moment. I’ll deal with lawyers in a little while, but you have to see what position you’ve put me in.”


He was the problem. 


She’d been fine until he’d come into her life. She’d had it
handled, and while it hadn’t been perfect, at least they’d been together. 


He nodded. “I want to help you get out of it.”


“I don’t think you can. Boomer, membership to a secret sex
club is not something you keep from your partner. It’s not.”


“I haven’t even been to Sanctum in months.” He didn’t miss it.


“It doesn’t matter. Do you understand how many strikes this
is against me? No one’s going to believe I’m not going there, too. Or if they
do, they’ll wonder what I’m willing to put up with.”


“I’m not having sex with anyone but you.”


“Babe, I know that. I know that but I…” She stopped, tears
in her eyes. “Boomer, I am on the edge right now, and I’m not capable of being
reasonable and rational. I am trying not to say things I would have a hard time
taking back. I need you to give me a little bit of space. I’m sorry I didn’t
return your calls. That was wrong of me. I was going to call you from the
road.”


“You were going to leave?” His brain was still whirling. 


She picked up her keys. “Yes, I’m going to Austin to get
Lou. I worry if I don’t, Amelia will simply take her back to her place and try
to lock me out. They’re planning on springing this on me tomorrow. I want Lou
with me, in my physical possession, when they do.”


“You don’t want me to go with you? I could drive.”


“I think I need some time to think. I need some time to talk
to my daughter. I’m sorry. I do need your help, but I also need some time.”


He couldn’t stand the thought of not being with her. “Please
let me talk to Tag.”


She frowned his way. “Okay, I need to make this perfectly
clear. You will talk to Tag. You will call this lawyer person and tell
him I’ll take a meeting with him. Hell, by now your friend Karina probably
knows about it. I told Susan I was okay with her telling Karina what was
happening. Susan might need a lawyer, too.”


At least she was going to let him help. From a distance. 


He’d gotten her into this trouble. He’d put her in this
position. 


Being in her life had caused this problem. 


“I’ll do all of it, and you’ll have the space you need.”


“I’m mad at you.” Her normally generous lips formed a flat
line. 


“I understand.” He backed away. She wasn’t looking at him,
might never look at him again. Not the way she had. 


He should have told her everything. He hadn’t even
considered Sanctum would be a problem. He’d been around Sanctum so long it
seemed normal to him. 


Had he opened all his friends up to problems because he
hadn’t been smart enough to see the trouble coming their way?


He hadn’t put it all together the way someone else would
have. He’d been happy, and he hadn’t wanted to think. 


He never thought. He could hear his father telling him how
dumb he was, how his carelessness would bring ruin to anyone he cared about.
Hell, his father hadn’t thought he was smart enough to truly care about anyone.



But he loved Daphne. 


His first impulse was to tell her that, that he loved her and he was sorry and he would do better. 


Wasn’t that putting her in a bad position all over again?
Was that asking her to choose between him and her daughter? That was no choice
at all. 


He had to choose Lou, too. 


“I’m going back to the office. I’ll fill Tag in.” He felt
numb. He’d screwed up, but this time the consequences weren’t something to
laugh off. He could have ruined Daphne’s and Lou’s lives. 


“Withholding important information is the same as lying, Boomer.
Can we agree on that?” Daphne’s arms were crossed over her chest. As though she
had to protect herself from him. 


“Yes.” He hadn’t meant to lie to her. 


“Good.” She nodded, but her eyes weren’t on him. She stared
at someplace behind him like she couldn’t stand to look at him. “Text me when
you’ve got everything in place. I’ll let you know when I have Lou.”


“I will.” One of the things that needed to be put in place
was him. He knew that now. He couldn’t stay so close to her. It would be too
tempting. She needed to show the world that he was out of her life. That would
make the case infinitely less complicated. He had no doubt that Big Tag would
handle the situation, but how could he come back from putting her child in
danger like this? He walked to the door, his heart such a weight in his chest.
“I love you, Daphne.”


She sighed, a heavy sound. “I love you, too.”


But sometimes love wasn’t enough. 


 


* * * *


 


Daphne pulled all of her righteous
anger around her as she strode up to the big suite her mother-in-law was
staying in. Naturally the local motel wasn’t good enough for the pampered
ladies of Hanover Prep. They were staying in one of Austin’s finest hotels. Of
course, the teachers were crammed into the smallest rooms while the students were
in suites. Daphne was certain that helped with authority issues. 


Damn, but she wished Boomer was here with her. Leaving him
behind had been so fucking hard. She’d wanted to walk into his arms and take
all the comfort he could give her. 


And if she’d done that, she would have been an emotional
wreck. She had to keep it together until she’d talked to Lou. Lou had to have a
say in this. 


She loved Boomer. He’d been a dumbass when he hadn’t
mentioned Sanctum, but she believed his reasons why. When she got back, they
were going to go over everything. Well, everything that wasn’t classified. 


She wasn’t sure she wanted to go to Sanctum. Okay, she was
sure she wanted to go, but she wasn’t sure she should. She would be going out
of sheer curiosity, and that felt wrong. 


So she would do what she’d learned
to do. Research. Talk to her friends. Think about it and then make the decision
with Boomer about whether they would try it out as a couple. 


Deep breath. She was procrastinating because she was worried
that there might not be a later for her and Boomer if Lou was too scared of
what came next. If Lou was anxious about the possibility of a legal fight over
her, she might have to back off from the man she loved until everything was
settled. 


Sorrow welled inside her at the thought of even a few months
away from him. He’d become a huge part of her life, but she had to think about
Lou. He would understand, but she prayed it didn’t come to that. 


She was going to have to apologize for not answering his
calls earlier. She’d been on the phone with her employees trying to move around
the schedules so everything could get done. That hadn’t been fair to him. 


She was worried she hadn’t handled that situation as well as
she could have, but emotion and fear had gotten the better of her. At least
they’d both said I love you. 


Daphne forced herself to step up and ring the doorbell. Of course the suite had a doorbell. 


She couldn’t offer Lou this life. Not in any way. 


Amelia opened the door and stared at her,
surprise obvious on her face. “Daphne. What are you doing here?”


So she’d either properly
intimidated the supervising teachers or they didn’t care enough about Amelia to
give her a heads-up that hell was coming her way. Daphne stepped inside,
shoving the door open. “I’m here to pick up my daughter.”


Amelia gasped and moved out of the way. “You certainly will
not. This trip is not over, and legally she’s my responsibility right now.”


“I’ve informed the supervising teacher and filled out all
the paperwork needed to take my daughter home. If you need anything else, you
can contact my lawyer, Amelia. I’ll text you his
number.” She’d had a long discussion with Mitchell Bradford on the drive from
Dallas to Austin. The lawyer had gotten to work quickly, going over everything
he could do on his end to protect her from what her mother-in-law was planning.
CPS did good, meaningful work, but no agency was completely without corruption.
He was going to be careful, but he would be in touch with the right people to
ensure any investigation was fair and aboveboard. She would comply with all
requests for interviews, and Mitch would do his work in the background. 


And according to Mitch, Big Tag’s head had practically
exploded, and he was planning a bloody battle that might leave her in-laws with
very little left. Apparently Big Tag believed in scorching the earth. 


Amelia’s lips curled into a genteel snarl. “I suspect my
lawyer will have something to say, too. You should understand that I intend to
petition for custody of my granddaughter since you have proven to be utterly
unsuitable. Do you have any idea what those people are involved in? It’s
disgusting.”


“It’s private and between consenting adults and has nothing
whatsoever to do with you. I need you to understand that I will fight you with
everything I have. I will not allow you to take my daughter. I’m sorry your son
died. I’m sorry Lou’s dad died. I will not allow you to turn her into a
replacement for him. She is her own person.” 


“She is my granddaughter, and I will not allow her to be
raised by a mundane mind.”


“You’re the mundane one, Amelia. The fact that you can’t see
that is what makes you mundane. You think the world works one way, that
everyone falls into one or two categories, and it’s simply not true. You can be
highly educated and dumb as dirt when it comes to living. You can not have an education at all and understand the world
better than a doctor. There is no one way to be happy.”


“Happy? There’s no such thing. It’s the same as the idea of
love. There is only responsibility and success or failure. That’s what you
cannot understand,” Amelia announced. “Louisa is going to be raised properly
and with all of the privileges her father could have
given her. You should have been the one in the car that night. It should have
been you. He was going to divorce you. Dennis finally understood you weren’t
worth having in his life, that he and Louisa needed a better female figure to
depend on.”


The words hurt, but not as sharply as they would have mere
weeks before. She was more than her marriage, more than a mom, and
understanding her own worth would make her a better mom to Lou, a better
partner to Boomer. 


Hopefully someday a better wife. 


“It doesn’t matter what you think. Lou is my child, and I
will not allow you to separate us.” She needed to make herself plain to her
mother-in-law. “You should understand that I know you’re trying to open a CPS
case to strengthen your petition for custody. It won’t work. I suspect you had
something to do with my condo getting trashed, and now that I think about it,
you might have had someone breaking in and snooping around for a long time.”


Amelia’s expression shuttered. “You can’t prove anything.”


“No, I can’t. But I bet my boyfriend can.” Investigating was
what Boomer did, and he had incredible resources that he would use to make sure
they got to the truth. “You’ve obviously studied up on him. You should have
done a little more research. You should have looked into
his friends. They’re more like his family, and they are rapidly becoming mine,
too. If you had, you might have learned that pissing off the Taggarts isn’t going to end well for you.”


There was a gasp from behind the wall, proving Lou was
listening in. Damn it. She’d meant to ease her daughter into this situation. 


Her little head came from behind the corner. “Grandmother’s
taking on Kala’s dad? That is not going to go well.”


“You shouldn’t be listening in on your elders, young lady.
You are supposed to be working on your report. Go back to your room while I
talk to your mother.” Amelia didn’t seem to be willing to back down either.
“You should be prepared to come home with me. Your grandfather and I have had
enough of your mother’s selfish nonsense.”


She didn’t want to have this fight in front of her daughter,
but Amelia wasn’t leaving her much of a choice. She was about to explain to
Amelia that she would need to call the police if she planned on keeping Lou
when Lou stepped into the hallway.


“And I’ve had enough of yours.” Lou held up her cell phone.
“I’ve been recording you when you think I’m asleep. You’re not as quiet as you
think you are, and the good news is you always put your phone on speaker when
you think you’re alone. I have three conversations recorded, including one
where you explain to the head of Hanover Prep that you intend to do whatever it
takes to make my mom look like a bad mother so you can take control of me. You
even admit that you hired a private investigator to follow me and Mom, and he’s
been using the key you made from my house key to break into our house.”


Amelia’s face had gone a florid red, and Daphne knew she
should talk to her daughter about the spying, but she couldn’t work up the will
to. 


Her daughter was kind of a badass. 


“Lou, you should get your things. We’re going back to Dallas
tonight.”


Amelia stood there, her jaw
clenched so tightly that her words were ground from her mouth. “This is not
over, Louisa.”


Lou turned to her grandmother—the one she should have been able
to trust, who should have loved her no matter what. “It is unless you choose to
move forward, but let me explain to you how that’s
going to go. If you somehow manage to take me from my mother, I will consider
that a declaration of war. I won’t fight fair. I won’t play your games. You can
punish me, lock me up, threaten me with anything you like, but I won’t care because
I will have one goal in life. That goal will be to make everyone understand
that you are a terrible person. I’ll record every call I can, spread every
rumor about you. I’ll tank my grades. I’ll fail because failing means you fail,
too. You won’t be able to trust me to do anything. I will be your worst
nightmare. So ask yourself this, Amelia. I’ll call you
Amelia from now on because we’re past familial relations. What would be easier
on you? A grandchild you never see because she isn’t worthy or the whole world
seeing that your grandchild is an out-of-control monster
and she only became that way when you took custody?”


Daphne stared at her daughter and was pretty sure her jaw
was on the floor. That genius-level IQ was biting Amelia in the ass, and she was
here for it. 


“I will not pay another dime for your education,” Amelia
announced. “I won’t help you out in any way. You won’t get anything from me or
your grandfather. You can live with what your mother can provide.”


“Cool.” Lou gave her grandmother a thumbs-up and turned to
run down the hall, likely to her room to grab her things. 


Amelia shook a finger Daphne’s way. “You ruined her.”


“No. Someone ruined you, and I can’t fix it.” It was nothing
less than the truth. “She’s amazing, and I’m proud to call her my daughter. And
we’ll be fine without you.”


“We will.” Lou had a big grin on her face and her suitcase
in hand. “And seriously think about backing off, Amelia. My friend’s dad is
scary, and from what she tells me he can hold a mean grudge. The only thing
scarier is her mom. She was a Russian mob assassin.”


Daphne could practically see the steam coming from Amelia’s
ears. 


She took her daughter’s hand. “You ready to get home?”


Lou nodded, and they started out of the suite. “Yeah, I gotta debrief the girls. This has been a successful op.
Also, I’m going to burn the beret on Saturday because I don’t think I’m going
to Hanover anymore.”


The door slammed behind them. Yeah. That decision had definitely been made. “I’ll sign you up at the high school
on Monday. Unless you want to go back to junior high. You know you could do
that. You could be around kids your own age.”


Lou shook her head. “Nope. I’m good. I’ll be in the same
class as Kala and Kenz. I’ll take all the tests they need me to, and I’ll even
promise to do the mathlympics. I’ve checked, and the
team has some weaknesses I can address. Don’t worry about it, Mom. I got this.”


“Yeah, we’re going to talk about blackmail, too.” She might
need to sit down with Charlotte and discuss how to survive Lou’s new passion
for spying. “Although you should send Boomer those recordings. He can keep them
in case we need to use them.”


Lou stopped, frowning. “Mom, what happened with Boomer? I
sent him some pictures I took of a couple of cute dogs I saw today
and I got a weird message back from him.”


Daphne pulled out her cell. She should let Boomer know she
had Lou and was on her way back home. “I was rough on him about something. I’m
going to apologize, and we’ll sit down and talk, but first, sweetie, I need you
to understand that your grandmother has caused a mess, and
having Boomer around could potentially make things more difficult.”


Lou’s eyes went wide. “Mom, I don’t care. Unless you don’t
love him anymore.”


That was an easy answer. “I love him. I really love him, and
I think I want to marry him someday.”


“I love him, too,” Lou replied. “Family sticks together. It
doesn’t matter if things are difficult. We’re a family. He’s part of our
family.”


Daphne felt tears pool in her eyes, and she needed him so
much. “Yes, he is. I’m not going to hide anything anymore. You should know that
sometimes Boomer stays over.”


“Yeah, he’s not quiet when he leaves,” Lou said with a
laugh. “He should just stay. I can handle it. But why did he tell me I
shouldn’t text him anymore and that he would always care about me?”


Daphne felt her stomach twist, and she pressed the button
that would connect her to him. She’d been hard on him, but she’d also told him
why. She’d been scared and in a corner, and she’d
needed a little space. She certainly hadn’t needed him to dump her. 


His phone went straight to voice mail. 


“He’s not answering.” She needed to slow down. Boomer
wouldn’t dump her. He wouldn’t have said I love you and then walked
away. What all had she said to him? It was kind of a jumble in her brain. 


“Mom, could he think he’s the problem?” Lou asked. 


She dialed the number again and stayed on the line when the
prompt to leave a voice mail came. “Hey, Boomer. I wanted to let you know that
I have Lou and I’m on my way back, and I really want to see you. I’m so sorry
if I seemed cold. I love you very much, and I was trying to keep it together.
Please, call me back. I need to hear your voice.”


“We need to hear your voice,” Lou shouted. 


“We need to hear your voice,” she corrected. 


She hung up the phone and started for the parking lot. 


It was time to go home. 





Chapter Ten


“You know this is a horrible mistake,” Big Tag said. 


“Horrible mistake. Dumbass. Dumbass.” Molly put her
two cents in as well. The bird had immediately perched on Tag’s big shoulder
the minute he’d walked through the door, along with his girls. 


“Mom is going to flip,” Tasha said under her breath as she
picked up Sheba and nestled the cat in her arms. 


Kala had her cell out, checking it every couple of minutes
and then texting back. 


Was it possible she was communicating with Lou? 


“I don’t think me being next door is going to bring Daphne
any comfort.” He’d done everything he could do for one night, and that included
giving Daphne the space she needed. He’d raced back to the McKay-Taggart
building just in time to catch his boss and fill him in. Big Tag had done that
thing where he went real still and somehow everyone knew it was only because he
was about to explode. 


He hadn’t. He’d called Mitch and explained all the things he
wanted his lawyer to do to Daphne’s in-laws. 


Deke had explained again what evisceration meant. Tag could
use some five-dollar words when he got going. 


“I don’t think being in San Francisco is going to be helpful
to her either,” Tag replied. “Also, Theo’s been out there on his own. He’s
almost wrapped that job. You’ll be right back here in a couple of days.”


Somehow he doubted a couple of days
would fix his heartache. He wasn’t sure it could be fixed. “I heard a rumor
that Damon might need some help in London.”


Kenzie had Sprinkles in her tiny harness. “London? What
would happen to the dogs?”


He hadn’t thought about them. He really was a dumbass. “I
would take them with me. Can I take them with me?”


“I think that’s a whole thing, buddy,” Tag replied, leaning
against the bar. Molly shifted easily, as though anticipating Tag’s move.
“Which is why we should slow down on the move out of the country plan. Why
don’t you tell me what she said? Kids, give us some space while I talk your
Uncle Boomer off his romantic ledge.”


Kala looked down at her phone again and then nodded. “Cool.
We can go and stare at the eggs. I’m sure that will occupy us for at least ten
minutes.”


Tag winked his fiercest daughter’s way. “You are a menace,
child.”


“You know she’s got Lou doing spy shit.” He didn’t want to
get Kala in trouble, but he had to talk to Ian. “I’m worried about her.”


“Good, then don’t leave her. That tends to be the best way
to show we care about our families. Not leaving them.” Big Tag was calm, as
though the plans he’d set in motion to drag down the Carlton family had chilled
him out in some way. “See, that’s where Charlie went wrong. She got all
confused and thought faking her death would be like a love letter or something,
and all it did was piss me off. I mean, at least try, man. You’re just walking
away. Fake shoot yourself or something. Commit.”


Boomer was still a rolling wave of pain and anxiety. “I
think there’s been enough of that lately, and you know I’d fuck it up anyway.”


Tag straightened up. “What did she say?”


He should have called someone else to watch the pets. Tessa
and David were going to drop by and pick up the cat. Maybe they could have
taken the dogs and bird, too. At least they wouldn’t have asked him all these
questions. “That she needed space. That I’d lied to her
and I put her daughter at risk.”


“How was Lou at risk? I mean, I get that Daphne didn’t know
about Sanctum. You should have told her. Charlie was already planning a
margarita night to ease her into the fact that most of her new friends belong
to a sex club. She’s going to try to make it not sound like we’re some sort of
cult trying to recruit her.”


“I don’t think she’s going to need to have that party. I
think Daphne’s made herself clear.”


“And I think she might not have,” Tag replied. “She was freaked
out, right? She’d just been told she was being investigated. I know I would be
upset.”


He would never forget the look on her face. “She was actually pretty calm. I think she was very angry with me. I
don’t blame her.”


“Okay. You know I was pretty calm earlier.
I do that because what I truly want to do is shoot someone,” Tag pointed out.
“It occurs to me that you don’t know how Daphne handles stress yet. Did she
tell you that your relationship was over?”


“Of course she did.”


“What words did she use?”


He wasn’t sure why they were doing this. “I’ve got a flight
to catch.”


“What words, Boom?” Big Tag was insistent. 


“She said she was mad at me and she
needed space.” And she’d told him she loved him. He would always remember the
sorrow in those words. 


Tag nodded and then so did Molly. “Was that before or after
she gave you marching orders? I assume Daphne was the one who told you to talk
to me and have Mitch get involved.”


“I owed her that. I was the one who got her into this situation.”
He would watch over her from a distance. He would pay all of Mitch’s bills and
make sure Daphne didn’t lose Lou. 


“Oh, I doubt that. Don’t get me wrong. The bad granny used
the situation to her ends, but she would have found a way,” Tag replied. “Don’t
forget Lou saw that PI before you got together with her mom. She was looking
for anything. I would bet the plan was to hire someone to trash Daphne’s place.
Daphne would get scared and hey, there’s Grandmother Carlton offering her safe haven where she would have taken over everything.”


“Still, it was me she had a real problem with.” The
grandmother had looked at him with obvious distaste. 


“She would have had a problem with anyone Daphne dated,” Tag
countered. “And Daphne put you in charge of calling in the troops. I think
she’s going to be surprised that her favorite general walked off the
battlefield.”


“You know I would never be a general.”


Tag pointed a finger his way. “Give me what I need, Molly.”


The bird didn’t even hesitate. “Dumbass.”


“This bird is a true treasure,” Tag said. “And you are
letting old wounds open wide and threaten something good. Daphne doesn’t think
you’re dumb. That woman looks at you like you’re the sun in the sky, and Lou
wants you to be her dad. You know what dads don’t do?”


“Leave.” Real dads didn’t leave. They might be separated for
a while, might have things they needed to work on, but they didn’t leave. 


“Stay. Talk to her. If she doesn’t want to talk, let her
know you’re here and you won’t leave no matter how mad she is,” Tag said
softly. “Also, if you’re going to walk every time a woman gets mad at you, you
are not ready for marriage.”


“Wear a condom.”


The bird had excellent timing. “You think she wasn’t telling
me she needed to break up.”


“I think Daphne would have made herself very clear. What was
the last thing she said to you?”


Boomer didn’t want to say. Because then the bird would call
him a dumbass again.


Big Tag frowned and gave him the dad stare. 


“She told me she loved me, but I
thought she meant it in an ironic fashion. Now I realize I am still not sure
what irony is.” Had he made a mistake? “Maybe I should cancel my flight.”


“No need. I never told Yasmin to schedule it,” Tag admitted.
“Charlie told me not to let you leave. Apparently Jake
bought three extra racks of ribs for Saturday, and Serena is counting on Daphne
for dessert. You’re not allowed to break up. The Pie Maker is busy these days. So I need Muffin Chick in my life. Also, I don’t know if
you’ve noticed, but Lou is important to Kala. You know how sometimes you meet someone and they fit with you? Like something was missing
before. I think this friendship is something like that.”


“Hey, Dad. They’re coming up.” Kala slid her phone into her
front pocket. “Sorry, Uncle B. I’ve been texting with Lou. I was told to tackle
you if you actually tried to leave.”


Kenzie stood next to her twin. “Oooo,
I could shoot him with an arrow again.”


There was a knock on the door, and Boomer raced over to open
it. 


Daphne and Lou were there, and the minute Daphne got a look
at him, she burst into tears. 


Boomer held his arms open, and she walked into them, her
sobs nearly wrenching his heart from his chest. 


Lou looked up at him. “Mom doesn’t handle stress well. Or
rather she does until she doesn’t have to anymore, and then she usually cries
as quietly as she can so I can’t hear her, but now it’s okay because she’s got
you.”


Daphne clutched him. “I’m so sorry. I was scared and I had
to talk to Lou. I had to make sure… I love you, but I had to talk to her.”


She had to make sure Lou was okay and that Lou was on board
with this fight. Except there wasn’t going to be a fight. “Baby, Tag already
handled it. There’s no investigation. They’ve decided not to investigate
because we got the PI to talk.”


Adam had identified the private investigator, who’d been
more than happy to flip on his client once the police had been called in.
Amelia Carlton was going to have a lot of questions to answer when she returned
to Dallas. 


Daphne was shaking when she looked up at him. “It’s over?”


“You will find there is no longer any interest in pursuing
an investigation into Lou’s safety,” Big Tag said. “Now the police would like a
word with your mother-in-law. I would like to order lemon tarts and some more
of those Lemon Lush cupcakes. A dozen of those should do, and Charlie wants to
put you and Boomer on the carpool chain. I assume Lou’s leaving the hallowed
grounds of Hanover.”


Lou gave Kala a high-five. “And I don’t even have to go
tomorrow. Mom said I register on Monday.”


“Cool. I’ll give you my schedule,” Kala promised. 


All of those were distant sounds because Boomer’s attention
was focused on Daphne. “I’m so sorry you were scared, baby. I’m sorry.” He
smoothed back her hair and kissed her forehead. “I won’t let anyone take Lou
away.”


She leaned in, resting her head against his chest. “I was
scared you were leaving me. Lou seemed to think you were leaving the state. I
was scared I would miss you and I wouldn’t have a chance to tell you how much I
love you.”


“Nope. Boomer was just making sure everything would run
smoothly when you got back.” Tag lifted his hand up, and Molly stepped onto his
index finger. “You will find everything is fine now, though I suspect my
daughter has been teaching your daughter how to blackmail people.” He sent Kala
a stare that would have frozen fire. “Nothing gets past me.”


Kala simply shrugged. “I wasn’t trying to hide it.”


Tash joined her sisters. “She asked Mom’s advice. Mom’s the
expert at blackmail. Dad doesn’t have the patience for it.”


“He’d rather shoot someone,” Kenzie agreed. 


“Now there is some truth in that.” Tag placed Molly on her perch
and closed her cage. “Good-bye, bird of my heart.”


“Asshole,” Molly replied. 


“Yeah, I love you, too,” Tag said with a grin. 


Tash held out a sticky cell phone. Boomer’s phone. “Uh, I
think Puddles took this. Also, he peed when Lou knocked on the door.”


Well, of course he did. He took the phone and realized he
hadn’t had it in at least an hour. Shit. “Baby, I’m so sorry I didn’t have my
phone. You called?”


She nodded. “So many times. I’m not leaving here tonight, so
you should start dinner or call for pizza because we didn’t stop and I’m
hungry.”


She started crying again. 


His baby’d had a day, and it was
his job to take care of her. “I will buy all the pizzas.”


“He means that,” Tag said. “Our work here is done, girls.”


Big Tag took his daughters and headed for home. 


Boomer was left with one crying woman, a hungry
twelve-year-old, two dogs with issues, a cat who often withheld affection, a
potty-mouthed bird, and a bunch of eggs that could hatch any day. 


Life was pretty perfect. 


 


* * * *


 


“Mom, Boomer! They’re hatching!” 


Daphne sat straight up and realized her daughter was
standing at the end of the bed wearing the pajamas she’d put on after dinner
the night before. 


She was very glad she was still wearing PJs, too. She’d
tossed on the nightgown after Boomer had made love to her and taken all her
tension away, then showered with her before cuddling her to sleep. 


“Seriously?” Boomer bounded out of bed, not at all acting
like a man who thought it was awkward that his girlfriend’s daughter was in his
bedroom. He’d put on a pair of PJ pants before he’d gone to bed, and he tugged
a shirt on as he started for the door. “This is the best part.”


She watched as Boomer and Lou ran out of the room. 


Had yesterday really happened? It was so weird to think that
she was finally free. 


No matter what Amelia tried, she wouldn’t be alone. She had
friends who would fight with her, who would lift her up. 


She had a man who wouldn’t let her down. 


And maybe she should give Sanctum a chance. 


“Mom, it’s so cool!”


Daphne slipped out of bed. They needed to figure out which
condo to use. Or knock down a wall and double their space. Of
course Boomer would probably use the extra space for new animal friends
and Lou would set up an extra room as a base of operations for her and Kala to
work out of. 


Oddly, that thought didn’t intimidate her the way it should.



The world was changing, and once that would have terrified
her. Now it was nothing more than a new adventure because she knew they would
be okay.


They could get through anything as long as
they were together.


She made her way out of the bedroom and through the living
room. It was a Friday, but Boomer had taken the day off, and the night before
he and Lou had planned out much of the day, from where they would eat lunch, to
when they would take the dogs to the park, to the numerous snacks they would
enjoy on their day off. 


There was a lot of food talk. 


She glanced into the room where Lou had slept the night
before, and sure enough, all eyes were on the incubator Boomer had put together.
Lou had a few things she thought she could improve on in case they needed to
keep stray eggs warm again. 


Boomer and Lou were staring at the eggs, and they’d been
joined by Puddles and Sprinkles, who’d slept with Lou the night before. Sheba
was yawning like the world bored her, but she was watching, too. 


A little beak poked through the first egg, and Boomer and
Lou both gasped. 


They were already a team. 


And they would need to be fed. “I’m going to start
breakfast.”


They barely looked up, but that was okay. Life was
beginning, and it begged to be witnessed, to be taken into gentle hands and
shepherded through the first few days. 


Being taken in by Boomer Ward wasn’t exactly a burden. 


“Want me to help?” Boomer asked. 


“No. You two have fun.” She watched them for moment, loving
how they seemed to fit. 


And then she went to the kitchen because those eggs weren’t
going to cook themselves. 


Maybe no eggs this morning. Bacon and toast and fruit would
be good. 


And a lot of it. 





Epilogue: A
Glimpse of the Future


Twelve years later


Austin, Texas


 


Lou walked down the quiet hallway, the only sound the happy
tone of her mother’s voice coming from her cell. It was Friday, and all of the students who usually packed the campus were
heading home or off to their dorms to get ready for a fun night out. 


Lou wondered what TJ was doing. TJ Taggart. Even the thought
of him could make her weak, and she needed to be strong when it came to him. He
couldn’t keep walking in and out of her life. She needed stability, and he
wasn’t interested in anything permanent. 


Someday, Lou. Someday, it’s going to be you and me.


She didn’t even know where he was. Since he’d joined a
Special Ops team, not even his mom and dad tended to know where he was from day
to day. 


Sometimes she thought all of her
friends had left her for the military. Or something else. 


Of course it wasn’t like she’d
stayed in Dallas, hence the necessary weekly phone call from her mom. 


Her dad called at least three times a week, and he sent way
too much food. 


She forced thoughts of TJ from her brain. He was bad for her
peace of mind, and she was done with waiting for him. Someday wasn’t ever going
to come. 


“We’re all getting ready for the wedding. I can’t believe
it’s happening so fast,” her mom was saying. “The cake is going to be
beautiful. Grace has excellent taste, but I’m nervous because Sean has worked
with some of the greatest pastry chefs in the world. Please tell me you can get
away for the wedding.”


“Of course.” Family was not something she avoided. She
stopped in front of her door, an elegant creation of wood and opaque glass. 


 


Louisa Ward


Assistant Professor of Mathematics


 


She also taught the mathematical principles of engineering.
She’d had her choice of universities when she’d graduated with her PhD at the
tender age of twenty-two, but she’d selected the University of Texas because
Austin wasn’t too far from home. 


Damn, she missed home. Missed her cobbled-together family. 


“I’m so glad to hear it. Try to come up early. Jayce’s team
is playing that Friday night, and he’s missed you. They both have.” Her voice
sounded a little teary over the line. “I miss you.”


“I miss you, too, Mom. I promise I’ll spend all summer up
there with you guys.” It was one of the joys of teaching. She got summers off
to “research.”


What she would really do was tinker in the big workshop her
dad had built on their property when she was fifteen and wanted to play around
with building things. When her mom had gotten pregnant with Jayce, her dad had
decided it was time to move into a house, and he’d wanted some space. Her
parents still lived on the big four-acre property outside of Dallas, and her
dad still took in all kinds of strays. Now along with dogs and cats, he
routinely brought home goats and fostered pigs. 


She had the coolest dad. 


She reached up and touched the etched name. Ward. She’d
given up the name Carlton because she was Boomer Ward’s daughter and proud to
be. The Carltons hadn’t wanted her after she’d proven she wouldn’t fall in
line, and she was okay with that. They’d left their millions to several
universities and died alone. 


It was fitting. 


She didn’t think about them often. Every now and then, she
wondered what would have happened if her bio dad had lived. She couldn’t
imagine her life without her real dad and brother, without the Taggart sisters
and Bri and Devi. 


And TJ.


God, she missed TJ. 


“I love you,” her mother said. “I’ve got to get back to the
bakery. Your dad says he loves you, too. We’ll see you soon.”


“I love you both,” she said and hung up, sliding her phone
into the big Prada bag Ian and Charlotte had gifted her when she’d received her
PhD. 


She needed to send Kala a text. Her bestie had been quiet lately,
and that meant something. When Kala got quiet, Lou worried the world might
explode, and Kala would be the one pushing the button. 


Not really. It was a joke they all used to make. 


Sort of a joke. Kala could get grumpy. 


She reached for the door, and that was the moment she
realized it was already open. 


She hadn’t left it open. She’d locked it. She always locked
it. 


Her heart started racing just a little bit and some of her
old recklessness seeped back in. 


Someone was in her office. It could be an intruder. A thief.
Someone who wanted to hurt her. 


Or it could be a spy. 


Lou opened the door and stepped in. 


“I see you still have them,” a familiar voice said. 


Kala Taggart stood at one of the bookshelves that lined Lou’s
office. She was as tall as her mom and had the same reddish blonde hair, but
the expression on her face was pure Ian Taggart. Like she found the world
amusing right now, but that could change and everyone
better watch out. 


The books she kept in her office were mostly texts and nonfiction,
but one set held a place of honor. One set of dog-eared, beaten-up YA novels
about girls in spy school. 


“I’ll never give them up. They represent some of the best
days of my life. Are you in a hugging mood?” One never could tell with Kala,
and Lou always gave her friend space. 


Kala’s lips kicked up and her whole expression softened.
“For you, yes. I’ve missed you, Lou.”


It was the day for saying those words. “You, too.”


She hugged her best friend, the woman who’d taught her so
much, who’d been her staunchest defender all through high school. 


Kala retreated, and the imp was back. “I came here for a
reason.”


“Not just to catch up?” It had been months since Kala had
been in the States. Like TJ, her whereabouts were often classified. 


“No, Professor.” Kala took a deep breath. “I did it.”


“Did it?”


Kala nodded, letting the silence sit between them. 


The hairs on Lou’s arms tickled as she realized what Kala
was talking about. “Are you serious? You’re too young to get your own team. Are
you telling me the Agency is letting you recruit and run your own team?”


It was everything Kala had worked for since she was a kid. 


And everything her parents had feared because when Kala had
been recruited, so had her twin. 


Not that Lou was supposed to know that. 


“That’s what I’m telling you.” Kala grinned and looked
younger than normal. “I identified a big problem and took it out. Now they want
me and Kenz to look into this doctor guy up in Canada.
I was a little pissed because it’s Canada. Nothing bad happens in Canada, or so
I thought. Turns out Dr. Emmanuel Huisman is a bad, bad boy. So
what do you say?”


“I say I’m going to worry about you as much as I worry about
TJ now. Damn. It was scary when I thought you were just an analyst.”


Kala seemed to get serious. “You knew I was never an
analyst. Come on, Lou. What do you say?”


Was she asking what Lou thought she was asking? “Kala…”


Kala took her hands in hers. “I would never make you go out
in the field, but you’re my tech girl. You’re the analyst. You’re the science
guru. Do you understand what’s happening in the world?”


The world was on the edge of something nasty, and she felt
it. A change was coming, and it wasn’t for the good. 


It could affect everyone she loved. 


Her father had once been on a team that helped protect the
world. 


“I’m asking you to be on my team, Lou Ward. It’s me and Kenz
as the operatives. I strong-armed Cooper into taking logistics and
transportation, and Tristan is going to run comms. He’s a fucking mess given
what’s going on, but he’s going to be okay. Work will do him good. We’ll be the
ones in the field while you and Tash are our home-base girls.”


“Your dad let Tash join the Agency?” She’d thought Tasha was
working at McKay-Taggart as an office manager. 


“Uhm, you should probably know that while I call it my team
because I put it together, technically it’s being run by someone else. And he
brought Tash in because he thinks Kenz and I will listen to her,” Kala
explained. 


There was only one way Ian Taggart let his daughters become
real field operatives. 


If he ran the team. 


“You want me to leave my cushy, high-paying tenure-track job
to become a federal employee who can’t talk about her work and will likely get
shot at no matter what you say? And my boss will be the scariest dad ever?”


Kala gave her a weak smile. “Yes. And you get to go to
Canada.”


Life was about taking risks. And it was all about family.
The ones she was born with and the family she’d found along the way. She would
never let them down. “It sounds terrible. I’m in.”


Kala held her hand up for a high-five. “You won’t regret
it.”


Oh, Lou was sure she would. But she would never regret
working with her family. 


It was their time to save the world. 


One op at a time. 


 


* * * *


 


Also from 1001 Dark Nights and Lexi Blake, discover Treasured,
Charmed, Enchanted, Protected, Close
Cover, Arranged, Devoted, Adored, and Dungeon Games.









Sign
up for the 1001 Dark Nights Newsletter


and be entered to win a Tiffany Key necklace.


 


There's a contest every month!


 


[image: ]


 


Click here to subscribe.


 


As a bonus, all subscribers can download FIVE FREE
exclusive books!





Discover
1001 Dark Nights Collection Nine


Click here for more information.


 


DRAGON UNBOUND by Donna Grant


A Dragon Kings Novella


 


NOTHING BUT INK by Carrie Ann Ryan


A Montgomery Ink: Fort
Collins Novella


 


THE MASTERMIND by Dylan Allen


A Rivers Wilde Novella


 


JUST ONE WISH by Carly Phillips


A Kingston Family Novella


 


BEHIND CLOSED DOORS by Skye Warren


A Rochester Novella


 


GOSSAMER IN THE DARKNESS by Kristen Ashley


A Fantasyland Novella


 


THE CLOSE-UP by Kennedy Ryan


A Hollywood
Renaissance Novella


 


DELIGHTED by Lexi Blake


A Masters and
Mercenaries Novella


 


THE GRAVESIDE BAR AND GRILL by Darynda Jones


A Charley Davidson
Novella


 


THE ANTI-FAN AND THE IDOL by Rachel Van Dyken


A My Summer In Seoul Novella


 


A VAMPIRE’S KISS by Rebecca Zanetti


A Dark Protectors/Rebels
Novella


 


CHARMED BY YOU by J. Kenner


A Stark Security
Novella


 


HIDE AND SEEK by Laura Kaye


A Blasphemy Novella


 


DESCEND TO DARKNESS by Heather Graham


A Krewe of Hunters
Novella


 


BOND OF PASSION by Larissa Ione


A Demonica Novella


 


JUST WHAT I NEEDED by Kylie Scott


A Stage Dive Novella


 


 


Also from Blue Box Press


 


THE BAIT by C.W. Gortner and M.J. Rose


 


THE FASHION ORPHANS by Randy Susan Meyers and M.J. Rose


 


TAKING THE LEAP by Kristen Ashley


A River Rain Novel


 


SAPPHIRE SUNSET by Christopher Rice writing C. Travis
Rice


A Sapphire Cove Novel


 


THE WAR OF TWO QUEENS by Jennifer L. Armentrout


A Blood and Ash Novel


 


THE MURDERS AT FLEAT HOUSE by Lucinda Riley


 


THE HEIST by C.W. Gortner and M.J. Rose


 


SAPPHIRE SPRING by Christopher Rice writing as C.
Travis Rice


A Sapphire Cove Novel


 


MAKING THE MATCH by
Kristen Ashley


A River Rain Novel





Discover
More Lexi Blake


Treasured: A Masters and Mercenaries Novella


Click here to
purchase.


 


David Hawthorne has a great life. His job as a professor at
a prestigious Dallas college is everything he hoped for. Now that his brother
is back from the Navy, life seems to be settling down. All he needs to do is finish
the book he’s working on and his tenure will be
assured. When he gets invited to interview a reclusive expert, he knows he’s
gotten lucky. But being the stepson of Sean Taggart comes with its drawbacks,
including an overprotective mom who sends a security detail to keep him safe.
He doesn’t need a bodyguard, but when Tessa Santiago shows up on his doorstep,
the idea of her giving him close cover doesn’t seem so bad. 


 


Tessa has always excelled at most anything she tried, except
romance. The whole relationship thing just didn’t work out for her. She’s not
looking for love, and she’s certainly not looking for it with an academic who
happens to be connected to her boss’s family. The last thing she wants is to
escort an overly pampered pretentious man-child around South America to ensure
he doesn’t get into trouble. Still, there’s something about David that calls to
her. In addition to watching his back, she will have to avoid falling into the
trap of soulful eyes and a deep voice that gets her heart racing. 


 


But when the seemingly simple mission turns into a
treacherous race for a hidden artifact, David and Tess know this assignment
could cost them far more than their jobs. If they can overcome the odds, the
lost treasure might not be their most valuable reward.


 


* * * *
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JT Malone is lucky, and he knows it. He is the heir to a
billion-dollar petroleum empire, and he has a loving family. Between his good
looks and his charm, he can have almost any woman he wants. The world is his
oyster, and he really likes oysters. So why does it all feel so empty?


 


Nina Blunt is pretty sure she’s cursed. She worked her way
up through the ranks at Interpol, fighting for every step with hard work and
discipline. Then she lost it all because she loved the wrong person. Rebuilding
her career with McKay-Taggart, she can’t help but feel lonely. It seems
everyone around her is finding love and starting families. But she knows that
isn’t for her. She has vowed never to make the mistake of falling in love
again.


 


JT comes to McKay-Taggart for assistance rooting out a
corporate spy, and Nina signs on to the job. Their working relationship becomes
tricky, however, as their personal chemistry flares like a wildfire. Completing
the assignment without giving in to the attraction that threatens to overwhelm
them seems like it might be the most difficult part of the job. When danger strikes,
will they be able to count on each other when the bullets are flying? If not,
JT’s charmed life might just come to an end.
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A snarky submissive princess


Sarah Steven’s life is pretty sweet.
By day, she’s a dedicated trauma nurse and by night, a fun-loving club sub. She
adores her job, has a group of friends who have her back, and is a member of
the hottest club in Dallas. So why does it all feel hollow? Could it be because
she fell for her dream man and can’t forgive him for walking away from her?
Nope. She’s not going there again. No matter how much she wants to.


 


A prince of the silver screen


Jared Johns might be one of the most popular actors in
Hollywood, but he lost more than a fan when he walked away from Sarah. He lost
the only woman he’s ever loved. He’s been trying to get her back, but she won’t
return his calls. A trip to Dallas to visit his brother might be exactly what
he needs to jump-start his quest to claim the woman who holds his heart. 


 


A masquerade to remember


For Charlotte Taggart’s birthday, Sanctum becomes a
fantasyland of kinky fun and games. Every unattached sub gets a new Dom for the
festivities. The twist? The Doms must conceal their identities until the stroke
of midnight at the end of the party. It’s exactly what Sarah needs to forget
the fact that Jared is pursuing her. She can’t give in to him, and the
mysterious Master D is making her rethink her position when it comes to signing
a contract. Jared knows he was born to play this role, dashing suitor by day
and dirty Dom at night. 


 


When the masks come off, will she be able to forgive the man
who loves her, or will she leave him forever?


 


* * * *
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A second chance at first love


 


Years before, Wade Rycroft fell in love with Geneva Harris,
the smartest girl in his class. The rodeo star and the shy academic made for an
odd pair but their chemistry was undeniable. They made
plans to get married after high school but when Genny left him standing in the
rain, he joined the Army and vowed to leave that life behind. Genny married the
town’s golden boy, and Wade knew that he couldn’t go home again.


 


Could become the promise of a lifetime


 


Fifteen years later, Wade returns to his Texas hometown for
his brother’s wedding and walks into a storm of scandal. Genny’s marriage has dissolved and the town has turned against her. But when
someone tries to kill his old love, Wade can’t refuse to help her. In his years
after the Army, he’s found his place in the world. His job at McKay-Taggart
keeps him happy and busy but something is missing. When he takes the job
watching over Genny, he realizes what it is.


 


As danger presses in, Wade must decide if he can forgive
past sins or let the woman of his dreams walk into a nightmare…


 


* * * *
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Remy Guidry doesn’t do relationships. He tried the marriage
thing once, back in Louisiana, and learned the hard way that all he really
needs in life is a cold beer, some good friends, and the occasional hookup. His
job as a bodyguard with McKay-Taggart gives him purpose and lovely perks, like
access to Sanctum. The last thing he needs in his life is a woman with stars in
her eyes and babies in her future.


 


Lisa Daley’s life is going in the right direction. She has
graduated from college after years of putting herself through school. She’s got
a new job at an accounting firm and she’s finished her
Sanctum training. Finally on her own and having fun, her life seems pretty perfect. Except she’s lonely and the one man she
wants won’t give her a second look.


 


There is one other little glitch. Apparently, her new firm
is really a front for the mob and now they want her dead. Assassins can really
ruin a fun girls’ night out. Suddenly strapped to the very same
six-foot-five-inch hunk of a bodyguard who makes her heart pound, Lisa can’t
decide if this situation is a blessing or a curse.


 


As the mob closes in, Remy takes his tempting new charge
back to the safest place he knows—his home in the bayou. Surrounded by his
past, he can’t help wondering if Lisa is his future. To answer that question,
he just has to keep her alive.


 


* * * *
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Kash Kamdar is the king of a peaceful but powerful island
nation. As Loa Mali’s sovereign, he is always in control, the final authority.
Until his mother uses an ancient law to force her son into marriage. His
prospective queen is a buttoned-up intellectual, nothing like Kash’s usual
party girl. Still, from the moment of their forced engagement, he can’t stop
thinking about her.


 


Dayita Samar comes from one of Loa Mali’s most respected
families. The Oxford-educated scientist has dedicated her life to her country’s
future. But under her staid and calm exterior, Day hides a few sexy secrets of
her own. She is willing to marry her king, but also agrees that they can
circumvent the law. Just because they’re married doesn’t mean they have to
change their lives. It certainly doesn’t mean they have to fall in love.


 


After one wild weekend in Dallas, Kash discovers his
bride-to-be is more than she seems. Engulfed in a changing world, Kash finds
exciting new possibilities for himself. Could Day help him find respite from
the crushing responsibility he’s carried all his life? This fairy tale could
have a happy ending, if only they can escape Kash’s past…


 


* * * *
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A woman’s work


 


Amy Slaten has devoted her life to Slaten Industries. After
ousting her corrupt father and taking over the CEO role, she thought she could
relax and enjoy taking her company to the next level. But an old business
rivalry rears its ugly head. The only thing that can possibly take her mind off
business is the training class at Sanctum…and her training partner, the
gorgeous and funny Flynn Adler. If she can just manage to best her mysterious
business rival, life might be perfect.


 


A man’s commitment


 


Flynn Adler never thought he would fall for the enemy.
Business is war, or so his father always claimed. He was raised to be ruthless
when it came to the family company, and now he’s raising his brother to one day
work with him. The first order of business? The hostile takeover of Slaten
Industries. It’s a stressful job so when his brother offers him a spot in Sanctum’s
training program, Flynn jumps at the chance.


 


A lifetime of devotion….


 


When Flynn realizes the woman he’s
falling for is none other than the CEO of the firm he needs to take down, he
has to make a choice. Does he take care of the woman he’s falling in love with
or the business he’s worked a lifetime to build? And when Amy finally
understands the man she’s come to trust is none other
than the enemy, will she walk away from him or fight for the love she’s come to
depend on?


 


* * * *
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A man who gave up on love


 


Mitch Bradford is an intimidating man. In his professional
life, he has a reputation for demolishing his opponents in the courtroom. At
the exclusive BDSM club Sanctum, he prefers disciplining pretty submissives
with no strings attached. In his line of work, there’s no time for a healthy
relationship. After a few failed attempts, he knows he’s not good for any
woman—especially not his best friend’s sister.


 


A woman who always gets what she wants


 


Laurel Daley knows what she wants, and her sights are set on
Mitch. He’s smart and sexy, and it doesn’t matter that he’s a few years older
and has a couple of bitter ex-wives. Watching him in action at work and at
play, she knows he just needs a little polish to make some woman the perfect
lover. She intends to be that woman, but first she has to
show him how good it could be.


 


A killer lurking in the shadows


 


When an unexpected turn of events throws the two together,
Mitch and Laurel are confronted with the perfect opportunity to explore their
mutual desire. Night after night of being close breaks down Mitch’s defenses.
The more he sees of Laurel, the more he knows he wants her. Unfortunately,
someone else has their eyes on Laurel and they have murder in mind.


 


* * * *
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Obsessed


 


Derek Brighton has become one of Dallas’s finest detectives
through a combination of discipline and obsession. Once he has a target in his
sights, nothing can stop him. When he isn’t solving homicides, he applies the
same intensity to his playtime at Sanctum, a secretive BDSM club. Unfortunately,
no amount of beautiful submissives can fill the hole that one woman left in his
heart.


 


Unhinged


 


Karina Mills has a reputation for being reckless, and her
clients appreciate her results. As a private investigator, she pursues her
cases with nothing holding her back. In her personal life, Karina yearns for
something different. Playing at Sanctum has been a safe way to find peace, but
the one Dom who could truly master her heart is out of reach.


 


Enflamed


 


On the hunt for a killer, Derek enters a shadowy underworld
only to find the woman he aches for is working the same case. Karina is
searching for a missing girl and won’t stop until she finds her. To get close
to their prime suspect, they need to pose as a couple. But as their operation
goes under the covers, unlikely partners become passionate lovers while the
killer prepares to strike.
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A grandmaster of lies and deception 


 


Drake Radcliffe has spent half his life in the shadows.
Recruited by the CIA when he was barely out of high school, Drake doesn’t know
how to have a normal life. While most people his age were playing sports or
video games, he was playing spy games with the world’s most dangerous
adversaries. It has been a life filled with thrills and adrenaline, but it’s
also been lonely. All that might change when a mistake from Drake’s past rears
its ugly head and he’s forced to face the only woman he ever loved—the one he
pushed away. 


 


A beacon of love and compassion


 


Taylor Cline committed the cardinal sin for an analyst—she
fell for the operative she was working for. Drake was everything she wanted in
a man, until he broke her heart. She had one unforgettable night with him and
then he never looked back. Her career threatened, she shut down and moved on,
hoping to never see him again. Just as she is beginning to put it all behind
her, a critical assignment puts her under his authority and right back in his
arms. 


 


A deadly mission that brings them together


 


From the wilds of Wyoming to the glittering cities of
Europe, Drake and Taylor must race against time to uncover the truth and expose
an evil organization. The stakes couldn’t be higher. If they fail, the world
could crumble. If they succeed, they could finally have everything their hearts
desire.
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