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SHASHA + BRECKEN

There was right, there was wrong, and then there was the in-between.

The place where normal people reside, understanding that there are two sides to every coin. People that do bad things for good reasons. People that do bad things for bad reasons.

First, I knew that Shasha Semyonov was a bad man. One that did bad things for bad reasons. That didn’t mean that I was rational when it came to him.

He was toxic to my health, yet I wanted him anyway.

They say the first step to healing is admitting when you have a problem.

My problem happened to be six feet two inches tall, two hundred and twenty pounds, and bearded to perfection.

Oh, and he was also the scariest guy I knew.

Meanwhile, I was the laughingstock of the city.

The woman who was cheated on by her boyfriend with her best friend, and it was captured live while a band played in the background, perfectly accenting the humiliating video.

There was no way that Shasha Semyonov would notice me.

Right?

Wrong.

I’d definitely been noticed.


To the man that owns my heart. I love you despite the fact that you can’t find a fucking trashcan to save your life. I love you even though when you shave your beard, all of your hair lands in the freakin’ sink and you don’t clean it up. I love you even though you’re the messiest cooker on the planet.

I love you because you give me anything I want. A hug when I’m in the worst mood. A sweatshirt because you know I’m cold. A lift down out of the back of the truck when I could just as easily jump down. A batch of cookies even though you didn’t want to make them. A complicated coffee drink even though ordering it takes you a whole thirty-nine seconds to tell the barista what I want.

I love you because you’re the dad to our children my own father never was.

I love you because you’re you.

And this book, like so many others before, is for you.
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Boys. Ew.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

Eight months ago

“Hey.”

I looked up at the hesitant voice and smiled at the school librarian.

“Hey there, Viveka!” I chirped. “How’s that book going?”

Viveka, the quiet book nerd who had a dirty side a mile long, smiled at me. “Doing okay.”

That smile didn’t reach her eyes, though, and I wondered if it was her husband again.

Her husband had come up to the school multiple times over the few years that she’d been working at West Dallas High with me, and I hated him more each time he came in.

I could tell he was abusive just by the way that Viveka cringed every time he came near her.

And now she was pregnant, though she hadn’t shared with anyone that she was. I only knew that she was because I’d walked in on her in the staff bathroom stuffing a pregnancy test in her pocket.

When I’d asked about it, she’d shared and told me how scared she was.

That was a few weeks ago, and each time I saw her, I wondered if she’d shared with her husband yet or not.

“It’s a pretty good one,” she said as she sat down.

My best friend, Jolessa, came into the break room, her lunch tote under her arm.

She sat at the table and smiled. “Hello, ladies.”

“Hey, Jolessa.” Viveka smiled at her, though it wasn’t as sincere as the one she’d just given me. “How are you today?”

“Fantastic,” she answered. “I found a new boy-toy.”

“Boy-toy?” I snorted. “Who?”

“No one you’d know,” she said evasively before she turned toward Viveka. “What book are you reading today?”

The quick change of subject made me curious, but I decided to give her the out…for now.

“A new one about dragons,” she said. “You’d like this one.”

“What’s the story about?” I asked. “Other than dragons, of course.”

“Oh.” She frowned. “It’s about this woman that’s in an abusive situation. She gets pregnant and she runs.”

“I’d never run,” Jolessa said. “That’s not something that’ll ever work out.”

“Why not?” I asked.

“Why not?” she parroted. “Well, for one, if you’re in an abusive situation, you always run and get caught. It’s like every single thriller ever written. I’d rather be on my home turf.”

Jolessa did have a point, but…

I rolled my eyes. “Home turf or not, if you’re scared that your situation would hurt you or your baby.” I looked to Viveka, who was listening intently. “You run. And if you can’t run, or you’re afraid you’ll get caught, you go to the scariest man in the city and ask him to protect you and the baby.”

“Who would that be?” Jolessa rolled her eyes.

Jolessa lived in dreamland.

She had no clue that life was hard.

Sure, life wasn’t hard for Jolessa. Never had been or ever would be, but there were bad things happening all around her. It was like none of that affected her, though.

“I mean, here, right now?” I asked. “I’d find a scary person who you know you can trust with your child.”

“Like who, though?”

I thought about it for a second and then said, “That guy that recently made the national news. He’s a crazy dangerous millionaire. From some crime syndicate?”

“I saw some millionaire make the news recently,” Jolessa said, eyes thoughtful. “He spent years and years looking for his kidnapped sister and never gave up the search to find her.”

“You’d know that he’d watch out for your baby.” I nodded in agreement. “And has the means to pay for protection.”

“That’s all too fantastical.” Jolessa rolled her eyes. “Nothing like that ever happens in real life. You’d get caught, then suffer more. What’s the point in leaving?”

“Saving your unborn child from certain death?” I offered up sarcastically.

She waved that away. “It’s a book. It’s just drama for drama’s sake.”

I didn’t think this was all made up. I thought maybe this was Viveka trying to get some advice without actually outright asking for it.

“What is?”

I smiled at my boyfriend, Rupert, as he came into the room. “Hey, Ru.”

“Ru-Ru,” Jolessa chirped, smiling so wide at him that I rolled my eyes. Those two and their weird, quirky relationship. “Why don’t you give us your opinion?”

“What opinion would that be?” he asked as he came to sit between Jolessa and me instead of just taking the free seat on my side.

Jolessa laughed and scooted over.

I didn’t scoot over, but I did lean into his warmth.

He didn’t put his arm around me like I expected, but then he covered it up by reaching for his lunch that was still dangling from his shoulder.

“If you were trying to save your baby from an abusive father situation, what would you do? Try to run, or try to stay home and work it out?”

Rupert unzipped his lunch box and said, “I guess I’d need to know more details.”

I sighed.

Rupert and his details.

By the end of the discussion, Rupert and Jolessa were in agreement. The woman couldn’t run.

After lunch was over, and Viveka and I were walking toward the senior hallway, I said, “I’d run, Viveka. I wouldn’t give it a second thought. I’d find the scariest man that I knew, and I’d beg him for help.”

Her eyes met mine, and I wondered if this was a book scenario at all.

She smiled, patted my hand, and said, “Thanks for everything, Brecken.”

I watched her go and had a sinking feeling in my gut.

The next morning, when the news of Viveka’s resignation spread like wildfire among students and staff, I knew.

She was scared and running, taking my advice.

Which broke my heart.
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Some people won’t admit their faults. I would if I had any.

—Shasha to Maven

SHASHA

“Listen,” Cayden McCloud, head of the Irish Mafia in Houston, said. “I don’t give a fuck. Get your men off of my turf.”

I rolled my eyes. “Cayden, we’ve played this game before. It’s getting old.”

“I don’t really give a flying feck,” his Irish brogue deepened.

That brogue that only came out when he got lazy, and forgot to contain his accent.

“Cayden,” I sighed. “Listen. I know you don’t want me there. Hell, I don’t want to be there. But we’re looking for a couple of men that have disappeared. Lev led me to a set of warehouses that are in the district that you literally don’t control. Foreskin controls it.”

Lev was my expert with computers. He’d learned from the fuckin’ best and had a vendetta against all things straight and narrow.

He’d spent the last eight years locked up for a crime he didn’t commit, and the moment he got out, he’d come to find me, letting me know that if the offer was still there, he’d take me up on it.

That offer had been extended years ago when I’d lived on the East Coast, not Dallas, but I’d still taken him on.

I liked a good second chance. I liked it more when they wanted nothing to do with the law because it served my purpose better.

“The Forsaken,” he corrected me.

“Whatever,” I grumbled, feeling the beginnings of a headache between my eyes. “I literally don’t care. I’m not anywhere near your turf. If I was, I’d have called to let you know that I was near it.”

“You know that my turf now extends to The Highlands,” he complained.

“I know, but I’m not anywhere near The Highlands. I’m almost to fuckin’ Galveston, for Christ’s sake,” I said. “I’m just following up with my contacts that show that their last known location was there. I’ll be out of Houston as soon as I check out this lead.”

“No you won’t,” he grumbled. “Hey, you want to go to a golf tournament next week? I was invited to one at the Cowboy Golf Course next weekend, and you’re the only one I know that can play golf.”

I had barely enough time as it was to sleep at night. Plus, I hated fucking golf.

But you didn’t say no to the head of the Irish Mafia and not piss him off.

And since I had a feeling he was very much aware that I had some men missing, and who had been involved with it, I chose not to get on his bad side.

Cayden McCloud was ultimately a decent guy, if a bit off his rocker.

It wouldn’t kill me to play an afternoon of golf with him.

“Sure,” I said. “Shoot me a text on when and where.”

“Lots of hoity toity uppity rich bitches will be there,” he mused. “Maybe you can rub some knuckles with your new funding.”

“Sounds like a fuckin’ blast,” I grumbled. “Bye, Cayden.”

“Get out of my territory fast, Semyonov.”

I rolled my eyes and hung up.

The fact that he wasn’t throwing a shit fit about my surprise arrival in his town—me being on his turf or not—meant he wasn’t really mad that I’d shown up unannounced, and he’d expected it.

Honestly, he was probably the one that’d tipped Lev off in the first place.

Shooting off a text to Lev to tell him to look in that direction, I placed my phone face down on my desk and rubbed my face with my hands.

It was well past midnight, and I was tired as fuck.

If I could go to sleep right now, I’d have a solid six and a half hours of sleep before I had to get up in the morning and have breakfast with my sisters.

Of course, the universe laughed at my getting any extra sleep and interrupted.

The moment I dropped my hands to push up out of my chair, the door opened.

“Sir.”

I looked up from the paperwork that was on my desk to find Artur, one of my guards, standing in my doorway.

“Artur,” I said, sounding as tired as I felt. “What’s up? I thought you were gone for the night.”

“I was,” he admitted. “But I was driving down the street and I spotted something at the gate that I thought you might want to see.”

My brows rose. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” he said. “I didn’t bring it inside the gates, though. Wanted to see what you thought before I brought it in.”

I stood up, smoothing my tie down my chest and buttoning my suit buttons.

Moments later I was out the front door of my house, my pistol tucked into my kidney carry holster, and heading toward the gate.

The guards that were left at the guard shack were standing at the gate.

The moment I was in sight of them, they parted, and I saw a car seat on the ground in front of the gate.

“It’s a baby,” Artur said as I walked up and came to a stop on the opposite side of the gate as the baby.

As if I couldn’t find that out for myself.

“I see that,” I said. “What is it doing outside my gate?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I was leaving and saw it there. Glad they put that little visor thing up, because it started raining.”

I moved so that I was hovering closer to the car seat.

I stared inside at the baby that was no more than a week old.

The baby was fast asleep.

There was a bottle of milk on her lap, and she was snuggled in tight with a blanket made of a rich purple.

I pulled out my phone and placed a call to my second-in-command.

“Alexi,” he answered shortly.

“Alexi,” I said. “Who was manning the guard gate today?”

“Me,” he grumbled. “There was a bad accident down the road. A woman was hit by a car.”

I looked at Artur. “Artur, pull up the cameras and see if this woman is the same woman that was hit by that car.”

Artur immediately started tapping away at the computer in the guard shack.

He twisted the screen toward me, and I snapped a photo and sent it to Alexi. “That her?”

“That’s her,” he said. “She’s dead as fuck. What’s going on?”

“That woman dropped a baby off at the gate with a note,” I said as I picked up the note and read it. “She wrote: This is my baby. I didn’t give her a name because I didn’t want to become attached. I saw you on the news. You’re the scariest man I could think of that might keep my baby alive. Don’t let him have her.”

“The man fled the scene,” he said. “Another bystander stopped. I headed down there when I heard a commotion. Never saw a baby, though.”

“It was there,” I said, pointing at where the baby had been sitting the entire time. “She. She was there.”

“What are you going to do?” Artur asked.

“Alexi, get whatever info you can on the woman. Artur, call and wake Polina up. Ask her to call her daughter.”

“On it,” Artur said as he pulled out his cell phone.

While he was doing that, I unbuckled the baby from the car seat, grabbed the bottle of milk, and picked the baby up.

The baby was tiny.

Much like my newest nephew was when he was born—Brando.

Brando wasn’t a tiny baby anymore like the one in my hands.

Unbuttoning my suit jacket, I tucked the baby into my arms, then buttoned my suit coat up over her, and walked up to the house.

Years ago, when I had this place built, I’d never intended to stay.

I’d thought that I’d follow up a lead on my missing sister, get confirmation that she wasn’t here, and then keep looking.

Turns out, my kidnapped sister was here and had been the entire time. She was being “raised” by the chief of fucking police for Dallas Police Department.

My parents had spent the better part of our childhood years searching for Marina, now known as Maven. They’d even died while still looking for her. They’d followed every lead, turned over every loose paper.

When they’d died, I’d redoubled my search.

So, of course, when she’d been found out because of her friend Athena’s new phone app, we’d been skeptical.

We’d done absolutely everything we could to find her. Legal and illegal.

If you could think it up, we’d committed the crime.

We wanted to find our sister.

So how was it that she’d arrived out of the blue, with none of our help?

Yeah, needless to say, I’d been skeptical.

But blood tests had proven it. Maven was our long-lost sister.

And since we’d found her, we’d stayed.

Over the years since we’d found her again, all of us had grown closer.

I’d also added onto this house multiple times in an attempt to make it more secure, as well as bigger for the family.

That family being a bunch of fuckin’ cops.

If you’d have asked me ten years ago if I would be willingly conversing with a bunch of cops, I’d have called you crazy.

But that was before my little sister had fallen in love with one.

Maven had met and fallen in love with Auden Carter. Auden was one of nine children. Seven of them being cops.

Then, of course, I’d gotten involved with Athena as she tried to find her own sister—the reason that she’d created the missing children’s app in the first place—and in doing so, had inadvertently invited them to be a part of our lives as well.

Needless to say, my life had changed.

And now I was carrying a fuckin’ baby in my arms into my home, and I’d have to hide that from my little sister.

It fucking sucked that I had to keep secrets from her, but it was for the best.

I didn’t want to implicate her in any way.

So again, this would be one of those things that I never told her.

“Sir?” Polina asked as she stood anxiously at the door.

“You call your daughter?” I asked.

Polina’s eyes widened. “Yes, sir.”

“Good,” I said as I turned to the side and showed her the small baby in my arms. “She still searching for a kid to adopt?”

Polina’s eyes widened comically as she said, “Yes, sir.”

“Great,” I said as I unbuttoned my suit coat. “Meet your new grandbaby.”

I handed over the kid and said, “When she gets here, go with her. Take the next two days off. Tell her that I’ll take care of the paperwork. This’ll all be done the legal way.”

“Yes, sir.” She took the child from my arms, her eyes filling with tears. “Thank you.”

I patted her on the shoulder. “I’m headed to bed.”

The moment I closed myself into my room, exhaustion washed over me.

I just hoped that no one woke me until well past daybreak.

I just doubted I’d be that lucky.

I was right.

I wasn’t.

I got a solid four until someone knocked on the door with the news that the men I’d been missing were found dead, with a note pinned to their chests with knives that said, “Go home.”
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If he smells like fabric softener, he’s in a relationship.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

One month ago

“Hey, Ms. S!” A kid from the band came running in. “Watch!”

I grinned when I saw one of my favorite band students, Casey.

Casey was a senior this year, and I was sad to see him go at the end of the year.

I had five more months with him until he graduated in May and I was so incredibly sad.

He’d asked me if I had a funny prank that the seniors could pull on the school, and I’d told him about one I’d seen on social media a few weeks ago that included the band following the principal around everywhere he went for the day.

They were supposed to start over an hour ago, but the practice for band had gone long, and the teacher had been reluctant to let them go to make a ruckus with the school. When I’d promised the assistant band director that I’d be responsible for them, she’d reluctantly allowed them free rein.

Which obviously led to now.

I was in the break room laminating some work pages that I wanted to do next week, and definitely not watching the band like I probably should’ve been.

“Hey Coach!” I chirped. “Come in here. I forgot my phone in my classroom, so you’ll have to share yours.”

“What are we watching?” Coach Shepherd asked.

Coach Shepherd was the newest football coach for West Dallas High School. He was cute, perpetually smiling, and way too young to be the head football coach. But he knew the right people, and since our old head football coach had been caught in a scandal with a student, they’d needed a replacement fast.

In came Coach Shepherd with the ink barely dry on his college degree and his history of being a star quarterback for A&M University.

I had a feeling that he was scared, but I knew he’d make it. He had the drive.

He wanted to be there.

He also knew his stuff.

“Senior prank,” I said. “The marching band is going to follow the principal around today.”

“Oh, nice,” Shepherd said. “Our school prank was putting the principal’s car onto the roof of the gym.”

“How’d you get it up there?” Casey’s eyes widened.

“One of the seniors had a dad that owned a crane company,” he said. “Where are you live from?”

“The band’s social media page,” Casey answered, moving in closer to me to show me his phone.

Shepherd pulled his up, too, and he grinned when he saw all the comments start rolling through.

“This page is popular,” he mused.

“West Dallas won the Marching Band Invitational last year,” Casey explained. “Bands are pretty big down here. Not as big as football, of course, but big enough that…”

He kept talking, but I focused on the screen.

I watched the band stomp toward the building that housed the principals and secretaries.

Though, likely the secretaries were out to lunch.

The vice principal usually lunched off campus with her husband who worked in construction down the road, meaning no one but my fiancé would be inside.

Which was exactly how I wanted it.

I couldn’t wait to see his reaction.

He loved senior pranks.

They were some of his favorite things.

Rupert loved his seniors.

He loved even more that they were going out and doing something with themselves.

That was why I’d first fallen in love with him—his love for his students.

When I’d first met Rupert, he was the lead history teacher—now I was since he’d taken the principal position. When the position of principal had come available, I’d encouraged him to take the job. And he’d thrived.

It’d been three years since he’d done it, and each year I loved watching him build a rapport with his students.

“Ohh.” Casey all but jumped. “Cal’s got the door.”

“It’s locked,” Cal whispered.

Someone passed up the key I’d given them this morning and Cal quietly unlocked the door.

Rupert always did lunch in his office while he went over the upcoming week’s events.

I’d tried to join him a few times, but he’d said that he needed that time to himself to figure out his next steps.

I’d given it to him, and respected his time, and usually caught lunch in the teacher’s lounge and watched an episode of a crime documentary.

The doorknob turned, and Cal shoved the key into his pocket.

Seconds later, he held up his hands and counted down.

Three.

Two.

One.

The door opened.

The band started playing “We Will Rock You.”

Rupert startled from his standing position in front of his desk and turned.

The first thing I saw was a pair of spread legs on the desk in front of him, with a very up close and personal view of a vagina.

The next I saw was Rupert’s cock.

The band’s notes died.

The woman on the desk sat forward.

And my heart sank.

Jolessa, my best friend, squeaked and covered herself with the only thing she could find—a photo of me and Rupert that we’d taken at the beach this summer.

The trumpet made a comical downward musical note, and then everyone stared in stunned silence, unsure what to do.

My stomach sank to the floor, and the diamond engagement ring on my finger felt like it was made of lead as it pulled my hand down to rest against my thigh.

“Holy shit,” Coach Shepherd said. “You should probably cut the feed.”

“Oh, sure…” Casey said. “But I don’t have the ability to access the page. Only Ms. Goodman has control over it besides Cal. And Cal’s lookin’ kind of horrified. I doubt he even remembers he’s recording.”

“Holy fuck,” Coach Shepherd groaned. “Look at the number of watchers right now.”

I did, seeing that there were forty-eight thousand watchers.

It was understandable, really, because West Dallas had done so well at that tournament that they’d then gone on to Good Morning America, and several other daytime television news programs. They’d garnered quite the following.

“Oh, my god,” Casey breathed. “Look, it just keeps going up!”

I swallowed hard as I watched it reach eighty thousand viewers.

“I’m just gonna…” I stepped away from the phone.

I couldn’t watch anymore.

Couldn’t really breathe, either.

Years.

I’d spent four years with his man.

Jolessa, my so-called best friend, had set us up on a blind date.

I’d been half in love with him by the end of it.

I’d been more than in love with him the next month when I found out he was the newest teacher at West Dallas High.

Ever since the day I’d asked him if he wanted to have lunch with me in the cafeteria, we’d been together.

We’d been happy.

At least, I’d thought we were.

Hours passed as I put on a fake smile and taught the rest of my classes.

I got a ton of pitying looks from the kids—all of them aware of who Principal Tomlinson was to me. Hell, most of them had classes taught by him at the beginning of their high school careers.

This was a hard blow for everyone, but most of all, me.

If I got one more “are you okay,” I was going to scream.

Luckily, my last class was a study period, so no one would miss me.

The moment I was free, I started my march toward the stupid trailers that housed administration.

All of the teachers that I passed gave me wide eyes and thumbs up, knowing exactly where I was headed.

“What that mouth do, baby?” a man holding a jackhammer up with his hips asked.

I turned my angry gaze to him, and I saw him swallow hard, realizing that I wasn’t one to be fucked with today.

My brothers liked to call it my “crazy eyes.”

Likely, they saw that I was about to lose it, and didn’t want anything to do with me.

I could only imagine what my face looked like right now. “Probably hurt your feelings, sir.”

He nodded, his eyes still wide, and said, “Sorry.”

“You better be,” I grumbled and kept stomping toward the office.

The year had started with a bang—a water main breaking bang.

It’d flooded the entire front office, forcing the upper house to move into the parking lot in a rented trailer.

I, of course, expected to find Rupert in the trailer.

What I hadn’t expected to find was the superintendent standing over him, watching him pack his desk.

The superintendent, Dr. Musgraves, a board-certified child psychologist turned teacher, turned superintendent, was a great guy.

But today he had a terrible look on his face as he watched Rupert finish packing his bags.

“You are asked not to come back onto school property,” Dr. Musgraves rattled on, seeing me and not caring.

I crossed my arms over my chest and watched the scene.

The door behind me opened, and I moved to the side to see multiple police officers enter the office, one of whom had a cuffed Jolessa with him.

My gaze took them all in, and I nearly laughed when Jolessa saw me standing there and flinched.

“Rupert Tomlinson, you’re under arrest for…”

I didn’t listen to the rest. I walked outside, didn’t spare Jolessa a glance, and headed for my car in the parking lot.

I’d seen enough, of course.

“Ms. Sweat!”

I stopped short of entering the teacher parking lot and found Dr. Musgraves standing there, breathing hard.

“Yes?”

“I don’t know what to say,” he admitted.

I rubbed at my eyes with the tips of my fingers and said, “You and me both, Dr. Musgraves.”

“Both have been terminated,” he said. “I would highly suggest you find a different place to live, though. It’s best not to be associated with him right now. It might give the school board the wrong impression.”

I was already nodding my head. “I’m actually headed to U-Haul right now. I’m going to call my brothers, and we’re going to get my stuff packed up tonight. I’ll be out of his house by nightfall.”

“Good.” He cupped my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Ms. Sweat.”

I laughed humorlessly. “Not as sorry as I will be when I have to tell my brothers what happened.”

His smile was soft when he said, “Let me know if you need anything.”

I looked at my feet. “Thank you, Dr. Musgraves.”

“Be safe.”

Then he was heading back to the offices, where I could now see my asshole ex being led out in handcuffs.

“…said that it was indecency with a minor,” I heard someone say from behind me.

I felt decidedly empty as I watched them go.

Honestly, as I made my way home that night and entered my house, I truly didn’t think that anything could make this day worse.

Truly, I didn’t.

But then I started getting text messages from my work colleagues.

There was a new group chat—sans Jolessa—talking about something that I didn’t want to even contemplate.

There was no doubt in my mind that they were trying to comfort me for the day.

Truly, I would rather die right now, drown in the bowl of cereal I was making for myself, than look at that group chat.

But it was so persistent that I realized that I would have to mute it.

There was no other recourse for me right now.

To remain sane…

I opened the group text up and started to thumb to the settings at the top when a text caught my eye.

Rita Thompson:


I couldn’t believe it either! She was hit on the side of the road leading to that house at the lake! The huge mansion with that massive wrought-iron gate that looks like it could keep prisoners from the state pen out! Right down the road from it. The guy that lives there gave a statement and said that he was saddened to hear the news, and he’s fully cooperating with police on the matter. A hit and run. She was killed instantly.




What the hell?

I scrolled up and realized who it was they were talking about.

Oh, my god.

I switched to the news app on my phone, and sure enough, the first story that popped up was the one I was searching for.

The mystery of the woman who was hit by a car late last night from a hit-and-run has been identified as missing thirty-two-year-old librarian from West Dallas High.

Oh. My. God.
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You all spend thousands on shoes, but your pillow looks like a tea bag.

—Shasha to Dima

SHASHA

Present day

“What can I do for you, sir?”

I looked at the barista and wondered if she had any other inclinations in life but to be paid to sell coffee.

She’d been working there for the better part of my time living in Dallas and looked as if she had no desire to do anything else.

But, since she still didn’t know my order, and I’d been a regular customer here, at the same time every single day, for the past five years, I kind of saw why she hadn’t moved on. Or, at least, up to a more managerial position.

“Tall black coffee,” I ordered.

“Any sugar?” she asked.

“No, plain and black,” I answered the same way I did every time she asked my order.

“That’ll be two-fifty,” she said.

I tapped my phone to the card reader and shoved it back into my pocket before moving to the end of the counter to wait for my coffee.

As I did, my gaze snagged on a beautiful blonde that was idly braiding her hair into Dutch braids two tables away.

She was doing it so effortlessly that I couldn’t stop staring.

Her gaze moved up to catch mine, and I felt the breath leave my throat for a solid second.

Her eyes were a startling green.

Like an emerald, or that Coke bottle green color that I saw on the Dos Equis beer bottles that Dima, my brother, liked to drink.

I was so focused on her that I didn’t hear my name be called for my coffee.

The impatient barista called my name a second time, I assumed, and I had to force my gaze away from the blonde.

“Thank you,” I said, taking the coffee that I didn’t tip for.

I probably should have, but I didn’t like the barista.

She was a bitch to everyone, and I couldn’t stand her.

Whenever she was working, I made sure not to tip.

She didn’t bother replying, and instead turned to the next drink order.

I took a drink of the coffee and was unsurprised to find it lukewarm.

Normally I would’ve said something—there were times that I felt like she purposefully served me shitty coffee because I didn’t tip—but the door burst open and a group of men poured in through the door.

All of them were wearing a white shirt that said ‘Sweat Construction’ on it.

All of them were covered in dirt and concrete, and of course, they headed for the blonde at the table.

“What the fuck happened, Brecken?”

“Shh,” Brecken, the blonde, whispered. “Be quiet, y’all. Don’t create a scene.”

I took another sip of my coffee and decided that I would be saying something about my coffee.

I’d also be taking a seat so I could hear “what the fuck happened.”

I turned to the barista at the counter and said, “This is cold, ma’am.”

I made sure to be extra nice despite her lack of professionalism.

The barista shot me a look that said she clearly didn’t care.

I narrowed my eyes and said, “I’d like some hot coffee, please.”

“Sorry, no refunds.” She smiled sweetly.

It showed off the metal stud that she had between her front teeth.

“One more chance.” I held it out to her.

She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Maybe you should go get me your manager,” I suggested.

“Sorry, she’s not here,” she lied.

I knew, in fact, that her manager was here.

I took the lid off and poured it onto her counter, watching as her mouth fell open.

“I overpaid for this coffee as it is,” I pointed out, not bothering to inform her that she’d overcharged me on purpose. My guess, to line her pockets, seeing as she was so bad I never tipped her. “Now, you can either get me a new one, clean that up, and not complain, or you can go find another job.”

“You can’t do that.” She rolled her eyes, not believing that I’d get her fired. “My boss will love me for not serving you again.”

“Actually, I can,” I said as quietly as I could. “Because my sister owns this place.”

She blinked.

“She does not.”

“Actually, she does.” My sister, Milena, came out of the back room. “Now, give him the good coffee, clean that up, or go find a different job.”

“I…he doesn’t tip!” she cried.

“Mariska, dear,” Milena said. “He co-owns this place with me. He doesn’t have to pay a tip because he literally pays you a full salary. And to be quite honest, a tip is something you get when you give good service. I’ve yet to see you give that to him since you started working here. He’s been very accommodating with you despite your lack of professionalism.”

She opened her mouth and closed it.

“Milena.” I lifted my coffee cup. “Please?”

She took my cup, walked to the coffee pot that did, indeed, have the good coffee, and filled it up.

She then walked it back over to me and said, “Why do you pay when you know that you don’t have to?”

“Because I want you to see that you have a shit employee, but you refuse to get rid of her because she’s ‘your best help,’” I pointed out.

“To be truthful, she is,” Milena muttered darkly. “It’s so hard to find good workers nowadays. All these young kids want high pay for little work. They don’t show up because they need a mental health day because their friend’s best friend’s dog died. Hell, one quit on me last week because I asked her to show up on time for her job, and she told me I didn’t respect her ‘time blindness.’”

“What the fuck is time blindness?” I blurted.

“According to her, she doesn’t realize what time it is.” She blew out a breath, causing her bangs at the top of her head to ruffle. “So she was consistently late for every shift. At the least, by fifteen minutes. And in the morning when there’s a rush before work, that fifteen minutes counts. She asked me if I could make accommodations for her when she started, and I said no. She chose to take the job anyway, assuring me that she was going to be able to make it on time. She was late for three weeks straight.”

“How do you find these people?” I asked.

“It’s the new age, bruh.” Milena rolled her eyes, mimicking her barista’s voice so completely that I nearly choked on my sip of coffee.

I watched out of the corner of my eye as the green-eyed blonde got up and started back toward the counter.

She’d missed the coffee incident, thanks to her brothers coming in.

She stood next to the register, patiently waiting for the barista to get off her phone.

“Excuse me?” the blonde, Brecken, said.

“Yeah, it’s my break right now,” the barista said.

“Your break doesn’t start for another fifteen minutes,” Milena countered, whipping around with fire in her eyes.

I grinned.

It took a lot for Milena to get mad.

She was, by far, the most even-tempered Semyonov.

She had to be when all of the other ones were hot-headed.

She was the peacemaker. The one sibling who controlled her shit and everyone else’s shit.

Brecken, sensing a problem, backed up a few steps from the counter.

I moved, taking a sip of my coffee as I did, and wound my way to the other side.

“What can I get you?” I asked, my eyes focused on hers.

Her pupils dilated, and she opened her mouth and closed it before saying, “I was just wondering what kind of milk base she used on my coffee. I asked for oat milk, but the way my stomach’s reacting, I think she used regular milk. I kind of wanted to know before I left for no reason.”

I turned to the barista. “What kind of milk did you use on this woman’s coffee?”

She shrugged.

It was then I’d had enough.

I didn’t fucking care how goddamn “reliable” she was.

“Get out.” I pointed to the door. “And don’t come back.”

She bowed her chest out and said, “You’re not my boss!”

“He is, you stupid fool.” Milena threw up her hands. “I have put up with a lot from you. But seriously, you can’t handle a simple order like black coffee, or what kind of milk not to use? What if she was allergic to it? What if she had an allergic reaction in our establishment because of coffee that you made her, and she died? Would you feel bad?”

The barista rolled her eyes. “You can’t fire me.”

“I can,” Milena said. “I can fire you for no reason, because Texas is a fuckin’ fantastic state and allows me to do it at will, for no reason other than I freakin’ want to. Now get out, and don’t come back. Your last check will be mailed to you.”

The barista started to protest, but my eyes caught Artur’s, who’d been watching the show from the back of the room with amusement.

I could see the surprise in his eyes that I hadn’t handled this all differently—kind of like picking her up and bodily throwing her through the plate-glass window like the trash that she was.

I wasn’t a good man.

Truthfully, I’d lost what little desire that I had to be nice to women a long time ago right around the same time that my little sister went missing.

Women were just as bad as men were, and if they said they weren’t, they were fuckin’ liars.

“Please see yourself out,” Artur said, coming from the door to stand directly beside the barista.

The barista huffed, grabbed her purse from underneath the counter, and stalked off.

I jerked my chin at Artur, telling him without words that I wanted her followed far enough away that I was sure she wasn’t going to double back and deface the building or something.

She looked vindictive enough to do that.

“I can make you a new latte to make sure,” Milena offered.

“Thank you,” Brecken said. “I’d also like to order some coffee for my brothers.”

“Coming right up,” she said. “Move, Shasha.”

I stepped to the side to allow her to get to work.

When I did, those green eyes met mine once again, and I had the urge to reach out and touch her, just to see what she would do.

When she blushed, I winked and stepped around the counter and said, “Gotta go, Milena.”

“Thanks for coming in and making me work on my day off,” she muttered.

I chuckled.

“Love you,” I teased.

“Love you, too,” she grumbled back.
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If we date, there isn’t such a thing as a breakup. We’re too old for that. If your love runs out, we can use mine. I’ll hotspot you.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

Heart pounding, I watched the gorgeous man go and wondered what in the hell had just happened.

“He’s your brother?” I asked.

The owner sighed. “It depends. Did he make you mad?”

I snickered. “No.”

“Then yes, he’s my brother,” she grumbled. “He’s been telling me to get rid of that girl for years. But he seriously has no idea how hard it is to find good help. He has no problem with that, because the people that work with him want to impress him. These people”—she gestured toward the coffee shop behind her—“they’re here because they are just starting out at the job life. They have no experience yet, or if they do, they have no ambition in life. No one takes a job like this seriously.”

“I work with high schoolers,” I admitted. “But I can tell you that this new generation that’s coming through the high school right now, they’re a bit better than the previous years.”

“Oh, that’s a good sign.” She set my latte in front of me and said, “What kind of coffee for your brothers?”

“Four black coffees,” I said. “Large.”

“Done.” She smiled. “I’ll bring them over to you.”

I smiled and said, “How much?”

“On the house.” She shrugged. “We owe you one, Brecken.”

I wasn’t surprised the owner knew my name.

I came here almost every single day after work.

She’d been here the day that I’d had my world shattered with Rupert, too.

She’d seen the devastation and had consoled me with coffee and dairy-free cookies.

I’d liked her ever since.

“Thank you, Milena.” I smiled.

I headed back over to my brothers, who were dwarfing the small tables that filled the tiny café space of the coffee shop.

“Was it milk?” my oldest brother, Ryler, asked.

“She quit before she could tell me,” I admitted. “Or she was fired. I’m not really sure what happened there.”

“She was shit anyway,” Bronc admitted.

I sighed. “I know.”

“What’s on your agenda this week, Breck?” Holden asked. “Tibbs and I want to know if you want to go fishing with us.”

My brows rose to my hairline. “Are you telling me that you’re actually taking some time off of work?”

I had four brothers and two sisters.

We were a family of seven belonging to two of the best people in the world, Cane Sweat and Reba Faith Sweat. Daddy was a bull rider and was on the circuit since he was a baby and his own dad had hauled him around from rodeo to rodeo.

Dad had caught the bug and had devoted his life to it, even taking Mom along for the ride when they met at a rodeo in Cheyenne, Wyoming.

They married fast and produced kids faster.

They’d produced four boys first: Ryler Hughes, Bronc Kash, Holden Tru, and Tibbs Thomas.

But it wasn’t until the first girl was born, me, Brecken Navy Sweat, that Mom and Dad started to settle down.

They found a house in rural Texas and had started raising bulls for a living instead of Dad riding them.

Over the next couple of years, Mom and Dad had two more girls, JJ—Judy June—and McCoy Mariah.

And though we all loved our parents to death and thought they were the greatest parents ever, none of us fell in love with their rodeo life.

So the moment we were all eighteen, Mom and Dad started traveling with the rodeo again, leaving us the property and some cash.

As my brothers turned eighteen, all of them joined the military.

As for my sisters and I, we’d all taken different paths.

I was a high school teacher. JJ was a court reporter. McCoy, the one to never leave, had taken over the farm.

When my brothers had gotten out of the military, they’d started a construction company.

But not your normal construction company.

A construction company that specialized in building fortresses. Places that not even God could break into.

Their business was booming, and it was amazing to me that people wanted houses like the ones that my brothers built.

But I had a feeling there was more to it than construction.

They just didn’t want me too far into their business.

Which I allowed.

I wasn’t one to insinuate myself into things.

I was more lackadaisical. If they wanted me to know, I’d know.

“No McCoy or JJ?” Holden asked.

“Nope,” I said. “JJ is on a case today.”

“Shocker, she’s actually working for once,” Tibbs grumbled.

I laughed. Tibbs was right, though.

JJ had crazy hours. She barely worked and she made way more than me.

If that wasn’t a great job, I didn’t know what was.

JJ was like the wind. She went wherever life carried her. She was what you would call a free spirit. She lived, laughed, loved, and ran.

Then again, mine gave me three months off during the summer, so mine wasn’t half bad, either.

“McCoy couldn’t get out of her chores?” Bronc questioned.

“McCoy is McCoy,” I said. “I told her about the meet-up, but you know how she is.”

If there was something she was supposed to be doing, she might be doing it. Or she might be fishing.

There really was no telling. The farm came first but if she could fish, she was at the pond.

That was Mom coming out in her, though.

“Figures.” Ryler laced his fingers behind his back. “How’s school going with the asshole back?”

“It’s going,” I said. “Luckily, he’s not the principal anymore.”

“Can’t believe they were forced to let him back in.” He shook his head. “Have you seen Jolessa?”

“Not yet,” I grumbled, “but I’m sure that I will.”

The school board had filled Jolessa’s previous position as art director.

When they’d gone to court and won their jobs back—as well as had all charges against them dropped for indecency with minors—the school had been forced to reinstate them or risk even more legal ramifications.

So the beginning of this semester, after everything had happened last February, they’d come back.

But not to the jobs they left.

Jolessa was teaching art, and Rupert was teaching science.

I was teaching history in between them both.

This was going to be so much fun.

As it was, I didn’t see it or them lasting long.

The parents that knew about the issues at hand wanted their kids nowhere near the old principal or his flame.

I didn’t blame them.

So the kids were pulled from their classes, one by one, since the semester’s schedule was released.

“As of right now,” I said to my brothers, “I think Rupert has a whopping six students in his class that don’t know—or their parents don’t care—about what he did. Jolessa is teaching art, and she has eight students.”

“He should have no students, the sick fuck,” Milena said as she set four large coffees down. “I can’t believe the school let him back in with children.”

“Technically.” I rolled my eyes and used air quotes. “He wasn’t being indecent. The children weren’t supposed to have access to a locked office.”

“Whatever.” Milena rolled her eyes. “Gotta go.”

“She’s hot,” Tibbs said.

“She’s pretty,” I agreed. “And has a very scary brother.”

“We worked on his house when he first moved here,” Ryler said. “Don’t tell anyone that, though. We signed an NDA.”

“Scary and needs a fortress,” I confirmed. “Why are y’all going fishing this weekend?”

“We all are,” Bronc added. “It’s a fishing tournament.”

“Y’all don’t do tournaments,” I pointed out.

“Not usually, no,” he agreed. “But we do when all the bigwigs of Dallas want you to go.”

“You gonna show them up with your fishing skills?” I teased.

“I’m not going there to piss them off. We’ll keep the smaller ones and release the rest back,” Ryler grumbled.

My brothers were good at fishing.

They knew the lakes around here like the backs of their hands.

They’d grown up on the lakes because Dad was always gone, and they had nothing better to do but to tear it up on the lake every weekend.

But they hadn’t fished in a while, and they may be rusty.

I, on the other hand, was still just as good as ever.

“Isn’t it a little cold to have a fishing tournament?” I asked.

“Yes,” Bronc said. “But that is one of the points of this tournament. To see who can stay out in the freezing cold and fish without bitching. Or whatever. I’m not sure. But they know it’s cold. And they might catch less fish.”

“I’ll go, but only if you let me choose the music,” I teased. “And you don’t complain when I start stealing your body heat.”

“Deal,” Tibbs said. “We need at least one girl for the team.”

“Then I’m your girl,” I said as I looked at my watch. “I gotta go, or I’m going to be late for school. This family meeting was fun. We should do it more often.”

My brother patted me on the back. “Love ya.”

I reluctantly left, feeling the gurgle of my stomach the entire way to school.
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You see your calls not going through? Very blocked. Very Peaceful. Very dead to me.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

I flushed the toilet, prayed that my tampon would tide me over until third period, and made a mad dash out of the bathroom after washing my hands.

I’d been in and out of the freakin’ bathroom all morning, and I could just hear the students now.

They all knew I had a dairy intolerance.

They also knew why I left, and what I did when I left.

They were all assholes, too.

Every last one of them.

Of course, because my stomach hurt so bad already, I hadn’t been prepared for my period to start today as well.

It just figured.

The first day back at school, where I had to deal with Jolessa and Rupert, and my period had to start. Oh, and let’s not forget the lactose intolerance rearing its ugly head.

I made it to the classroom, barely glancing into Rupert’s open door as I passed when the bell rang.

I huffed out a breath and said, “Made it!”

Most of my students were the same as last year. But there were one or two new faces that appeared.

A new student that looked like he’d rather be anywhere but here, and Rosalyn, a quiet student that used to be in the other history teacher’s class, but was moved after a few issues arose with other students.

I eyed her as she tried to sink into herself and the hood of her sweatshirt, contemplated telling her that she needed to lose the hood, and decided against it.

I honestly couldn’t care less if the students wore hoods.

I didn’t care if they were following dress code period.

As long as they were here and ready to learn, the rest didn’t matter to me.

A particularly vicious cramp had me grimacing and walking to the whiteboard where I had my lesson plan listed out for the day.

My hand on my belly, wishing it was a hot water bottle and not my hand, I started explaining the outline.

None of them stopped their whispered discussions.

“Okay, class,” I drawled as I turned to face them. “You will listen to me, or you’ll face my wrath!”

“What are you going to do? Eat yogurt tomorrow to punish us?”

I laughed at my favorite student’s words.

Sadly, that might punish me way more than him.

“No,” I said. “Because, unlike what you might think, I don’t like to punish myself.”

“Then why do you eat so much dairy?” one of the other students asked.

“Dairy is in literally everything,” I pointed out. “It’s only been recently that dairy-free places have been popping up. Used to, I couldn’t even enjoy a cupcake. I hate to admit it, but sometimes I just can’t turn down Mexican food.”

“Amen to that,” Cecelia, one of the top of her class seniors, said. “I went to Little Mexico last night, and it was phenomenal.”

“Agreed,” I said. “Now, who can tell me what they think started World War One?”

Generally, this many seniors wouldn’t be in my World History Class.

Truthfully, this was generally a ninth grade or tenth grade subject. But for some reason, I had more than usual this year. More than a third of my class.

It was fun. I truly enjoyed having all these young adults in my class.

What I didn’t like, however, was how out of touch with reality they sometimes were.

I mean, I was supposed to send an eighteen-year-old young man that didn’t know why World War One started out into the world and expect him to be a functional member of society?

Really, there was a reason we learned history…so we didn’t repeat it.

Yet, most of them were still clueless as to what led them to where the world was today.

My least favorite student—though I’d never admit it to anyone—proved that point next.

“Because the US wanted to be the top dog in the world and decided to start taking out lesser nations,” Frances drawled, knowing what he was saying was going to piss me off.

This was literally the one kid in the entire school that I couldn’t stand.

Why?

Because he acted like a little rich prick that had daddy’s money to always fall back on. To bail him out of the hardest of situations.

He also fully expected to pass his classes based solely on who his father was.

And, the sad fact was, he was right.

“Actually, no,” Cecelia said. “In actuality, World War One started because of the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand.”

I grinned at Cecelia. “Correct.” I looked to the rest of the class, pointedly avoiding Frances’s eyes. “And why did the US enter the war?”

“Because of some submarine that Germany took down!” Caden Rivers, the captain of the football team, said. “I just watched a movie about it on Amazon! It was freakin’ awesome. All of those guys were freakin’ badasses!”

“That’s correct,” I confirmed. “Today, I want you to write a short summary of chapter thirty-one in the book. If you read your chapter over Christmas vacation like I asked, you will find this fairly easy. It discusses…”

I continued my lecture, then allowed them free time to write their summaries.

Usually, I’d spend more time lecturing and not requiring them to read the chapter because I found that they learned more hands-on than they did reading chapters. However, I was exhausted.

My uterus was killing me, I’d gotten no sleep last night because I was so nervous about being sandwiched between the two most hated people in my world, and I just didn’t have it in me.

Luckily, they all finished their summaries, giving us enough time at the end of class to have our wind-up random fact of the day.

“What is today’s random fact?” a boy from the back asked as he started to pack up.

I leaned back in my uncomfortable teacher’s chair and said, “Pick a number between one and ten.”

The boy tapped his lips with his index finger before saying, “Seven.”

“Did you know the last person who died building the Hoover Dam was the son of the first person who died building it?” I asked.

There was a pause as everyone digested today’s random fact, and then, “That one’s awful, Ms. Sweat.”

“Okay.” I rolled my eyes dramatically. “Well then, how about…” I tapped my own lip before coming up with one I’d seen on a video last night. “Did you know that MLB umpires have to wear black underwear in case their pants split during a game?”

Everyone groaned. “That’s boring.”

I laughed and stood up, stretching my arms up high over my head.

Yesterday, I’d gone to a class at the gym that focused on functional fitness.

The only problem was that the class usually made functional fitness outside of the class impossible.

For instance, we’d done snatches—and I’d giggled ridiculously at the name of the movement all during class—and though they hadn’t been too hard at the time, today I was still feeling the five a.m. class in my shoulders and neck.

I could barely nod my head without a weird clicking pop happening below my skull.

Getting older was always fun. You learned new and exciting ways that your body was breaking down before your eyes.

I saw a student’s eyes widen as she looked out the door of the hallway, and I moved so that I could look out, too. I was fully expecting to see Rupert or Jolessa there, but that wasn’t who I found.

I looked over, my mouth falling open slightly, and stared at the gorgeous man walking down the hallway toward my classroom.

He had a fluorescent green visitor’s tag on his left pec, and the instant recollection of him hit me full force.

The man from the coffee shop.

I’d clocked him the moment he’d entered the shop.

At first, I’d been stunned because he’d been as big as my brothers—every bit of six-foot-three or four. He was a big man. Muscular. Not in a bulky way, but in an “I’ll kick your ass without even trying” way. He had wide shoulders, a sexy neck that led into an even sexier jawline—one that was covered in the perfect amount of hair that could still give you the dimple in his chin for your viewing pleasure.

He had dark-brown hair that was cut into a tapered fade, longer on top so that it looked like he could style it—if he wanted to.

He had dark, hooded eyes with the longest eyelashes I’d ever seen.

He’d been wearing a pair of dark blue jeans that fit his ass perfectly, a gray long-sleeved Henley, and a really expensive watch that I knew I saw Tibbs coveting.

And that sexy man was literally walking down the hallway, getting closer and closer and closer until it was apparent where he was going.

He was still in the jeans and gray Henley. The sleeves, however, were now pulled up to his forearms, displaying a perfectly unmarred forearm and one covered in tattoos all the way down to his wrist.

He, of course, pulled off both looks.

And generally, I wasn’t exactly attracted to tattoos—they just weren’t my thing. But on this man? They were definitely my thing.

I positioned myself in the door of my classroom, keeping my body perpendicular to the door so I could see both directions and said, “Can I help you?”

He came to a stop not too far away from me and nodded.

“I need help finding a Ms. Petrov,” he said as he took a look past me into the classroom.

I glanced toward the back of the room and saw Roslyn Petrov hunched down so far that she was trying to disappear into the hole of her hoodie.

“What about?” I asked protectively.

He smiled at me, noting the mama bear protectiveness.

“Actually, I’m just here to drop off her phone,” he said. “I know that’s not allowed, but I didn’t want to give it to the office lady and have her say that she couldn’t have it because they’re not allowed in school. I’m just here to drop it off directly to her. But I lied and said I was having lunch with her.”

My brows rose. “Are you her brother?”

He shook his head. “Godfather.”

Disbelief must’ve been all over my face when I said, “Really?”

He looked toward Roslyn, who was now very much aware of who was at the door.

She smiled at him and got up out of her chair.

“Uncle Shasha,” she said as she shouldered her backpack. “What are you doing here?”

He pulled out her phone, which was indeed very much girly and definitely not his, and handed it to her.

She squealed. “He was able to fix it?”

“Dima said the screen was easy to replace,” he answered.

“Did Dad get you to do this because he was leaving?” she asked then, losing some of her excitement.

“He’s headed down to Houston to check on a few things,” he admitted. “But Alexi said that your mom was on her way home.”

My brows rose at that.

From what I knew, Roslyn’s parents were very much divorced.

In a ‘they’ll never be happy in the same room together ever again’ kind of way.

Why did I know that?

Because at the beginning of the year last year, I’d been front row and center next to Rupert when Roslyn’s mom came in and threw a horrific stink about her father, Alexi, having access to her child’s school information.

Alexi had arrived, along with the police because Roslyn’s mother was making such a stink, and it’d just been…bad.

Really, really bad.

To hear that her mother was coming home literally made my stomach sink for her.

“Great,” Roslyn said sarcastically.

The bell rang, and the students from inside the classroom spilled out, forcing the man to come into my classroom to get out of the way of the hallway door next to mine slamming open. Rupert’s classroom.

I heard his voice drone on, and I wanted to insert the Sharpie in my pocket into my eardrum so I’d never have to hear him again.

“Bye, Uncle Shasha,” Roslyn said. “Thanks for doing this. I know you’re busy.”

“You’re welcome, kitten,” Shasha drawled.

Roslyn slid into the throng of people like she was made to do it.

A shiver of awareness slid down my spine at Shasha’s words.

I knew they were innocent and directed at a child at that, but shit.

Why was him saying “kitten” sexy as hell?

The slide of students through the hallway had the sexy man beside me chilling, watching and waiting.

I stayed at his side, also watching.

“This normal to have this many kids in the hall at once?” he asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “Like a bunch of ants, huh?”

“Yes,” he said. “The high school I went to was much smaller…and private.”

He did strike me as a rich dude.

I wondered if he was like Frances when he was growing up.

Maybe there was hope for the kid yet.

“I…” I trailed off when a familiar blonde started making her way out of her classroom.

She looked happy.

I instantly felt the pain in my chest start to swell.

Nobody ever tells you how hard it is to lose a best friend.

I mean, logically, losing anyone from your life that you’ve had there for most of it sucks.

I got that.

Losing Rupert was one thing. We’d been dating for four years. I thought I’d loved him.

But losing Jolessa?

I felt like a piece of my soul had left me the day that I found out she’d been cheating with Rupert.

We’d grown up together.

She still lived in the house next door to McCoy where I grew up.

Her parents were still on my mind every single day.

I still loved her nieces and nephews.

I still wondered what she was doing and how she was.

I still ran every Wednesday and Sunday and wished that she was there.

I still got excited for Thursday take away because we’d enacted a take-out day the day before Friday so we could unwind before the last day of the week.

We’d gone to college together. We’d been in band together. We’d run marathons together.

And now she was just gone.

Like a piece of my entire life was no more because of the decisions that she’d made.

Seeing her was both welcoming and overwhelming at the same time.

On one hand, I wanted to go up to her and tell her about how sexy the man at my side was.

On the other, I wanted to turn my back on her and hide the pain that was caused just at the sight of her.

“Who’s that?” the man at my side asked.

I hadn’t realized that I’d turned partially away from them, and toward him, until his voice dragged me out of my pain.

“That’s my ex-best friend,” I answered quietly.

I didn’t know why I answered honestly.

I mean, truthfully, I probably should’ve just kept my mouth shut.

I really didn’t know this man other than what I’d learned just this morning.

But the pain in my chest was too much to keep inside.

Unfortunately for him, he asked the right question, and I’d needed to give the answer.

“What’d she do to become an ex?” he asked quietly.

As if he actually cared.

It was the interest in knowing my answer that was evident in his voice that had me answering honestly.

“I caught my fiancé cheating with her,” I explained.

His eyes narrowed, and before I could guess what he was about to do, he did it.

He pulled me into his arms and said, “I’m not a very nice man, Brecken.”

My heartbeat started to pound. “O-okay.”

“But I really don’t like two-faced friends.” He leaned close. “Pretend like you want me.”

I nearly laughed.

I wouldn’t have to pretend a thing.

I’d be a complete fool to not want him.

In fact, I was so intrigued by what he said that I didn’t wonder why he’d said it until he was in my space. And I mean, really in my space.

He was so close that I could feel his body heat. His breath was going from his mouth into mine.

I could smell his cologne.

And fuck, did it smell good.

Expensive.

Unobtrusive.

Deliriously sexy.

“Um, what?” I asked, my brain no longer functioning at all.

I wasn’t even sure where I was.

Had he told me to do a jump, I’d have reacted and asked him how high.

“Why does that guy look so familiar?” he asked me, voice deep and soft all at once.

Again with him asking me questions that I couldn’t make my brain comprehend.

“Um.” I hesitated. “Probably because you’re a band follower.”

I watched those beautifully thick lashes sweep down in a slow blink, brushing his high cheekbones.

When his eyes opened again, I realized that his eyes weren’t really dark. They were, but they weren’t.

At first glance, I thought they were brown. Dark brown.

But with him this close, I realized they weren’t brown at all. But a really dark blue. Navy blue. Like the color of his jeans.

They were gorgeous.

And he had a gold ring around both eyes that made that dark blue pop.

“I have no clue what a band follower is supposed to mean or why that would make me recognize him more likely,” he said.

“Band. The West Dallas Marching Band,” I explained. “They were live on social media when they tried to pull a prank on the principal. The principal, my ex, got caught fucking my best friend, the band director.”

“Got it,” he said. “I actually remember hearing about it now. They were on the news?”

“They were on trial, too,” I confirmed. “It just wrapped up last month. They were able to get their jobs back thanks to some loophole. Which now has me sandwiched between the both of them.”

“Harsh,” he murmured quietly. “Would you like me to kill them for you?”

I snickered. “Sure. Make it happen. I’ll owe you.”

He didn’t laugh, though.

When I refocused on him instead of the striation of his irises, I realized that he looked rather serious.

Which made me a bit nervous…

He blinked, though, and the look was gone. Replaced by something else.

Something I couldn’t read but I knew to be dangerous. “I have to go now.”

I swallowed. “I should probably get out of the doorway and let my kids into the classroom.”

Sure enough, there were about ten of them loitering in the hall, not willing to interrupt us.

I knew it was because the man standing in front of me, half blocking the door, looked pretty scary.

But when I looked beyond the kids, who couldn’t care less that they were stuck outside—all of them on their phones—I saw Rupert standing in his doorway, glaring hard at Shasha’s back.

“Uh, okay,” I said as I tried to take a step back.

He caught my hip, squeezed it, and turned.

He didn’t make eye contact with Rupert, but it didn’t matter. Rupert still shrank back from him anyway.

God, he was such an asshole.

I’d been joking earlier about wanting him dead. But somewhere deep inside of me? That part wanted to harm him worse than he harmed me. I wanted to lop his dick off and feed it to him. I wanted to cut his ear off with a rusty spoon. I wanted to…

The bell rang, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Okay, class. Let’s get inside.”

Everyone filed in, and I didn’t spare Rupert another glance.

Maybe if I had, I would’ve seen the calculation in his eyes that he got when he found a puzzle that he needed to work out.

By the time I got home from work, I was ready for bed.

Getting up at the ass crack of dawn, a coffee date, and then dealing with a full day of school, on top of having to see your ex-best friend and ex-fiancé multiple times that day, would leave anyone with nothing left in the gas tank.

The moment I got to my door and relocked it, I threw everything down in the entryway, then lost my bra.

I hated bras.

They were the bane of my existence.

I had a wider ribcage that forced me to go bigger on bras than my breasts could handle, always leaving me in a weird predicament. Either I got a bra big enough around that it fit my rib cage but didn’t fit my boobs. Or I got one that fit my boobs and was tight on my ribcage.

I’d tried the whole actual bra thing a long time ago when I’d first gotten enough boobs to need one and had decided that the sports bra life was the only thing for me.

But even those bothered me by the end of the day, so yes, that was the first thing to go when I walked into the door.

The next thing to go were my pants, leaving me in my thong underwear and socks as I made my way to my bedroom.

I hated when school was in session because I was expected to wear “teacher-appropriate” attire.

In reality, all I wanted to wear were sweatpants and oversized sweatshirts.

Speaking of oversized sweatshirts, I pulled Tibbs’s hoodie off the end of the bed where I’d left it this morning and shrugged it on.

I followed it up with a pair of leggings.

Slipping my feet into my comfy leather moccasins, I headed back out to the kitchen and got dinner ready—leftover pizza from three days ago.

I really needed to go to the store.

But things happened—i.e., me freaking out over my ex-best friend coming back to work and me having to see her every day—and I’d forgotten.

Leading me to now, eating pizza that was slightly stale, sitting on my couch thankful that school had started on a Friday this year, meaning tomorrow I didn’t have to…

Fuck!

I pulled out my phone and texted the group chat with my brothers.

Me:


What time are we fishing tomorrow?




Tibbs:


Seven. I’ll pick you up at five.




Fuck.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“Dammit,” I muttered darkly. “Why did I say yes to that?”

The last thing I wanted to do was set my alarm for oh-dark-thirty in the morning to go on a fishing expedition in the middle of a Texas winter—don’t argue with me, Texas winters are way worse because of the humidity than any other place—but there I was setting my alarm.

After finishing most of the pizza, I left the trash on the coffee table and went to the bedroom, where I contemplated going to bed.

I’d been late getting home because there’d been a mandatory teacher’s meeting among staff to talk about ‘appropriate work behavior.’

I hadn’t left the school until six thirty. I’d then had to drive an hour through traffic to my apartment building in North Dallas.

Seven thirty is enough to go to bed early, right?

Six months ago, I would’ve texted Jolessa that and she’d say “absolutely.”

Six months ago, I had a best friend who meant the world to me.

Six months ago…

“Fuck it,” I said as I climbed into bed, then climbed right back out because I’d forgotten to change into a new tampon before bed. “That would be just my luck, right? Toxic shock syndrome.”

By the time I’d cleaned up—and even brushed my teeth—I was back in bed and still just as tired as before.

Since I hadn’t turned on a light in my bedroom, I didn’t have to turn any out as I fell face first into my bed.

I yanked the covers over myself and groaned. “I love my bed.”

I felt like I’d just gotten close to sleep when I felt something weird.

Something not quite right.

But I was too far gone into sleep to notice the darkness in the corner of the room.

Or the man that stood in that darkness.
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I understand where Michael Myers was coming from.

—Shasha’s secret thoughts

SHASHA

The woman was a slob.

I’d watched in rapt fascination as she’d stripped the moment she’d gotten in the door.

A good man would’ve looked away.

Then again, a good man wouldn’t have been in her apartment in the first place. Though…

I shouldn’t be at her place.

Fuck, but I shouldn’t be in her place.

Yet, there I was, watching her fall asleep, like some fuckin’ creeper in the corner of the room, after watching her eat her dinner, strip practically naked, and brush her teeth.

I waited until she was well and truly under before I peeled myself away from the wall and continued my walkthrough of her place.

Her place was a disaster.

It looked like someone walked in and blew everything over with an industrial-strength leaf blower.

Mail scattered on the floor.

Plates, forks, and cups scattered over every available surface.

Clean laundry piled up high on her recliner.

She had good security, that was a given.

The apartment complex that she lived in was gated. She was on the third floor. She had a great dead bolt on said door. What she didn’t have was good balcony security.

Either she hadn’t expected anyone to ever be able to get onto a third-floor balcony, or she forgot to lock the door.

Either way, I slipped out the same way I slipped into her place, then scaled the metal balcony to the one below it, dropping straight to the ground once I was at a good distance to do so.

The moment my feet found purchase, I stood out of my crouch and slid my phone from my pocket.

“Lev,” I said the moment he answered the phone. “You get anything?”

Lev, my resident computer genius and hacker extraordinaire, answered despite it being a late hour.

“Sure did,” he said, sounding distracted. “Sent it to your email an hour ago.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Anything I need to pay any attention to?”

“No, not with her.” He paused. “The brothers, though, are the ones that secured your house.”

I blinked. “They are?”

“Yeah,” he said. “You don’t recognize the company name?”

To be quite truthful, though I’d done the hiring of the job, that’d been six years ago now. A lot of things had happened since then.

“Nope,” I answered.

“That’s acceptable since they changed the name when their last brother got out of the military and joined them,” he said. “But other than her brothers being badass construction workers…nothing. She’s clean as a whistle.”

“Good,” I said. “Keep a psychic eye on her, though, just in case.”

“Will do,” Lev said and rang off.

Lev was a good guy.

I liked him a lot.

But he was also extremely introverted, and only talked on the phone with me, because I didn’t give him any other option.

Out of all my employees, he was the one that gave me the most trouble.

With anyone else it wouldn’t fly.

But Lev was blood. Distant blood, but still blood.

I’d give him a little more leeway than others because of that title alone.

My next call was to Alexi.

“Boss,” he said distractedly. “What can I do for you?”

“The Irish give you anything?” I asked.

“Not yet,” he said. “But I’m showing them the error of their ways right now. They might give me something by the end of the night.”

“Don’t ruin any relationships,” I said. “Just rough ’em up a bit.”

“You don’t think kidnapping one of his soldiers isn’t going to piss him off?” Alexi asked.

I didn’t give a flying fuck what pissed him off. I wanted to find out who’d killed Paulo, Joaquin, and Cameron.

“No,” I said. “Now, stop asking questions you already know the answers to and get this done.”

Cayden McCloud and I had an understanding. You could almost say we were partners, in a way.

We weren’t “friends” per se, but we were associates. Known and trusted associates. We’d been bouncing ideas off of each other since we were both young and dumb. Our fathers had been the same way.

Now we were both running our own empires, both of our fathers having fallen and handed the reins to us way earlier than either one of us wanted.

We weren’t friends.

We were respected and trusted adversaries.

Sometimes his ideals aligned with mine. Other times they didn’t.

But he damn well knew why we were in Houston.

He wasn’t a part of it.

That I knew.

But he also wouldn’t help me find out who was unless it helped him in some way to do so.

“If you say so, boss,” Alexi drawled. “Thanks for dealing with Roslyn earlier.”

I grinned then, being reminded of Brecken.

“Let me know if you have any issues with your ex,” I said, hoping to have another reason to head to the school. “I’ll get her sorted out.”

Alexi laughed at that.

“Oh, I’m sure that you will,” he drawled. “I’ll also never hear the end of it if you have anything to do with handling her in any way.”

Alexi’s ex-wife, Kira, was once one of our friend group.

Alexi, Kira, and I had grown up together.

We’d been best friends.

When Alexi and Kira had gotten together, I hadn’t been surprised.

What I had been surprised about was how she’d changed after I’d given them my blessing.

It was only years later that we would find out exactly why Kira had changed so completely.

She hadn’t wanted Alexi at all. She’d wanted me. And she’d started dating Alexi to make me jealous.

The only problem was, I hadn’t been jealous. I’d never seen Kira that way, and never would. She’d only ever been Alexi’s in my eyes.

One would think that Kira’s behavior in the end would’ve affected Alexi and my relationship with each other, but it hadn’t. It’d only made us stronger.

When Alexi finally pulled his head out of his ass when it came to Kira and scraped her off, we’d grown even more solid.

Then my dad had died and left me as the Pakhan of the US arm of the Russian Bratva at the age of twenty-six, and I’d been faced with the reality of being the youngest Pakhan in history.

Truthfully, there were days when I asked myself why I did what I did.

Then I have a good laugh and remind myself that I never had a choice.

My father hadn’t given me one.

On the surface, my dad was a good dad. He was doting. Went to soccer games. Football practices. Violin recitals.

He spent the majority of my life being the perfect attentive parent. I also remember my dad having two faces.

The one that he put on in public—the one my sisters saw—and the one that he put on in private. Which just so happened to be the face that Dima and I saw, along with the rest of the criminal underworld.

My dad was devoted to my mother.

He was, in all reality, the best man that she could ever ask for.

He played the part really well.

Truthfully, when he died, I wasn’t sure how to feel.

There were two sides to every coin, and I unfortunately got to see both sides of that coin.

My dad was a hard man.

A killer.

An abuser.

But he was also fair and just. He expected perfection, but didn’t punish us if we didn’t give him that perfectness. But the silent warfare he would aim at you if you did wrong…

If I was being honest, my father had always struck me as having an undiagnosed mental illness.

The complete and utter disregard for life should’ve been my first clue.

My dad would kill anyone anywhere for any reason and expect everyone else to clean up his mess—i.e., me when I was old enough to do that and get away with it.

When my little sister, Maven, had gone missing while we were on a family vacation—we weren’t on a vacation, Dad had a business meeting that he disguised as a family vacation—he’d turned into this raging psychopath that couldn’t focus on anything but fixing a mistake that he’d inadvertently made.

Sure, my mom had been distraught and begged him to find her—we’d all been distraught—but Dad’s motivations were again two-sided.

Someone had pulled one over on the Pakhan of the Russian Bratva. That was a slight that he couldn’t allow to ever pass.

He’d spent the next twenty-five years of his life ‘searching.’

In reality, he’d been killing everyone and anyone that might or might not have an answer to his questions.

My phone rang, pulling me out of the contemplation of my father, and I stopped next to Brecken’s car.

I pulled the phone out of one pocket and placed it to my ear as I went into the other pocket with my free hand and pulled out a GPS tracker.

“Yes?” I said distractedly.

“Your boy is in my territory.”

I sighed. “Cayden.”

“Why is he here?” he drawled.

“You know why he’s there.” I sighed. “Three dead, all in your territory. You should be happy that I’m only nosing around asking questions and not beating the hell out of you for allowing that to happen to my men.”

“Your men shouldn’t be in Houston, Semyonov,” he stated carefully. Too carefully. “You have any way to get them home safely tonight?”

I frowned as I bent down and placed the tracker onto Brecken’s car.

“What’s good to eat there, Cayden?” I asked, hoping he wouldn’t answer how I somehow expected him to answer. “I’m thinking about heading down there to give my friend a ride home.”

Years and years ago, during a closed-door meeting between our fathers, Cayden and I had made a childhood promise to always take care of the other.

We’d bonded over our psychopath fathers.

On our first visit as young children, we’d of course thought that we would be good friends. Then we’d both been informed separately that we should never trust the other.

Over time, that distrust had formed a bond of trust, and even still, as adults, we’d never called what we had together friendship.

Acknowledging our friendship would be seen as hostile.

We were powerful on our own. Together, we’d be seen as threats and be neutralized. So we maintained our distance, helped out where we could without appearing that we were, and ultimately pretended like we weren’t as good of friends as we were to protect ourselves and our family.

But during that closed-door meeting with our fathers when we were perhaps fourteen or fifteen, we’d realized that just because we weren’t allowed to be friends openly didn’t mean that we couldn’t be friends in private.

That day, we’d come up with a plan to always offer help when the other needed it.

“How will I know if you ever need anything?” I asked my childhood friend who I wasn’t actually allowed to be friends with.

“If you call, or I call, and ask you…” Cayden hesitated. “If I ask you if there’s anything good to eat, and you answer with, there’s never anything good to eat, we’ll know that the other is in trouble and needs help.”

There’d been times over the years that we’d said the phrase to each other, and the other had always answered in a way that we knew the other was all right. But somehow I knew this time would be different.

There’s never anything good to eat.

“There’s never anything good to eat,” Cayden said, confirming my fears.

I stood up slowly and stretched my arms up high over my head.

“Okay, well if that’s the case, I’ll talk to you later,” I said.

“Get your men out of Houston, Semyonov,” Cayden said and hung up.

I immediately placed another call.

Ivan, the man that took care of things logistically when Alexi wasn’t around to do it, answered on the second ring.

He was panting, and I wondered if I’d interrupted him in the middle of sex, or a workout session.

At this time of night, it could be either one.

Ivan didn’t have the same sleeping and waking hours of normal people.

It didn’t matter if it was one in the morning or nine at night, he could be sleeping, or he could be having breakfast. Ivan had no predictability, and that was why I liked him so much.

“Pakhan,” he answered breathlessly.

“I hope I didn’t interrupt anything,” I drawled.

There was a murmur of voices, and then I heard shuffling.

“Nothing,” Ivan lied.

I grinned and explained what I needed him to do.

“Get with Lev and get him working on getting eyes in Houston on Cayden McCloud,” I instructed. “Something is going down, and I want to know what. More than what’s already going on.”

Ivan knew about Paulo, Joaquin, and Cameron. They all did.

The three men had been down in Houston at the shipping yards picking up a package—Cayden and I had an understanding that we could use the shipping yard as needed, making it neutral territory—when they’d been taken en route.

The package was gone, my men had been taken, and no answers had been forthcoming for weeks now.

Had Cayden been having issues he hadn’t shared with me?

“I’ll get right on it,” Ivan said. “I’ll head over to Lev’s now.”

I had to send Ivan to Lev because Lev was a bit…unconventional.

He didn’t like answering the phone for anyone but me and Ivan—his brother. But after a certain time of night, he refused to answer it at all.

Lev was different. Not in a bad way, but in a way that most people would look at him and think he was a freak.

Lev was different enough that people didn’t do well around him. He freaked them out.

After seeing enough people treat you like you were a leper, you tended to become somewhat of a recluse.

Only Ivan and I were allowed to go to Lev’s place, and only Ivan would get him to be functional at this time of night.

That’s why I didn’t bother going over.

Lev would only stall until morning when he felt like working.

No one pushed Lev to do anything he didn’t want to do, or he’d shut down.

But Ivan knew how to coax his brother into doing things he wouldn’t normally want to do.

Pulling up my phone, I made sure that the GPS tracker was tracking on my phone, then shoved the phone into my pocket and headed to my truck.

A truck wasn’t my first choice of vehicles—I liked my cars fast, loud, and old, preferably something that the government couldn’t hack into and turn off or manipulate in any way. I had a 1969 Chevy Camaro that was my baby. But my baby tended to catch attention that I didn’t otherwise want on me.

So I got a basic bitch Ford F-250 with slightly oversized tires in boring gray upon moving to Dallas permanently after finding my sister.

One thing I could say about it, it had really comfortable seats, even if the truck was so basic that sometimes I had trouble telling mine from other people’s.

The truck started up with a throaty purr—just because it was a basic bitch on the outside, didn’t mean that I didn’t get Ivan to modify it on the inside—and headed home.

I was pulling into my drive, the front gate opening as I pulled up to it, when I got a call back from Ivan.

“Boss,” Ivan said carefully. “Lev found a name. Casmere Ferriday. How do you feel about bass fishing?”

Bass fishing? I’d actually never given it a single thought.

I frowned. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“It means this man, Casmere, popped up a few times in a search on Lev’s end. He’s going to be at a fishing tournament tomorrow morning with a few of his important friends, up from Houston for the day only. What better way to ask him questions than to be in the tournament with him?”

What better way to kill him, and have a very good, plausible cause of death, than at a lake in the middle of winter where I can ask questions and get rid of the body quickly without dirtying my hands too much?

“What do I need to do?” I asked.

“Learn how to fish.” He laughed.

I rolled my eyes.

I couldn’t say that learning how to bass fish had been my priority over the years.

I had the concept down, of course. I’d watched videos.

How hard could it be?
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When I say “the other day” it could be anytime between yesterday and birth.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

I walked out of my house on tired feet.

Normally at this time of day I’d be getting up for my long run of the week.

Or, at least, I’d be lying in bed, telling myself I needed to get up.

But there I was, dressed in lined leggings, my UGGs, a sweatshirt, and a huge jacket that once upon a time belonged to my father.

It was one of those lined jean jackets with the fluffy white material around the lapel.

One button didn’t button, another was hanging on by a thread, and the pockets had a hole in each liner making it impossible to put anything smaller than my phone in it or I’d lose it.

But it was sentimental.

My dad had owned it once upon a time, and it’d been the one that my mother had stolen from him when they started dating.

It’d been one of the things I’d taken with me when my parents decided to downsize and move into a camper and tour the country full-time.

My mom still occasionally asked about the jacket, and if I was taking care of it.

Thinking of my mom, I handed my phone to my brother when he pulled up and said, “Take a picture of me so I can send it to Mom.”

“Your mother and this jacket have an unhealthy relationship,” Tibbs said.

I snorted and posed, making sure to hide my bottle of beer in my hand behind the car door.

Tibbs handed the phone back to me and said, “Why do you have a bottle of beer this early in the morning?”

“Because I was thirsty, and the only thing I have left is beer,” I said as I twisted the top off and took a swig.

Beer wasn’t my first choice of drink in the morning.

Truthfully, I would’ve killed for some coffee or an ice-cold water, but the water out of my tap was disgusting, and I’d run out of coffee two days ago—hence me going to the coffee place by the school—but I rolled out of bed ten minutes after my alarm went off, and Tibbs had been patiently waiting outside for fifteen minutes now.

I highly doubted he’d be agreeable to stopping to get coffee.

Hence the beer.

“You’re weird,” he pointed out. “Try to finish it quick. I don’t want to get pulled over by any cops.”

I made sure to pay attention to where I was drinking it and finished it up before putting the top back on and shoving it into Tibbs’s glove box.

I raised my brows and used the neck of the bottle to pull out a pair of red lacy thong underwear.

“New fashion choice?” I drawled, dangling them in front of him.

Tibbs shrugged unremorsefully.

“You’re lucky I got them out of your seat before you got in,” he said.

I curled my lip and shoved them both into the glove box before shutting it closed a little too hard.

“That’s disgusting, Tibbs,” I said.

“Sorry,” he said. “You should’ve driven yourself if it was a problem.”

“At least tell me that you wore a condom, and I don’t have to deal with your bodily fluids,” I begged, eyeing the seat with a disgusted look.

“No glove, no love,” he teased.

I looked at him and said, “I feel like dating as I get older is kind of like when I go to Walmart and try to find a buggy that runs smooth.”

“You’re thirty-two, Brecken.” He laughed. “You still have plenty of time.”

“Thirty-five is considered ‘old’ when you get pregnant. I want lots of babies, Tibbs. And it’s not looking like I’m gonna get those.” I shrugged.

“Stop finding the ones that are easy. Look for the ones that make your heart race,” he said. “If it’s easy, it’s not worth it.”

“Is that what you said when you had the girl in the front seat of your truck?” I teased.

He grinned unrepentantly. “Sometimes easy is the answer.”

I rolled my eyes and sat back in my seat, my eyes closing as the warm feeling of the beer in my belly started to take root.

I was dreaming of donuts and hot coffee when Tibbs slowed to a stop and pulled into a parking spot.

I opened my eyes to see my other brothers all gathered around Ryler’s Bronco—the old kind of Bronco, not the new kind.

I got out and shivered at the chill in the air.

The one freakin’ day that it could be warmer, and it wasn’t.

This was going to really suck.

I hated being cold.

“Where’s Holden?” I asked as I took a look around.

There were a ton of bass boats everywhere. People were backing in. Others were loading the boats. Some were in the water.

And every freakin’ one of those boats were brand new.

Not a single dingy boat in sight.

Except for one, near the dock.

A lone male figure was on the boat, hands in his jacket pocket, hood up, staring out at the fog coming off of the lake.

Well, that one and Bronc’s bass boat that he got when he was seventeen.

Ryler’s boat was far newer, had way more bells and whistles, and still couldn’t outrun Bronc’s old Skeeter.

“How does this work?” I asked them.

“Two-boat team,” Holden said as he came up to us with a packet of papers in one hand. “One boat can fish and the other one can run fish in to get weighed. Female has to stay on the fishing boat at all times, though.”

I rolled my eyes. “What if I have to pee?”

“I got your potty right here,” Bronc drawled as he held up the bucket that I used to pee in when I had to go while fishing with him.

“There are about a hundred and fifty boats out here,” I said. “There’s no way in hell that I’m peeing in a bucket.”

“You could pee on the shore,” Holden said as he patted the boat. “We’re in position twenty-four to drop the boats in. Let’s get in line.”

I hopped into Bronc’s boat and shivered. “Hey, any of y’all have a bigger jacket in the car?”

“I have my hunting bibs,” Ryler said.

“Bring them, please,” I begged. “I’m freezing already.”

“I got you coffee,” Holden said as he handed me the cup of perfectly blended goodness.

He’d even remembered the cinnamon sugar sprinkles!

“Wow!” I gasped as I took a deep inhale. “You remembered my coffee order?”

“Not exactly,” Holden said. “I went to The Grizzly and the owner knew what you wanted.”

I giggled and took a sip through the straw.

She’d even remembered that I didn’t drink coffee without a straw!

I loved her.

“You should give her a fat tip,” I said.

“I did,” he admitted. “And she sent this.” He tossed a bag into my lap.

I peeked inside and found a pumpkin muffin, still warm from the oven.

“Wow,” I said. “I think we’re going to be best friends.”

Holden muttered something under his breath and got into Ryler’s boat.

Bronc and Tibbs joined me in Bronc’s, and we got in line.

The closer we got to putting our boat in, the brighter the sun in the sky became.

Bronc had just made the turn at the boat ramp to start backing his boat in when a familiar head of dark hair caught my eye.

My heart began to pound as that dark head of hair shifted in the breeze, stray locks of what looked to be the softest hair ever went this way and that, causing me to want to bury my fingers into it.

And of course, he was on the one old, bruised and battered boat out of all of the expensive, flashy ones there.

“Hey, nice boat,” I heard Bronc call as he backed up.

The man turned, and there were his eyes, intense and soul-stealing, directed only on me.

“Thanks,” he said to me, even though I wasn’t the one to say it. “My good friend owns it.”

The good friend lifted his hand, and my breath caught.

Two very sexy men, both of them with their eyes directed on me now.

“It’s nice,” Bronc said. “I’ll bet it outruns everyone here.”

The man, Shasha, shrugged. “Perhaps.”

“Totally gonna run us out of the water,” Tibbs murmured. “Look at the motor.”

I did and saw that the boat had two two-hundred horsepower motors on the back.

Jesus Christ.

Bronc stopped and the boat Tibbs and I were sitting in started to drift backward.

Tibbs started the boat up and we drifted backward, closer and closer to the man that was seriously starting to become the star in my waking and sleeping fantasies.

“Good morning,” he said as I drifted closer to him.

His arm came out and caught the side of our boat when it started drifting too close to his.

He gently pushed us away, his long, strong fingers dominating my vision.

I’d seen him in a perfectly fitted suit.

I’d thought about how buttoned up and precise he looked, like he was a studious businessman without a single ounce of wild in him.

But today, with him wearing a pair of jeans, boots, and a very well-fitted Henley in a different color than the one I’d seen him in last time, sleeves pushed up to his forearms revealing those muscles and tattoos…

Rawr.

Also, it didn’t surprise me to find him here with all the rich bitches of Dallas proper.

The man was loaded. You could tell that just by watching how he handled himself.

Plus, the man was wearing a Patek Phillipe.

That was a very expensive watch.

I knew that because Rupert had watched those stupid watch videos on YouTube, drooling and dreaming of a day when he’d be able to afford one of his own.

“Dude, are you not freezing right now?” the friend with him asked.

“Yeah, but you made me help you tie a lure onto the line instead of letting me put my jacket back on…” he pointed out as he stood up and stretched.

He reached for the jacket I hadn’t realized he’d discarded and shrugged it back on. As he moved, his Henley lifted and revealed a dip in his lower belly that disappeared into his jeans.

Holy. Fuck.

I quickly looked away, hoping he didn’t catch me ogling him.

The soft laugh of my brother as Bronc hopped in had me thinking I was in the clear.

Bronc shifted to the spot between Tibbs and me and said quietly, “Do not, under any circumstance, get any ideas about that guy.”

I looked up at him sharply. “What?”

“What what?” He rolled his eyes.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I saw you staring hard,” he said. “You know who that is?”

“The partial coffee shop owner,” I supplied.

“No.” He leaned forward so that only I could hear. “That’s Shasha Semyonov. He’s the leader of the fuckin’ Bratva.”

“What’s a bratva?” I asked. “Is that like a type of sausage?”

Bratwurst. Bratva.

They seemed similar.

“No, you idiot.” Tibbs rolled his eyes. “Like the Russian Mafia.”

“What?” I gasped. “Are you joking me right now?”

“No,” he said. “We worked on his place. Like, no joke, he’s the leader of the Russian Bratva. He’s a scary motherfucker, and you need to stop making googly eyes at him.”

“Where’s this house at?” I wondered.

“The lake.” He jerked his chin toward the other side of the lake.

I gasped. “That one?”

“That one” being the several-million-dollar-profit job that my brothers had first cut their teeth on in their business. It was the one job that created hundreds of other jobs for them. The one job that kept them with a four-year waiting list.

Holy shit!

I gasped for another reason when I remembered something.

Viveka had been killed just down the road from that man’s house!
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Pulled up my sleeve and accidentally punched myself in the face. It’s okay, I had it coming for some time now.

—Shasha to Nastya

SHASHA

“Do you know how to use that?” Artur asked my sister, Nastya.

Nastya shrugged. “Not really, no. How hard could it be?”

Artur said something under his breath and reached for a different pole. “This one is likely more your style. If you try to cast this one, you’re gonna backlash the fuck out of it, then we’ll have to spend the next twenty minutes undoing it for you. And this is supposed to be a competition, not a lesson in patience.”

Nastya rolled her eyes but accepted the exchange of fishing poles.

I helped her tie her lure on for her, then went back to putting mine on.

She examined the white bait. “Why don’t I get a pretty worm like you?”

“Because I said so,” Artur answered for me. “That’s easier to cast, easier to catch stuff on. You’re gonna need all the help you can get.”

Nastya muttered something under her breath that had me laughing, and I snipped off the excess line with a pair of nail clippers and deposited them into my pocket.

I casted the line, and the movement made a wave of homesickness rush through me.

I missed being in the mountains.

I missed even more going out and fly-fishing, spending time in nature, and ultimately being unknown to the world.

Here, everyone knew me. There were no mountains or wildlife. No rivers that were overflowing with fish.

There the rivers were crystal clear and so freakin’ pretty.

Here they were the color of mud, and you couldn’t even see your line in the water, let alone the fish.

“This is gonna be fun, I can tell.” Nastya glared at Artur.

Artur, Lev, Alexi, Daniil, Bogdan, and Ivan had been in my life for years now. But Artur was the newest.

But ever since Artur had showed up, he and Nastya hadn’t gotten along all that well.

But more in a way that siblings would bicker than in a romantic way—at least from what I saw and experienced when I was around them.

Nastya depressed the button on the pole and threw her line out. It went all of six feet in front of her.

“Now what?” Nastya asked.

“Now reel it in.” I shrugged.

“Slowly. You can reel it all the way in, slow. Or you can give it a little jerk, and it’ll look like a dying fish,” Artur suggested. “Whatever you feel like doing. But you’re gonna have to get it farther near the bank. You’re not going to catch shit in deeper water. Bass are gonna be lookin’ for that sun and warmer water.”

I threw my own bait out.

Over and over and over again.

I’d learned the art of patience when I was a youngster learning how to fly fish. But this? You couldn’t even see the damn fish you were trying to catch.

“Why does your eye look black?” Nastya asked after a while.

I shot a grin at her, knowing that I’d never hear the end of it if I told her exactly how it happened.

Yet, I found myself telling her the truth anyway.

“I was pulling my sleeves up this morning as I waited to leave, and my hand slipped on the sleeve, and I accidentally punched myself in the face,” I answered honestly.

Nastya blinked for a few seconds before she said, “I feel like you might’ve had it coming for some time now.”

“I did,” I snorted. “You have to cast the bait out there to catch anything.”

“Whatever,” she grumbled. “Your annoying face deserved that bruise.”

A flash of blonde hair caught my eye, and I couldn’t stop myself from looking toward the boat a few feet down the shore from me.

Brecken.

God, she was beautiful.

She was standing on the nose of her boat. She was wearing so many jackets that she looked like the marshmallow man in The Ghostbusters movie from the eighties.

Even her legs were puffy from what looked to be her brother’s hunting coveralls.

Her hair was blowing in the wind, and the cute little fuckin’ crocheted duck hat she was wearing was really cracking me up. The flaps hung well past her ears, and the orange bill of the duck hung across her forehead.

“Are you even listening to me?” Nastya asked angrily, casting her bait so far it landed in the trees.

Artur helped her get it out, and the bait fell into the water right beneath it.

She started to reel it in, and a fish came out of nowhere and swallowed her bait.

She squealed and reacted, yanking her pole backward in surprise, inadvertently setting the hook while she did.

“Reel it, Nasty!” I yelled, laughter in my voice.

Nastya reeled it in, her eyes huge as saucers, and started to jump in excitement as Artur used the net to get it out of the water.

Eyes huge at the tiny little bass she caught, she said, “I win!”

“You didn’t win.” Artur laughed. “But I’m just fuckin’ happy we landed a fish. We can go home now.”

I discreetly turned to look at the woman a couple hundred feet from me.

Again, she was casting, but this time she was doing it with a donut in her mouth.

“What exactly does that mean?” Nastya asked. “We can’t win a bass fishing tournament off of only one fish.”

“Artur has a rule that you have to catch a fish before you can leave. Even if you’re not catching shit,” I said as I cast my own bait out there again.

Artur moved us along, and I casted, reeled. Casted. Reeled.

But while I did this, I kept an eye on the woman to the left of me.

I memorized her every facial expression.

In fact, I was watching her when I felt my pole jerk in my hands.

I cursed when it nearly slipped right out of my fingers and yanked it backward.

A cry from the woman in the next boat over had me glancing her way as I reeled my own pole in.

She was leaned way back, and her pole was bent much the same as mine was.

She got her fish into the boat by reaching down and lifting it up, and I had to laugh at the contradiction that she and my sister made.

Nastya wouldn’t touch her fish if she was forced. Meanwhile, there was Brecken, uncaring that the fish was slimy and cold.

“Holy fuck,” I heard Artur say.

I looked back to my own fish to find that Artur was holding up a massive fish in his net, his eyes huge.

“Is that good?” Nastya asked. “It looks so gross.”

“It’s fuckin’ great,” Artur said.

Artur quickly removed the bait from the fish’s mouth and said, “You want it?”

“No.” I shrugged, looking around now. “Have you seen Falliday yet?”

“Not yet,” Artur said. “I’ve been keeping an eye out for him, but there are a fuck ton of people out here. I know he checked in.”

“He’s in a purple boat,” Nastya said out of the blue. “I noticed because it was so bright and sparkly.”

“Jesus,” I grumbled. “You would notice that.”

“How did you know it’s his boat? Did you see him?” Artur asked.

“I saw his girl in the bathroom. She was talking about ‘Cazzy’ and how ‘she had to get up at the ass crack of dawn’ when she was peeing and talking on the phone,” she answered as she pitifully threw the bait out into the water again. “I followed her out, and she got into a pretty sparkly purple boat.”

I wouldn’t normally bring my sister into Bratva business.

It was best to leave women and children out of it for the betterment of the world.

Once you brought them in, it was hard to keep them out.

Plus, my sisters were nosy as hell and sometimes couldn’t stop themselves from having gut reactions, whether those gut reactions would get them hurt or not.

Since Casmere Falliday was, according to Lev, a small-time player in the disappearance of my men—he was the one that allowed his warehouse to be rented for events—I didn’t see any harm in allowing Nastya to help me by being the female we needed for the tournament.

Past this day, she wouldn’t be helping anymore.

I didn’t trust my sisters’ safety to anyone—not after Maven was taken from us—and I wouldn’t put them in danger of any kind.

The first sign of this going south and I would definitely be pulling out of the tournament and finding out how to talk to Falliday about his warehouse rentals a different way. This way might not raise as many suspicions, but I didn’t care if I had to fucking kill him as long as I got my answers. Easy or hard. It didn’t matter as long as the end results were the same.

“I think hers is bigger than yours.”

I looked at my sister to see that she was staring at the boat next to us.

I glanced over myself and found Brecken posing with her fish. One of her brothers was taking a photo of her practically kissing it.

“We’ll see,” Artur said. “Catch another one and we’ll take these in since we didn’t get a second boat to do that.”

I shrugged and kept fishing and fuck if my gaze didn’t keep straying to the woman beside me.

Hours later, I’d shed my jacket, and we were all standing next to the platform waiting for our fish to be weighed in.

My gaze was on the coffee truck where I’d spotted Falliday.

I moved toward it, my gaze downcast.

When I arrived it was to hear Falliday and another man talking business.

“…kind of rentals do you do?”

“Cars. Boats. Motorhomes.” He shrugged. “I just started renting out my first warehouse, too.”

“How do you get into the business of renting out a warehouse?” another man asked just before taking a sip of coffee.

“It was something that sort of fell into my lap,” he answered, his eyes gleaming. “I started with just renting out my cars to traveling people. Some big wig that comes to Houston isn’t gonna want to get a shit car from a car rental agency. They want something exclusive.” He rambled on and on, talking about how he’d gone from one car to ten cars. From ten cars to seventeen boats and cars.

“Did you buy the warehouse with the profits off of the other rentals?” the coffee drinker asked.

I raised my hand up at the lady behind the truck’s window and said, “One hot chocolate, please.”

I would’ve done a coffee, but I was all coffee’d out. I wanted a steak with some tea.

But I knew that Nastya would love the hot chocolate, and I’d do anything to see my sister’s smile.

“Well, that literally just fell into my lap. Someone tipped me off that the taxes weren’t being paid on it, and I swooped in and paid them off. Worked with the bank, and by the end of that year, I was able to evict them from their place. From there, I rented out to the guy that tipped me off about the back taxes, of all people.”

I rolled my eyes at the man’s obliviousness.

Surely he wasn’t that naïve.

But as I listened to more and more of his conversation with the two men, I realized that he was.

He was just that stupid that he had no clue how he’d been played. He also had no clue that his warehouse wasn’t being used for the ‘seed production for nursery plants.’

From what Alexi told me, the only thing that’d been found in that building was a block of cells, bread, water and a bathroom in the fuckin’ corner for the guards.

Hearing everything I needed to hear, I placed the phone to my ear and called Lev.

“You get anything on this guy’s phone records?” I asked.

He knew who I was talking about because he’d been listening to everything that was said via a small wire that I was wearing.

I made it to Nastya, who grinned excitedly when I handed her the hot chocolate.

“No,” Lev grumbled. “This guy is meticulous about his phone. He’s using a burner, and it’s not even a smartphone, because he doesn’t trust the government. The man doesn’t even have a bank account. According to what I’ve been able to dig up, the dude mistrusts the government so much that any money he makes he asks for in cash. He has a vault in his living room that houses all his cash.”

“Keep looking. Maybe he’ll slip up,” I instructed.

“Will do,” Lev said distractedly.

Hanging up the phone, I slipped it into my pocket, then said, “We can go now.”

A cheer rent the air behind us and there were a group of people who were crowded around the judge’s stand—Brecken included.

She had a huge smile on her face, and she was holding up a plastic bag with her fish in it.

After a few moments of excitement, she walked to the water with the fish and released it.

I watched her go, wishing I could see more of her body, but the camo coveralls covered every inch of her.

“You have it bad, don’t you?”

I looked at my sister, Nastya, and said, “No idea what you’re talking about.”

She rolled her eyes and hooked her arm in mine. “You keep telling yourself that, Shasha.”
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I don’t know what kind of sex makes y’all want a joint bank account, but I haven’t had it yet.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

“Ryler, can I look something up on your laptop?” I asked, hoping to get a few minutes alone with his laptop so I could look into his files.

I knew he had the files I wanted on his computer, too, because this was the one he kept at home, under lock and key, in his safe.

It had all of the company’s information on it, including a client list.

All of my brothers had this client list, of course, but his was right there in front of me.

“Sure,” my brother hastily said as he all but shoved the laptop off his lap and stood up.

He grinned and got up, leaving his open laptop on the couch where he’d just been sitting.

Ryler made a run for the bathroom—sadly, almost all of the Sweat family was lactose intolerant thanks to my father’s awesome genes—and I knew he’d be in there for a long time.

It was funnier when it was my brothers having to deal with the stomach/intestinal issues than when it was me suffering because I wanted to eat cheese.

“It’s not funny, Brecken!” Ryler said through the slammed-closed door.

“It’s kind of funny,” I said. “You knew better than to eat that queso.”

“Yeah, but who the fuck can resist queso? Not me,” he hollered.

Then he groaned, and I knew that I’d have plenty of time with his laptop.

I stared at it curiously.

All day—especially after Shasha was no longer at the tournament, having left abruptly without picking up his prize money or his cool new gadgets—I’d been thinking about what I’d realized/pieced together when it came to Viveka.

I’d been thinking about her so much, and now that I knew that she’d been hit not too far from Shasha’s home—a home in which I knew damn well that my brothers rigged up themselves with the protection any high-profile individual would need to keep them safe—I knew he had more information to give than what he gave to police.

My brothers had started their construction with security in mind.

Their buildings were impenetrable. They could literally withstand a freakin’ siege.

And there was no fucking way that the cameras he had on the property didn’t pick up what happened. I knew for a fact that all the fences/gates that my brothers put in were fully equipped with surveillance equipment that was better than anything the US government could get.

According to the papers that I’d looked up during my down time today while fishing, I’d seen that the accident where Viveka was killed happened less than a quarter mile down the road from where Shasha lived.

The cameras my brothers used were fully capable of seeing anything up to a mile from where they were set up.

So yeah, there was no way in hell that he didn’t know more than he was letting on.

But first, I needed to look up the property details, and to do that, I had to start snooping in my brother’s laptop.
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I shouldn’t be here.

There was a zero percent chance that I wouldn’t be found.

But yet, here I was, sitting at the site of a home that was being constructed, very much aware that my doorless Jeep stuck out like a sore thumb.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling in my chest that Shasha and/or the men that worked at the guard shack at the end of his drive would know more about Viveka.

I’d been at home for over an hour overthinking. Thinking about how my brother had warned me away. Thinking about how often I’d wondered about Viveka and if her baby had survived. How if her husband had been the one responsible for the hit-and-run, and whether or not he would ever have to pay.

In the end, I wound up here after two-plus hours of fighting myself.

I should’ve gone to get dinner.

I should’ve started grading papers.

Yet, I was sitting in this driveway minutes after the construction workers had vacated, and I was staring at the gate to the mansion on the hill that overlooked the lake.

I’d looked up the tax records on his place and realized that not only did he own the huge house on the hill, but he also owned forty acres surrounding it as well as the house’s driveway I was currently sitting in.

A house that my brothers were responsible for designing and building, as well as securing, much like they’d done for Shasha’s house.

Though, according to the tax records, the property wasn’t owned by Shasha directly, but a corporation known as Semy Corp.

Which was, my guess, just a shortened version of Shasha Semyonov’s last name.

I was twisting the loose thread on my steering wheel, my gaze on the gate, when there was suddenly a man at the side of my Jeep.

I gasped and jerked back, but didn’t get far due to the seatbelt that was still around my body.

“Shit, you scared the hell out of me.” I placed my hand over my heart when I realized that it was him.

Shasha.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, leaning his hands on the roof of my Jeep.

I licked my suddenly dry lips, wondering idly how it was that the man smelled so good despite being outside in the sun for hours and hours this morning. He still looked just as put together now as he did when I’d first seen him this morning.

I also really, really wanted to steal that shirt.

It—and he—smelled divine.

I’d bet it’d be pretty awesome to fall asleep wrapped up in that scent.

“I’m here to, uh,” I scrambled. “You didn’t take your prize money home or your new gadgets.”

I reached over into the seat beside me, unknowingly putting my ass into his face, and grabbed the box out of the seat beside me.

Earlier when I’d convinced the tournament coordinator that Shasha and I were great friends, and he’d had to leave for a family emergency, she’d given it to me without a thought.

I’d felt somewhat terrible about lying to her, but I’d needed a reason to be there in case he caught me.

Which was good that I did, because I hadn’t even been here five minutes and the man had not only found me but confronted me.

Speaking of the man in question, I glanced at him in the side mirror and saw that his body was only inches away from my butt, which was most definitely in his face. And his eyes were taking in said butt.

I came back over and unclicked my seat belt.

“Why didn’t you just come to the gate?” he asked. “And how did you know where I lived?”

“You were on the news,” I lied.

His brows rose. “A few months ago. My friend, Viveka, was the woman that was killed at the mouth of this street.”

His eyes zeroed in on my face, studying me intently.

I probably should’ve stopped there, but…

“She was a really good friend,” I said. “And my brothers told me that they built your house. And I’m allowed to know that because technically I’m a part of their business. I helped provide some startup costs, and I’m a partial owner of their business. I miss my friend. I know you have cameras on that gate that’ll reach that far. I want to know if her husband killed her. Did he take her baby?”

He went back on his heel, keeping his palms planted on my Jeep, and stared at me intently.

I shoved the box at him and said, “You got like five thousand dollars in prize money. I brought it to you.”

He looked from my eyes to the box back to my eyes before saying, “I don’t want it.”

My brows lifted. “Who, exactly, doesn’t want five thousand dollars in cash?”

And why wasn’t he saying anything to my word vomit from earlier?

“Would you like to go get something to eat?” he asked carefully.

It was then I said, “Well, my brothers told me to stay away from you because you were dangerous.”

His eyes flared. “Then why didn’t you?”

I opened my mouth, then closed it, before reopening it and saying, “Because I want to know what happened to my friend more than I want to listen to them.”

He chuckled, then walked around the front of my Jeep and up to my passenger side.

I watched as he waited patiently with his hand on the frame, waiting for me to decide to let him in.

I gestured for him to hop inside and he slid into the Jeep with a smooth efficiency that shouldn’t be as sexy as it was, and asked, “Where do you like to eat?”

Not wanting to seem too eager to have him in my car, I said, “I’m not picky.”

“Then”—he jerked his head toward the end of the road—“start driving.”

I backed out of the driveway and headed for the end of the road.

My gaze stalled on the part of the entryway where there were still skid marks on the road where Viveka’s body had been run over by who I assumed was her husband, but the man in the seat beside me cleared his throat.

I swallowed hard and took a left—the only way you could go due to the lake topography—and started toward town.

“Hang a left here,” he said. “There’s a place down on the lake that’s quiet and serves excellent food.”

I “hung a left” and drove carefully, paying attention to the road a bit more than normal because of the man beside me.

I didn’t want him to know how bad I drove. Some of it was me, and a lot of it was how badly my Wrangler rode.

But I’d probably die of embarrassment if he knew how badly I drove with those two things added together.

I hated driving people.

I especially hated when new people rode with me, and I had to impress them with my driving skills.

Or lack thereof.

“Turn left there.” He pointed again.

As he directed me, we got closer and closer to the lake, and I realized the place was directly on the water.

I’d never heard of it before, either.

Based on the name—Ride’s—I couldn’t discern what kind of food they served, but based on the fullness of the parking lot, I knew it would be good.

I unbuckled my seat belt and got out, then shoved the small box of shit that I’d had in my lap the entire time into the back of my Jeep.

By the time that I was done, Shasha was at my side, holding his hand out for me.

My heartbeat accelerated at his closeness as I took his hand and said, “Thank you.”

He nodded, not replying, and placed the palm of his hand on the small of my back, guiding me up to the restaurant. He opened the door for me with his free hand and then waited until I was inside before raising up two fingers, again not saying a word.

The hostess snatched up a few menus and smiled widely at Shasha—definitely not acknowledging me at all—and said, “Right this way, sir.”

I rolled my eyes and let out a small snort.

Shasha’s eyes—god, they were so beautiful—studied me.

I fixed my features, causing him to smirk slightly.

“This way,” the impatient hostess urged.

I fell into step and felt the heat of Shasha at my back the entire way.

He may not be touching me any longer, but I still felt the fullness of his presence.

“Is here good?” the hostess chirped.

Since I had a feeling Shasha wouldn’t have one word to say to her, I was the one to answer.

“Yes, it’s great.” I smiled.

She’d put us in a very secluded part of the restaurant, near the back corner, farthest away from both the kitchen and the entry.

Shasha moved around me and took the seat with his back to the wall.

I sat down in the opposite seat and waited for the hostess to leave before saying, “There’s a trend going around on social media right now that my students just shared with me. They told me that a man isn’t a man at all if he gives the woman the chair and not the booth.”

His eyes studied me for a long second before he said, “If I have to shoot a man in the face, I can’t very well do that with my back to the door.”

I blinked.
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Lord, I’m not asking you for my soul mate, I’m just asking you for the tracking number.

—Coffee cup

SHASHA

She blinked so cutely.

“I’m sorry.” She raised a finger to her ear and rubbed it. “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”

“You heard me just fine,” I pointed out. “You’re just hoping for a different answer that I won’t be giving.”

She shook her head, her beautiful green eyes shining in surprise, and said, “I guess you’re right.”

“How do you know the woman that was killed at the mouth of my road?” I asked.

I saw her shoulders deflate.

“She used to be the school’s librarian,” she answered. “Her husband is a criminal defense lawyer.”

This I knew.

“Yes,” I said. “So I’ve heard.”

She didn’t have to know that I’d heard about the librarian’s husband via illegal means rather than hearing about it on the news like everyone else had.

“She’d told me in passing that her husband was harsh. She didn’t out and out say that he was abusing her or anything, but I could infer. There were bruises. One time he came in to pick up her car because his wouldn’t start, and he’d berated her for a solid ten minutes in front of the snack machine because she hadn’t answered her phone quickly enough. Which, might I add, she was in the middle of her school day.” I sighed.

Before I could finish, a young waitress arrived with a bored smile on her face and inquired, “What can I get you two to drink?”

“I’ll have a water,” I ordered.

The young girl looked to Brecken next. “And you, ma’am?”

She quickly scanned the menu and said, “Chocolate milk.”

I wondered if she was going to pay for that later.

I knew that she was lactose intolerant. Though, I also knew that there were multiple levels of it. Some just got stomach upsets, while others had much more intense and swift issues.

I imagined that if her intolerance was that bad, she wouldn’t be having chocolate milk.

“Wait,” she said when the waitress started to leave. “Actually, can you make that a lemonade?”

“Sure,” she said. “Our special is on the wall there.”

I didn’t glance over, not caring what the special was.

I generally tried not to order from the specials menu because I felt like the food was prepared in a more clinical way rather than taking the time to make a dish excellent.

“Oh, thanks,” Brecken said politely.

The young girl left, and I looked back at Brecken with a raised brow.

I didn’t have to say a word, and she launched right back into her story.

“He tore her a new one right there in the middle of the corridor,” Brecken explained. “The asshole grabbed her arm right above her elbow, and he was squeezing so hard. The next day, Viveka came to school in long sleeves. She did that for the next two weeks, and I knew that she was hiding the bruises.” She sighed. “A month or so later, we were in the break room, and she brought up a hypothetical scenario to me and my ex-best friend. She asked what we would do in a situation if we found ourselves pregnant with an abusive partner. Both of us gave our opinions, and Viveka got really worried looking as we described our sides. That next week was when she disappeared. I didn’t hear anything more about her until she showed up on the news having been hit by a car down the road from your house.”

I was curious, though.

“What would you have done in that kind of situation?” I asked.

She bit her lip. “I told her I would find the scariest man I could find who could protect my child and leave my child with him.”

Little did she know, that was exactly what Viveka had done.

“You’d leave your child with some virtual stranger?” I questioned.

“I wouldn’t just leave them, no. But I feel like I’m a pretty good judge of character. I think that I would’ve found someone that I trusted to take care of them. That I knew would protect them with their lives. That I knew was scary enough to do what they had to do to make sure that child stayed safe always,” she explained.

I couldn’t tell her what had happened.

I couldn’t trust her with those kinds of secrets.

Not when they’d incriminate me in any way.

So far, I’d managed to keep my nose clean in this city. I didn’t want to bring the cops’ attention to me if I didn’t have to.

“Here you go.” The waitress set our drinks down. “What would you like to eat?”

I picked up my menu, found the fresh fish section, and ordered the catch of the day.

Brecken ordered next and surprised the hell out of me.

“I’ll have the all-you-can-eat catfish,” she said. “Instead of fries, though, I want a loaded baked potato. And I also want to order the blackberry cobbler for dessert.”

The waitress took our menus and left, leaving me staring at the woman across from me in surprise.

“I’m surprised to hear that you are eating fried catfish,” I admitted.

“Why?” She took a sip of her drink, wrapping her lips around the straw in such a way that it made my cock go hard in reaction.

“Because most women eat like birds around me,” I answered. “I’ve yet to be out to eat with a woman besides my sisters that didn’t order a salad, and pretend like food was unnecessary to them.”

“Well, hate to break it to you, but food is very necessary to me.” She patted her flat belly. “If I don’t eat, I get this condition.”

My body tensed. “What kind of condition?”

I hadn’t heard about any conditions other than her lactose intolerance from Lev, who’d run a very thorough background check on her.

And why the fuck did I have such fear in my heart right now at the thought of her being sick in any way?

I shouldn’t have any kinds of feelings about the woman.

Yet, there I was, feeling them.

“It’s this really rare condition called bitchiness,” she answered. “If I don’t eat, I turn into a complete, raving bitch. Everyone is on my shit list if I don’t eat. And if I do eat, and it happens to be salad, I only have about an hour reprieve from said bitchiness.”

Relief hit me like a battering ran at her words.

“At least that’s something that I’m used to,” I commiserated. “My sisters and grandma suffer from the same condition.”

She beamed at me, and I wouldn’t ever admit it, but that smile did something to my cold, dead heart.

“You have a grandmother?” she asked.

I nodded. “Don’t most people?”

“Yes.” She paused. “I used to have two of them, but both of them passed away about five years ago. In fact, I don’t have any grandparents left. All of them lived really hard lives. Like my parents, they were all rodeo fanatics. Both grandfathers rode bulls. My dad’s mom was a barrel racer. She did that into her late seventies and died of a heart attack while in a competition. My mom’s mom was a farmer, and she got run over by a tractor while they were plowing fields. My grandfather ran her over.”

My stomach sank. “I can’t think of anything worse to happen than to be the one responsible for running over the one person in the world that I love more than life itself.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. Grams was a bitch. She fell over because she was drunk as a skunk. Grandpa was just as drunk and had no clue he’d wrapped her up in a hay bail until six months later when they found her dead body after one of the cows ate the bail down far enough that she was exposed.”

I opened my mouth, then closed it.

“I don’t know what to say,” I admitted.

She burst out laughing then said, “I’m just lying. Both of my grandmothers are still alive. I just don’t talk to them because they’re assholes.”

I shook my head, amusement lighting my features despite my attempt to stop it.

“You’re hilarious,” I drawled.

“I know.” She shrugged. “My brothers say that I’m a sarcastic asshole. Same thing, right?”

“Right,” I said. “Back to why you were trespassing today…”

“Technically, I’m a part of the construction crew. I had every right to be there today,” she pointed out.

I’d never felt the kind of amusement that I did right then.

“Is that right?” I asked. “Should I expect you to be there more?”

“Yes,” she said. “Until I get my answers.”

“I’m afraid that you might not ever get those answers,” I drawled. “I have to protect myself, after all.”

“I’ll do what I have to do to get them,” she countered.

Interest spiked inside of me.

“Do you know who I am, Brecken Sweat?” I asked, trying not to be amused by her name.

“If you have any humanity at all, please, please, please don’t ever call me that again. If you have to address me by my full name, please make sure to add my middle name—Navy—in there. I can’t stand my name,” she begged, placing both of her hands together in a praying position.

I’d never been a very religious man.

In the line of work I was in, it was kind of impossible to think there was a god, or people like me wouldn’t exist.

But in that moment, I realized that if anyone was sent from heaven to tempt me, it would be this woman.

I didn’t allow my face to break, however, despite her cuteness.

When she realized I wasn’t going to say anything more, she sighed and leaned back in her chair.

“Other than hearing that you were a dangerous man from my brothers, and knowing that you dropped a freakin’ whack on your house because of my brothers building it? No. I know nothing,” I said. “Though, I suspect you’re someone dangerous.”

If she had any clue…

“We’ll allow your eyes to continue looking out of those rose-gold glasses then,” I murmured.

Her eyes narrowed, and just when I suspected her to get upset or lash out in anger, her features smoothed out. “Do you know the term ‘rose-colored glasses’ originated in the nineteenth century and that the glasses themselves had a calming effect?”

Of course, she wouldn’t answer how I suspected her to.

Of course.

Before I could say anything, the waitress arrived with our food and placed it in front of us.

“Thank you so much,” Brecken breathed.

She dug in with gusto, and it was such a pleasant change from the usual women I went out to eat with—women who were so worried about their figures and what I might think about them eating real food—that I sat there and watched for a few long minutes instead of eating myself.

Lifting my water glass to my lips, I idly wondered what it would be like to live with this woman. What it would feel like to know that she was at home, waiting for me to come to bed. What she would do when she found out she was pregnant with our child…

I swiftly shut that thought down.

That was definitely something that I didn’t want to think about right now.

Or ever.

My world was too dangerous for a wife, let alone a child.

And, though women and children were sacred in my world, they weren’t sacred in the rest of the criminal underworld’s world.

I would know.

My mom had been a victim right along with my father.

Hell, my own sisters had to walk around with a fucking bodyguard twenty-four-seven. How would Brecken feel having to take a bodyguard with her to work?

She would hate it.

I knew it.

I knew it because my sisters hated it, but at least they’d been raised with the knowledge that having a bodyguard was a necessity.

Not to mention the complications that would arise if we did start dating, and her brothers found out.

I wasn’t a dumb man.

Sweat Construction consisting of Ryler, Bronc, Holden, and Tibbs might be small, but they were mighty.

I’d watched them put up the framing on my house in a span of twelve hours.

I had a feeling, if they put their minds to something, they would make it happen.

Meaning, if they didn’t want me in the picture, I wouldn’t be.

All of them retired military—Air Force like my brother, Dima—they were all fully capable of killing me.

If they caught me unaware, anyway.

I might not have been in the military, but I was raised in the concrete jungle.

I knew how to stay alive.

Hell, I’d had to figure out exactly how to do that at the age of twelve when my dad had taken me to New York with him on business and had been attacked in the streets of the Bronx.

When we’d been separated, I’d had eight men on my trail for two days. In those two days, I’d taken them all out one by one until there were none left, then met up with my father at our private jet to return home at our previously specified time.

“Are you not going to eat?” Brecken asked quietly.

I looked up to find her staring at me, a piece of half-eaten fish in her hands.

“Enjoying the show,” I said stupidly.

She blushed. “It’s just that I really like food, and I had a really long day today.”

“I didn’t say a word,” I said. “I just like watching a woman actually enjoy her food.”

“Food is life,” she said softly.

I picked up my fork and knife and dug into my grouper filet all the while wondering how, exactly, I was going to get this woman to step out of my life.
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All of these young girls out there making sure they have the coolest water bottle. I didn’t drink any water until I was 30.

—Brecken to McCoy

BRECKEN

“Okay,” I said three days later as I stared at my sister, McCoy. “I realize that you love this place, but no one said that you had to keep doing it if you hated it.”

McCoy leaned back into her chair and groaned. “I just need to hire help. I’ve been trying to do it all myself, and I’m just going to admit it. I need a man to do the man jobs. I can’t get the tractor hooked up to the mower anymore because the thingy that you hook from the tractor to the PTO is hard as hell to use. The tractor breaks down more than it’s running. I can’t get the stupid hay bales up into the hay loft without Ryler, Bronc, Holden, or Tibbs coming down and helping. And, even worse, the house needs more repair work done…and I am just drowning.”

“Mom and Dad could sell it,” I said. “You could board your bulls at the McCall Ranch.”

McCoy acted like I’d punched her.

“What?” she gasped.

“Mickey,” I said softly. “You’ve run that place for so long that you don’t even know that there’s this whole other world out there waiting for you to reach it. Dad ran that place into the ground before you took it over. I know that you have killed yourself to keep it up and running, but I have to ask the question…why?”

Mickey’s shoulders slumped. “Can we talk about something else? I think about this all day long, every day. It’s mentally exhausting.”

Knowing when my sister was pushed to her limits, I told her about my own problems.

She listened intently, and I watched as her eyes lightened as she listened.

“You like him?” she stated.

“I do,” I confirmed.

“What do you like about him so much?” she asked. “For all intents and purposes, you’ve only looked at the man. The way you’re cheesin’ over there, though, makes me think that you like him a lot.”

I flushed as I remembered our closeness at the school that day that he was there to bring something for Roslyn.

I told her about that, too.

Then I told her about seeing him here, at the coffee shop we were sitting in. Then again at the tournament the past weekend.

I ended it with, “Truly, he’s warned me away from him multiple times now. But I just feel this pull…”

My sister leveled me with a worried glance.

“What if he is dangerous, sissy?” she asked. “What if he’s warning you off with a very good reason?”

I looked away, my gaze taking in the coffee shop around me.

Just as my gaze slid past the door, then skidded to a stop and went right back because…

“There he is,” I said softly.

“There who…whoa.” McCoy gasped.

My thoughts exactly.

I’d seen the man in a tux. I’d seen the man in jeans and a Henley. I’d seen the man somewhere in between those two.

But I’d never seen him like this.

He had on running shoes, five-inch inseam running shorts, and nothing else.

He had a fine sheen of sweat over his entire body, and his chest was heaving as he walked in the door toward the counter where his sister was teaching a new employee how to work the coffee machine.

Milena saw him and smiled, reaching for a paper cup and filling it with water.

The employee standing next to Milena, currently frothing some milk, was staring in utter shock at Shasha just like I was.

My gaze went from his shoes—a simple and boring black pair of Brooks—to his muscular thighs that were straining the fabric of his black shorts.

His skin tone was a nice golden tan that made me want to press my lips to each and every inch and explore.

I didn’t care that he was sweaty, either. I was convinced that it would only add to the tastiness of his skin.

“What do you think that tattoo says?” she whispered.

The tattoo on his back, I was assuming.

Words covered one entire shoulder, from his spine to his bicep. It stretched from the top of his trapezius muscle all the way down to where his rib cage stopped.

“I have no idea,” I breathed. “But I want to memorize each freakin’ letter with my lips and tongue.”

“Me, too,” she agreed wistfully. “I changed my mind. He may be bad, but at least for you he’ll be good.”

I swallowed hard when Shasha turned, cup to his mouth, and started heading back outside.

Holy abs.

The man had a lot of them.

And the short glimpse of the Adonis Belt I’d gotten the other day when his shirt had shifted was nothing to seeing it in its full glory.

Jesus Christ, the man was utter perfection.

He had no other tattoos on him other than the words on his back and the full sleeve on one arm.

I was kind of glad that he didn’t because of the way his body looked.

He had not six abs, or eight, but ten.

I could tell he was a big guy based on what he wore, but nothing could’ve prepared me for how tall, muscled, and breathtaking he was.

Holy. Shit.

He walked out the door with his paper cup without once glancing anywhere else, not catching me staring.

I was both relieved to find out that he’d missed me, and sad that we couldn’t have at least some form of connection.

I felt like I couldn’t breathe…

“I feel like I can’t breathe,” my sister repeated my thoughts.

“My thoughts exactly,” I agreed. “That man…”

“Is intense.” She turned and I was forced to look at her. “I need to get to work.”

I sighed. “Me, too.”

Well, I had about thirty minutes until I needed to be three minutes down the road, but I liked to get there early and get my lunch in the fridge before everyone else arrived—cough, cough, asshole ex, cough.

“Don’t tell our brothers about what we talked about today,” she grumbled as she gathered her cowboy hat up and placed it on her head.

She’d been wearing that damn hat for years.

Whether she wanted to admit it or not, the hat meant something to her. That hat had been given to her by Kincaid McCall, her first boyfriend, her first ex, and her all-out rival on the ranch touching ours.

I picked my bag up, carefully caught my coffee cup, and headed out to the car with her.

When she went to her old dusty Chevy truck, I went to my dusty Jeep and threw everything over the back of my tailgate but my coffee and keys.

Without the doors on, you were really limited on what you left in the Jeep.

Pretty much, I had to bring it all in if I was going somewhere that people would swipe it without thought.

The coffee shop, though great, wasn’t in a really safe location.

Meaning, I couldn’t leave a thing in my car, no matter if I was sitting at a window booth within eyesight of it or not.

I’d just placed my coffee cup in my cup holder from the passenger side when a familiar voice called my name.

I nearly groaned.

I did squeeze my eyes tightly shut and prayed for patience.

When I was finished, I turned woodenly and stared at the man that had ruined my life all those months ago.

The man that I once thought would be my end game was now the villain in our story.

“What do you want, Rupert?” I asked quietly.

I was suddenly exhausted.

It wasn’t even seven in the morning yet, and already I was having to deal with bullshit.

Rupert’s bullshit was worse than actual bullshit, too.

I’d rather be mucking out stalls at the ranch with my bare hands and using my shirt as a bucket than dealing with Rupert.

Yet, there I was, having to deal with him.

“I want to talk to you,” he explained, stepping closer.

With nowhere else to go but into my Jeep itself, I stiffened.

“I don’t want to talk to you, that’s why I’m avoiding your calls, texts, emails, and LinkedIn messages,” I grumbled.

“I just want to talk to you. Explain,” he pleaded.

I was just opening my mouth to tell him where he could shove that explanation when I was lifted.

The gasp left my mouth, and my hands automatically went to the sweaty shoulders in front of me.

I looked down into a pair of navy-blue eyes.

Shasha.

Fuck.

“You scared me,” I said to him, not struggling at all.

“Sorry,” he said. “Thanks for agreeing to give me a ride to work.”

I opened my mouth to say “of course” but before I could, he kissed me.

Kissed. Me.

And, because I was a fool, I kissed him back.

A throat cleared somewhere behind me, but I didn’t stop from kissing Shasha until he’d stopped.

When I pulled away, I was gasping for breath and staring at him in shock.

His eyes were once again on my lips, and I felt a distinct bulge against my lower half where my legs were dangling.

He had one arm around my ass, one around my back, and he was still holding me so firm I had no hope of getting away unless he wanted me to.

With a change of position, he placed me on my butt in the passenger seat.

I held my breath as he reached over me, buckled my seat belt, and then ran his hand up the length of my thigh before backing away.

He watched me watch him, then reached into his pants and readjusted his hard cock—which I could see incredibly well in those thin, slightly wet with sweat, running shorts.

When he was far enough back, he rounded the Jeep and stopped dead in front of Rupert who I hadn’t realized was still there.

His eyes took him in from top to bottom before saying, “Leave her alone. Don’t go near her. Don’t call her. Stop following her around. Stop going to the places that you know she loves. She doesn’t want you anywhere near her.”

“You don’t get to decide where I go…” he started, but in that instant, Shasha was done.

“You’re wrong,” he said quietly. “I can decide. I did decide. Keep it up, and your job will be gone, too.”

“I doubt that,” Rupert replied smugly.

That’s when Sasha smiled.

“You think that you’re good,” Shasha replied after that terrifying smile fell off his face. “But you’re not.”

My heart was pounding as Shasha moved around Rupert’s body to head for the driver’s side.

He got in, started it up, then expertly drove away, making me realize that the man probably drove a standard better than I did.

He didn’t say a word as he pulled into the parking spot I usually used when I got to school.

He got out, turned, studied my face, then took off running.

The man’s ass in those shorts were divine.

And I wondered if he knew that he’d just taken off with my heart in his pocket.

“Who was that?”

Of course, I would run into Jolessa.

I ignored her and got out, grabbing my stuff from the back without opening the hatch, which then caused the tire to rub against my jeans.

I looked down and, sure enough, I had a black mark from the tire on my jeans.

Luckily, I was wearing dark wash, and you couldn’t tell all that much.

“Brecken, please.”

I turned to her, studied her face, and said, “Do you know what it feels like to get your heart ripped out of your chest, stomped on, and then kicked over the side of a cliff?”

Jolessa stopped, her mouth partially open.

“Because I do,” I explained. “I want you to leave me alone, Jolessa. Stop talking to me. Don’t look at me if you can help it. I have to heal this gaping wound inside of my chest where you used to be. And I can’t do that if I have to worry if you’ll talk to me that day or not.”

“Brecken…”

“No,” I imparted finally. “Not anymore, Jolessa. Not anymore. You don’t get that.”

I left, leaving her shocked face in my wake.

My smile was forced when I sat at my desk for my first class of students.

By the time eighth period rolled around, that smile wasn’t as forced.

Jolessa and Rupert had stayed away.

But I could see Rupert was only doing it because he wanted to act like he was giving me the space I needed.

It wouldn’t last.
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I can’t see red flags because I sat too close to the TV as a kid.

—Brecken to Shasha

SHASHA

“Boss.”

I looked up from my paperwork to find Alexi standing in the door.

“I’m back,” he said.

“What did you find?” I asked.

“A whole bunch of nothing,” he admitted. “Did Ivan tell you about the Jeep parked at the house being constructed down the road?”

“Yes,” I said, warmth filling me at the thought of her so close. “Don’t worry about it.”

He frowned. “You’re not worried that there’s a woman sitting in a Jeep, staring at your house, for multiple nights in a row?”

“No,” I said, grinning inwardly at her persistence. “Because I know who she is.”

“Okay…” He shrugged. “And before you ask, Lev’s not found anything either.”

I grumbled something under my breath and leaned back in my chair, my gaze now fully on Alexi.

He was wearing a Metallica t-shirt and jeans. His usual attire.

But he looked…

“Your wife got to you finally?”

“Ex-wife,” he repeated automatically.

I shrugged.

Ex-wife or not, Kira Petrov was once the woman he loved, and Alexi let her stay in his life despite being fully capable of kicking her out of it if he wanted to.

“I’m not the one that looks like he’s just been freshly fucked…” I pointed out.

“I made a mistake,” he grumbled.

Alexi was always making mistakes when it came to Kira.

But that was neither here nor there.

“What about Cayden?” I asked. “Did you see him?”

“When I got to his place, the entire thing was locked down tight. Not a single soul in sight,” he reported. “Do you want a suggestion?”

“Sure,” I answered.

“Call the meet with the Seven,” he suggested. “Something is seriously hinky right now, and the fact that Cayden was gone means bad things. Him not being there, being visible…shit’s gonna hit the fan really fuckin’ fast.”

“The Seven” as he called it was a group of seven men. All of them were masterminds of the criminal underworld. We all also had drawn a sort of truce, as you could call it.

All of us—or more accurately our families—had been feuding since before we’d been born.

Turns out, all of our parents had passed within about four years of each other, and we’d found ourselves with a brand new dilemma on our hands.

Did we continue a feud between us that was going to continue to kill our people? Or did we find a way to create a truce? One that would ensure that we always could count on each other, even if it was one of those truces that was shaky at best.

Cayden and I had gone into this with a solid front.

We had each other’s backs. Always.

But if he was missing, and he wasn’t anywhere to be found, the others needed to know.

That, and they might have an idea that could help us identify what, exactly, had killed my men and taken Cayden into hiding.

At least, I hoped he was in hiding.

“I’m already waiting for the conference call to come through,” I said. “I had a feeling your news would be weak at best.”

Alexi shrugged. “I gotta get home to my kid. If you need me, call me.”

I jerked my chin up at him, and he’d just closed the door to my office when my computer beeped, indicating an incoming call.

Thankful that Lev was able to help set up this system for me—although I was great with computers, I didn’t have the patience for the tediousness of it—and I pressed Answer on the screen.

I was the last to arrive, by the looks of it.

Split into six sections, every one of the Seven filled the screen except for Cayden.

In the top right box there was Romeo Rossi. Middle top was Santiago Navarro. Top left was me. Bottom left was Milo Grey. Bottom middle was Broderick Morrison. Bottom right was Campbell Reid.

“Gentlemen.” I nodded at the screen. “It’s good to see you.”

“Good to see you, too,” a few answered, while others like Broderick and Santiago were silent.

“What’s the reason for the meeting?” Campbell asked, his eyes tired.

Campbell Reid was a police officer. A dirty one, but still a police officer.

He was called out at all hours of the night in order to hit up crime scenes. It also didn’t help that he was in LA and they had a lot of fuckin’ call outs and crimes being committed.

“Cayden is missing,” I said. “I had three men go missing at the docks in Houston. I talked to Cayden last week about them, and he seemed fine with me being there and investigating. This week, he’s gone missing.”

“Gone missing, or gone into hiding?” Broderick asked in his light Scottish brogue.

“I can’t tell,” I admitted. “Alexi was down there for going on ten days and found nothing. He also admitted that the crime in Houston has gone rampant without someone to run the ship and keep them in line.”

“The kind of rampant crime that’s going to draw attention?” Romeo asked.

“The kind that will draw attention,” I confirmed. “I am going to go down there tomorrow morning and have a look around. See what I can find. In the meantime, I wanted to know if any of you have heard anything that has happened. Romeo, you went down to Houston a few weeks ago, correct?”

“Yes, for a wedding,” Romeo confirmed. “My sister married a cop down there.”

I grimaced.

That sounded fucking awful.

“Why’d you let her do that?” Milo questioned.

My sentiments exactly.

“Because my sister did it without my knowing six months ago in Vegas. She’s pregnant with his child now, and they wanted a family event.” He paused. “Plus, I felt a bit better about it all knowing that her new husband was on Cayden’s payroll.” His eyes narrowed. “I’ll call them, find out what’s going on from their end, see if he’s heard from him.”

“Appreciated,” I said. “Has anyone else been having issues?”

“None.” Milo paused. “Which, come to think about it, is quite weird. I always have issues.”

“Same,” Broderick confirmed. “It’s almost like whatever is happening is spreading all over. I haven’t had a single problem with anything in I would say at least a month.”

“About when all this started down here,” I said. “My men went down there for their usual inspection at the docks. The shipments were there, from what I was told by my men before they went missing. When they were supposed to check in next, they didn’t.”

“Three men going missing isn’t abnormal, though,” Campbell pointed out.

“No,” I agreed. “But when this is my ninth man in seven months that has had the same experience. All of which happened when I sent them to the docks…”

“Sounds like you need to go to the docks,” Romeo pointed out.

“Only if he wants to get killed himself,” Santiago pointed out.

“Not sure how else you’re supposed to be fixing this.” Santiago continued. “We’ve had men go missing, but not to the point where we don’t know where they’re going. The Armenians have been hounding us relentlessly over the last six months.”

“Same for me with the Haitians,” Milo grumbled.

“It’s been calm here,” Broderick admitted.

“Shouldn’t have said that,” Romeo pointed out. “You’re next.”

“Whatever,” Broderick said.

Man of few words.

“I’m headed down there tomorrow. The next shipment is in a week,” I said. “I plan to stay down there long enough to find out exactly what’s going on with them.”

“Do you want us there as backup?” Milo asked, sounding bored.

“No,” I said. “I’m just letting you know where I’m at if I happen to go missing.”

“Noted,” Broderick said. “Let us know your findings. If I hear anything about Cayden, I’ll update y’all via the chat.”

The “chat” was actually a secure messaging server that we used to communicate. When messaging wasn’t enough, then came the secure server we used to talk face to face via the internet.

An insistent knock was coming from my door, and I looked up and found Artur pushing his way in. “Boss.”

I held up my finger to him outside of the camera’s range and said, “Bye.”

I hung up without waiting for their goodbyes, then turned to Artur.

“Your little rabbit is on the move,” he said. “She’s currently wading in the water in the back.”

I smiled.

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll take care of it.”

I was halfway down the length of the backyard’s walkway that led down to the lake when I got the text from Romeo saying exactly what I suspected.

Romeo:


Everyone knows he’s gone. No one knows where he’s gone.




Frustrated beyond belief, I shoved my phone in my pocket and hurried my steps.

I found her at the base of my yard, steps away from being on my dock.

“You’re trespassing,” I pointed out.

She jerked her head up, then suppressed a smile. “I’m not trespassing. In Texas, you can be in the water, just not on the land.”

“Those are semantics, and you know it,” I retorted. “You’re playing a dangerous game.”

Maybe if I warned her enough, she’d get the hint and stay away.

Because, it seemed, I couldn’t make her leave on her own. And my warnings so far had gone unheeded.

“I’m interested in finding out some answers.” She shrugged. “I figure if I annoy you enough, or maybe if I show you that I’m trustworthy, you’ll tell me.”

“Those two things are semi-contradictory,” I pointed out. “You want me to trust you, yet you’ve been casing my house for days. You won’t leave me alone. And you trespassed today.”

“I didn’t trespass,” she disagreed. “I’m telling you. I googled it. I can be here.”

“If you say so,” I said, jerking my chin toward the dock. “Come up here, then we can go for a walk through the neighborhood.”

“Okay.” She smiled.

She hopped up to the dock without my help, even though I was about to offer her my hand.

She practically skipped toward the end of my dock, then hopped onto the concrete that led up to my back door.

Instead of taking her inside, though, I led her around the house, using the keypad at the back to unlock the reinforced gate that would keep people out as well as in.

She followed behind me dutifully, then walked with me along the fence line.

“I have dogs, you know,” I said. “I’m pretty sure that I would be able to get to you before they would, but I don’t want to find out that I’m wrong about that.”

She jerked her head. “You have dogs?”

“Three of them,” I said, then decided to lay it all out for her. “I’m a dangerous man, Brecken, and you’re playing with fire. I don’t have a normal day-to-day job that keeps me on the straight and narrow. My whole life has been lived in the darkness. You can’t keep insinuating yourself into my life with your quest for answers.”

“Then tell me what I want to know,” she grumbled, stopping to pick up her socks that were near the road.

I waited for her to put her feet into her socks, then her shoes, before saying, “What do you want to know, Brecken?”

“I want to know who killed her. I want to know if her baby survived. I want to know if her husband was involved and is raising this child that he shouldn’t have any part in.” She fisted her hands at her sides and glared at me.

The light from the lamp we were standing under made her eyes look defeated.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “What guarantee do I have that, if I give you this information, you won’t use it against me?”

“You don’t,” she said. “But maybe you’ll feel better if you tell me.”

I didn’t bother to tell her that I wasn’t upset in any way that she didn’t know what I knew.

Her knowing would put her in danger.

Her knowing also gave her a level of trust that I’d never given anyone before in my life. Hell, not even my family knew what I’d done.

But there was no reason she couldn’t know that the baby was safe…

“Her daughter is safe,” I supplied. “She’s fine. I can promise you that.”

Her shoulders instantly wilted in relief.

Then she started heading toward her car.

But when she got to the doorless Jeep and hefted one shapely leg inside, she turned and caught my eyes. “Just answer me this…”

“If I can,” I offered.

“You’ll make him pay?”

I grinned then, loving the way that she didn’t shy away from me and my dark nature, even if she had no clue just how dark it was. “As you wish.”
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The best version of me you’ll ever see is the me when I’m at Texas Roadhouse eating rolls.

—Brecken to JJ

BRECKEN

As you wish.

Those words were the first thing that popped into my head the moment I woke up in the morning. They’d been there for the last four days.

I’d asked someone who was dangerous to make a man pay for what he’d done to my friend, and I didn’t even feel guilty about it.

What did that say about me?

My phone pinged, and I blearily glanced at it.

The first thing I noticed was the time, which on a normal day would be fine.

But today, when I was supposed to be meeting JJ for coffee before school, was not.

I threw myself off the bed, landed on one foot off balanced, and nearly tripped over my shoes that I’d left there the night before.

“Shit, shit, fuck,” I howled as I went teetering sideways and landed on the ground.

I lay there on the floor for a few seconds while I allowed my equilibrium to come back to me, then rolled over, did a push-up, then a burpee to get off the floor.

Hurriedly I rushed through my morning routine, grabbing my workout bag, my partial lunch that I didn’t have time to finish, and my school bag.

I all but ran out the door and to my car, then rushed toward the coffee shop.

I only broke seven laws on the way, and I was thankful to find that I was only a few minutes later than I’d intended to be.

Even still, JJ was waiting on me at the door, her foot tapping impatiently.

If you were late, you were really late. If you were on time, you were late. If you were early, you were on time.

At least, that was how it worked in JJ’s world.

Too bad she had a family of perpetually late individuals.

She hated it.

And a lot of that had stemmed from our parents and their inability to get anywhere on time.

They’d passed that habit down to all of their children but one—JJ.

Which was good, because she was the only one that really needed to be anywhere on time.

I mean, technically, I did, too. But I lucked out for the last four years and have had an off-period first period for me to have a little cushion. Now I had class first period, so I was still adjusting.

“You’re late,” she said when I came flying out of my Jeep.

“I’m late,” I admitted. “I did the update on my iPhone last night, and apparently, the stupid phone has a setting that I wasn’t aware of—i.e., if your phone is on silent, your alarm is on silent, too.”

“That’s ridiculous.” She sighed. “You should use that old-fashioned alarm clock I got you for Christmas last year.”

The one that was still in the box in my closet.

Though, I wouldn’t be admitting that part.

“I might very well do it after today,” I admitted.

“Come on,” she said as she held the door open for me. “I’ve been up since four this morning dealing with a new calf thanks to McCoy begging and pleading for me to give her a night off, and I’m in desperate need of a coffee.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Shut up,” she snapped.

I hid my smile and followed her into the coffee shop.

We had a little over thirty minutes to chat before I was needed at school, and that meant that I also had time to order one of their freshly baked scones.

I surreptitiously looked for a certain mobster, but found him nowhere, which I then had to admit was greatly disappointing.

I hadn’t seen him in days.

I’d gotten the answer to the question that I needed—the baby was safe.

Sure, I wanted to know all the answers to my questions, but my main one was satisfied, so I’d stayed away from his place.

I’d also realized that it was only a matter of time before one of my brothers caught me at the construction site, and then I’d have to admit to having an infatuation with a certain someone.

Which wouldn’t go over well with my brothers, because they were insanely overprotective of their sisters. And I just knew that they’d have more than a little to say about me having an obsession with someone they’d already warned me away from.

“Do you want to come out to the farm and help me possibly deliver four calves this weekend?” she asked as we took our seats at the table in the very corner of the room. “I told McCoy I was on duty until she got over a head cold that she’s pretending isn’t bothering her.”

“Um, no can do,” I said. “I won’t be here. I’ll be in Houston.”

She sighed.

“What are you doing in Houston for two days?” she asked.

“I have a teacher work conference,” I explained, already dreading it because it was inevitable that it’d be boring, long, and drawn out. “I’ll be there Thursday through Sunday, actually.”

“Are any other teachers going from your school?” she asked, though she wasn’t asking if I was going to have friends, but if there was a certain ex-fiancé that was going.

“They won’t be there. There are about ten of us going, but none of us together,” I admitted. “But I don’t know any of them well, so don’t bother asking me what you’re going to ask me next.”

JJ snickered. “I just don’t like you being alone in the big city of Houston, sissy.”

I rolled my eyes.

“I’ll be just fine,” I said. “We’re staying in The Highlands, anyway.”

The Highlands was the richest part of Houston, and the lowest in crime.

At least, that was what I’d been told when I’d researched hotels and decided on where to stay.

“Good,” she said, taking a healthy sip of her latte. “Let me know if you need anything, okay?”

“Will do,” I said, taking my own sip of heaven.

There were hundreds of coffee shops in Dallas, but this one was by far my favorite.

It was literally the best of the best. There was never an instance that my coffee wasn’t perfectly flavored. And, if there was an issue, it was fixed right away. But issues were few and far between.

The bell on the door jingled, and heart pounding, I glanced toward the sound and was immediately disappointed.

Not Shasha.

But he did look a little bit like him, as well as younger.

Though, even younger, he was still attractive.

There was no way this guy wasn’t related in some way to Shasha.

I had that suspicion confirmed when Milena squealed and darted around the counter toward the man.

“Dima! You’re home!” she screeched.

I smiled at the two, loving the way they were so happy to see each other.

I also noticed that the man wasn’t in dark clothing like I thought. The moment he stepped into the bright light that the coffee shop was producing, I realized that he was in blue camo. Fatigues.

“Yum,” JJ whispered as she watched the two swing around in a circle.

“You can say that again,” I whispered.

The door opened again, and this time, a woman looking a whole lot like Milena ran through the door, squealing. “You’re home!”

“Nasty!”

I assumed he was calling her that because of the kisses she was smothering on his face, but it turns out it was short for Nastya.

How did I know that?

Because the man I’d been desperate to see came through the door and said, “Nasty, calm down. Nastya. You’re scaring away Milena’s customers.”

I looked around for a short second, trying to find out who the customers were that this ‘Nasty’ was scaring away, but couldn’t find any of them.

“Shut up, Shasha,” Nastya replied.

“I thought you weren’t coming home until next month?” Milena asked.

Both women peeled away from their brother, leaving enough room for Shasha to get in there and pull his brother into the hardest back-slapping hug I’d ever witnessed.

Jesus.

That looked like it hurt.

Dima pulled away with a laugh as he said, “Got my marching orders. I deploy to the Pacific next month, so they let me get out a bit early for leave before I have to report back.”

“Fuck.” Milena sighed. “I was hoping you’d get shore duty.”

Dima snorted.

I took an absent drink of my coffee when JJ said quietly, “There’s one more.”

I glanced toward her, then toward where they were looking, to find yet another sister at the door.

Though, this one didn’t appear to be anywhere near as excited to see Dima as the rest of them.

And, as if they’d realized that there was one more, Dima and Shasha turned.

It was Shasha who said, “Maven. Come on in.”

Maven came carefully, and when she was close enough, both brothers drew her into a hug.

It was soft and sweet, and nowhere near as boisterous as the ones that the sisters had just given.

“How are you, Maven?” Dima asked.

“Good. How about you?” she replied back.

“Would be better if you’d have dinner with me this weekend.” Dima smiled and let her go, but not too far. Still close enough that she could touch him or hug him if she wanted. “My brother here seems to think that this is the perfect weekend to go see to some business down south.”

That had me curious, but I was trying to disappear into the background so I could witness it all.

I’d never seen Shasha look so…happy.

He was always so stoic and hard to read.

“I have to go,” JJ whispered. “But they’re so pretty I don’t want to leave.”

I giggled.

And that sound seemed to draw Shasha’s attention like a beacon.

One second his gaze was on his sister, and the next he was staring at me with an intensity that had me squirming in my chair.

“Is that the guy?” she whispered. “The one McCoy was talking about a few days ago?”

I swallowed hard, unable to break the eye contact with the man across the room, and said, “Yes.”

“He’s gorgeous,” she whispered again. “The red tie with the black suit is…wow. I thought I only liked a man in cowboy boots and Wranglers. This is a definite positive.”

I’d only ever dated men that were a bit more rugged.

And I wasn’t saying that Shasha wasn’t rugged, because he was. I’d felt his hands on me, and they definitely weren’t smooth, baby-face hands. They were rough and callused, denoting a level of work ethic that you didn’t get from not working with your hands.

But he cleaned up really, really well.

“I feel like I need a fan,” she whispered. “He’s looking at you like you’re his personal kryptonite.”

I snorted. “He wants nothing to do with me. Every time I’m near him, he’s warning me away.”

“Well,” she said as she stood up, forcing us to break eye contact with her body. “I’d love to stay and chat, but there is a bottle calf that needs to be fed here in a bit. McCoy is running ragged, and I promised her I would help. Check in when you get to Houston. If you stop, text. When you go anywhere, text.”

I smiled at my sister and stood up, too.

It was time for me to leave as well.

Even if the last thing I wanted to do was leave the coffee shop where Shasha was.

“I’ll call or text,” I promised as I turned my back on Shasha. “And if you and McCoy still need help Tuesday when I get home, let me know. I don’t go back to work until Wednesday of next week.”

“Aces.” She smiled. “You know she can always put you to work. I have to go to work Monday, so I won’t be there.”

We said our goodbyes and the two of us walked out of the coffee shop.

I was very much aware of the eyes on me the entire time, though.

I only looked back once, and when I did, it was to see the woman who was standoffish with her family staring hard. But not in a bad way. In a way that had me thinking she was very much aware of something that was between her brother and me, she just didn’t know what.

Yet.

I had a feeling she would find out what it was that Shasha and I shared, even if it was a whole bunch of nothing.
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I’ve wasted half my life telling people how to pronounce my name.

—Brecken to Shasha

BRECKEN

I hated teacher work conferences.

I hated even more that continuing education was mandatory for a job that I already worked a whole lot of overtime for.

Yet, there I was, at a teacher conference with ten other teachers from my school and was getting separated from them into ‘houses.’

See, to make it “fun” the organizers of this conference had a great idea.

That ‘great idea’ was separating us ALL up and putting us into Harry Potter houses. Or, maybe not actual Harry Potter houses—I was loath to admit this, but I’d never read Harry Potter once—but houses that were loosely based on Harry Potter houses.

Protos, Altruismo, Reveur, Amistad, Isbindi.

The only reason I knew the names at this point—even though they were said about eight thousand times by the organizers—was because I had a pamphlet in front of me explaining what was about to happen.

“I don’t understand why this is something that we’re supposed to find entertaining. Just teach the lecture already,” my seatmate, who also happened to be in the Amistad house with me, said.

That was something I could agree on wholeheartedly.

I knew that the organizers were trying to make this fun, but seriously.

Just let us sit in our chairs with the teachers we know and get on with the day.

“Do you think that this is going to go into lunch?” the same teacher asked.

“God, I hope not,” I grumbled. “I’m starving.”

“Same,” she sighed.

“All right, teachers!” the organizer bellowed through the microphone, making all of us flinch with the intensity. “Let’s hear you chant!”

The chant was pitiful at best, and the organizer narrowed her eyes, ready to double down and ask for us to try it again.

But luckily, there was one good thing in the world.

And that, my friends, was the fire alarm.

I’d never been more excited to hear it go off in my life.

Usually when this happened, it happened at school, and I had to deal with getting the kids out—though, in the five years that I’d been at the high school, it’d gotten a hell of a lot easier to get my students out since they were almost all functioning adults.

Regardless, though, it was hectic getting them out because I was worried about them all.

Now, all I was worried about was myself.

I hurried out of the row, thankful to A, be at the back of the auditorium, and B, be at the end of the row.

The woman who’d been bitching with me followed suit, and the two of us walked out into the foyer.

Teachers filed out behind us, and my gaze settled on the small restaurant across the street.

Eggs Bitch.

That was, in fact, the name.

Eggs Bitch.

I’d seen it and nearly laughed my ass off at the name, and knew that before this was all over, I’d be going to check it out.

I looked at my watch and wondered how much time I had.

“There’s gonna be at least thirty minutes to wait,” the woman at my side said. “I…”

She trailed off, and I looked at her.

She had her eyes trained on a man across the room, his arms crossed across his chest, and his gaze focused on her.

“What did you do?” she asked, though I knew it was directed at the man across the room.

The guy was jacked.

He was wearing jeans, boots, and a navy-blue fire department sweatshirt, though the font was too small for me to see the name of the fire department.

Since he was in the direction of the door, I headed toward him along with the woman.

“Why do you look like you just did something bad, hubby?” she asked.

I looked at her, then at her husband, and realized that they definitely fit together well.

“What makes you think I did anything, angel?” He grinned.

“Because you have that ‘I’m guilty’ look you have when you’ve done something you don’t want me to find out about. I’ve been married to you for twenty years, bruh. This ain’t my first rodeo.” She snickered.

“You know they have a fire alarm in a closet here?” he questioned. “Why would someone put that in a closet?”

My eyes focused on him, and I nearly laughed.

The man had pulled the fire alarm.

“And what the hell was up with those houses? They were supposed to let you out ten minutes ago for lunch. I was so bored,” he continued.

“You did not.” The woman gasped.

The man, older with a little silver at his temples, shrugged.

“Tiago Spada, you’re a freakin’ firefighter!” she gasped, clearly outraged.

I looked at the man and felt my lips splitting into a grin.

“It was lunchtime, Addy.” He chuckled.

I loved it.

I loved everything about the two of them together.

They were a perfect couple, and I loved how open and honest they were.

A giggle escaped my mouth, and his eyes went from his wife to me.

“I see you made a friend,” he surmised. “You out here thinking you weren’t going to meet a soul because your precious sister didn’t need the hours, and you did, so you were forced to come alone.”

“I…” She looked at me then. “What’s your name?”

“Brecken.” I answered. “I will tell you my last name as long as you never put my first and last name together, please.”

The man’s brows rose. “Why do I have a feeling you have a crazy name?”

I sighed. “Brecken. Brecken Sweat.”

There was a pause as both absorbed the shock of my name and then the man, Tiago, said, “That’s an unfortunate name. I have a buddy named Sue.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Really,” he confirmed.

Before anything else could be said, a firefighter came out and said, “Everyone needs to get out of the foyer! This is a fire alarm, folks!”

Whoops.

“Take the two-hour break, teachers!” I heard called. “It’s lunchtime anyway!”

Thankful for the break, I smiled at my new friend and said, “I am dying to go try that place out right there. I’ll see you in two hours!”

The man’s face went funny as he said, “Have fun.”

I slipped out of the foyer of the hotel we were staying in, then jaywalked across the street to the place called Eggs Bitch.

When I got inside, there was not a single soul either behind the counter or in a seat.

I frowned and looked around, my gaze settling on the menu by the cash register.

I picked it up and scanned the menu, loving all the names of the sandwiches.

I finally settled on a french toast “Sammie” and found the bell at the counter and tapped it.

There was a sound from the back and then a scuffle.

I frowned and looked toward where I heard the sound.

I waited for a good while before I started to let my imagination get away from me.

What if something was wrong?

What if there was a person hurt back there, and that was why they weren’t answering?

I knew that I should probably stay right where I was, but I couldn’t help it.

I skirted around the counter and allowed my eyes to dart around.

I was in an industrial kitchen.

I…

“Where is he?” I heard a man seethe.

Words that were said between clenched teeth.

And whomever had said it was mad.

Like mad, mad.

A choking sound, somewhat like someone trying to talk, and being unable to.

I moved more cautiously toward the sound now and came to a sudden, abrupt halt when I got to what looked like an office.

In that office were two men.

One of those men had his back to me.

The other man had a hand wrapped around his throat, was dangling a foot off the ground, and was looking a little purple.

“Now, I’ll give you one last chance to tell me…where is Cayden?”

That voice.

It was…

I gasped, the voice finally hitting its mark.

The man doing the strangling turned, and a pair of angry, navy-blue eyes met mine.

They were also spitting fire.
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We hurt our own feelings thinking we meant more to people than we do.

—Brecken to Shasha

SHASHA

I’d spent the last twelve hours looking for Cayden, and the more I searched, the more that alarmed me.

His people—the ones that were able to be found—didn’t know where he was.

His family didn’t know where he was, and the only reason I’d gotten any information from them at all was because I’d let myself into Cayden’s home, and they’d been there looking terrified.

I was on the criminal underground part of asking questions, and so far, no one would talk.

I’d had to use my fists on three men so far before one had finally broken.

This coward.

The rest of his brethren that ran this storefront as a business to funnel money and make it look legit were in the freezer cooling off.

But this one, I knew I could break this one.

I’d been working him over when I’d heard the bell indicating a customer.

I’d been surprised that someone had actually come in.

I mean, the only people that came in were tourists, and it was too early to be eating anything.

Plus, I’d locked it as I’d come inside.

I’d ignored the bell, thinking maybe it was a figment of my imagination.

I’d just loosened my hand from the man’s throat when I heard it.

The gasp.

I whipped my head around, my gun automatically coming out to aim at the intruder, when I realized just who I was aiming my gun at.

I dropped my gun just as fast as it’d appeared and said, “What are you doing here?”

She opened her mouth and closed it before saying, “I wanted an egg sammie.”

I frowned. “No, what are you doing in Houston?”

I’d tracked her car to her house just a few hours ago.

If she was here, she hadn’t driven.

“I…I have a conference across the street,” she said. “I rode with another teacher.”

That explained that.

But how did she find me?

“Are you following me?” I asked.

Her back stiffened. “Are you seriously asking me if I followed you down here when you have a man pinned to the back wall looking alarmingly purple?”

I let the man drop. He hit his feet, collapsed, and fell straight to his ass.

And since I already had my gun out, I pointed it at his head and said, “You have a brother.”

“Yes,” he croaked. “In that freezer.”

“If you care about him at all, you’ll tell me what I want to know. Where’s Cayden?” I repeated my earlier question.

He licked his lips, his breaths still coming in gasps, and said, “Someone took him. Out. Not dead. Just out of the city.”

“On what?” I asked.

“A shipping container,” he answered.

“How do you know he’s on this shipping container?” I questioned.

I sensed movement behind me, but I didn’t pull my gaze away from the imbecile in front of me.

She was probably freaking out, but I had more important questions on my brain than whether or not she was calling the cops or not. If she did, I’d deal.

But for now…

“Chatter,” he whispered. “Couple of boys at the docks saw him get taken, put in a dog kennel, and loaded onto the ship unconscious.”

There was a small gasp from beside me.

“When was this?” I asked.

“Yesterday. Around one in the morning,” he said.

“What was the ship’s name?” I pushed.

He laughed hoarsely. “Do you actually think I got the ship’s name?”

I used my boot to step on his finger, and he gasped, his eyes widening.

“The ship’s name,” I ordered.

He swallowed hard. “It’s a retiring Carnival cruise ship. They’d already stripped the name and all identifying markers off of the hull.”

There weren’t going to be many of those.

“Anything else you would like to add?” I asked. “Do you have any more information about what’s going on?”

The guy’s eyes went wide, his mouth opened and closed, and I knew he was contemplating what to tell me.

“Just tell him already, Jesus.” Brecken threw her hands up. “You’re gonna get a whole lot less dead if you do.”

I looked at her, my foot digging into the man’s finger as I did, and stared.

She didn’t look scared at all. In fact, she looked impatient and exasperated, but not scared.

“I…I…” the man stuttered.

I bore down on his finger once again, and he gasped.

“The man that took him.” he drew in a deep breath. “He looked military. He had a shit ton of men that looked military with him, too. Everything that’s happening down here looks like a whole team of black ops is running it. The one that marched McCloud up the ship ramp, though. He looked like a cop.”

There was no way this was government funded. And the man that’d taken Cayden wasn’t a cop.

At least, not anymore.

I pulled my foot off the man’s finger and said, “Head to the freezer.”

The man scrambled to his feet and ran.

I followed behind when he got the freezer door open.

He started to let the men out that’d already been in there for over ten minutes, but I said, “All of you in. Don’t come out for twenty minutes.”

They all stared at me with wide eyes, but they wisely stepped inside, proving they had a modicum of intelligence.

They knew who I was and what I was capable of. My reputation preceded me.

I’d worked my ass off to get to the point where even hearing my name sparked terror in the eyes of lesser men.

I’d had to practically bathe in blood to get to this point.

The door shut behind the men that cleaned money for Cayden—men that hadn’t even tried to help him as he was taken hostage for something I wasn’t sure yet—and I was tempted to barricade them all in there.

But then a movement at my back had me turning and reminding me of the anger I’d felt earlier upon seeing her there.

Once again, absolutely no thought for her own safety.

Could she not get the fucking hint?

I was dangerous.

My life was dangerous.

Nothing good could ever come out of her knowing me.

Yet, there she was.

Insinuating herself into my life.

Danger was everywhere.

How could I protect her from herself?

I marched back into the room, and there she was, waiting for me.

She smiled, and it was at that moment that I lost control.

In two strides, I had her in my arms.

In another two, I had her pinned against the wall.

Seconds after that, I was ripping her panties off and shoving her skirt up.
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Those people that say they could never have a dangerous man in their bed have obviously never had one there. Otherwise they’d keep their traps shut.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

I didn’t know what to think when I’d seen him standing there with a gun.

Honestly, the most significant feeling was relief that it’d been him I’d walked in on who was threatening to kill someone and not some random man that I didn’t know.

Couldn’t trust to take care of me.

I should’ve found a way to leave.

Should’ve taken a step back and evaluated my life.

Should’ve…

He stalked back into the room, and I glanced behind him to see if anyone was following.

They weren’t.

When I next glanced at him, he was practically on top of me.

I opened my mouth to apologize for once again getting into his business when he caught me.

One second I was standing on my own two feet, my fingers twirling around the hem of my skirt, and the next I was pinned against the wall.

I gasped, my breath leaving my lungs in such a rush that I went lightheaded.

That lightheadedness continued when in one swift push and tug, my skirt was rucked up to my waist, and my panties were torn right off my body.

Now bare, I was staring in shock at the man whose face looked like a thundercloud.

“What the fu…” I started to say, but in one swift move, I was shoved down onto a cock.

I howled out in surprise.

Not in a bad surprise way, but in an “oh my god, that feels fantastic” kind of way.

My fingernails dug into the side of Shasha’s neck, likely breaking skin, but I couldn’t stop myself because the shock of having his thick, long cock inside of me taking up every available inch of space and more was too overwhelming.

“Why?” he gasped when he started to pound inside of me, giving me no time to adjust.

This wasn’t a finesse thing.

This was a primal thing.

There was no love or kindness in the way he was fucking me.

His eyes were angry and hot, showing just how pissed he was at me for walking in on that.

He might or might not think that I’d done it on purpose. He’d probably not believe that I was in here innocently. That it was just a huge coincidence.

I mean, what were the odds?

I could see him thinking I’d followed him here.

But…

His angle changed, and my legs tightened around his hips.

His hands went to my ass, and the fingers of both hands brushed my asshole, rocketing the taboo factor up ten notches.

My head dropped to rest against Shasha’s, and my eyes closed so I no longer saw the anger, lust, and intensity in his gaze.

Our breaths mingled as he continued to fuck the hell out of me.

There was no other word for what we were doing.

“You’re so big, Shasha,” I whispered fervently, my body ratcheting up notch after notch. “Fuck, I feel so full.”

He growled and changed the angle of his hips again, this time moving his hands so that he could all but plaster my knees to the wall, practically filleting me open for his viewing pleasure.

I probably looked obscene, only being held up by his hands under my knees and his cock powering inside of me.

“Jesus Christ,” I gasped. “Shasha, please.”

It was the please that did it.

He slowed.

And I wanted to cry out in denial.

My eyes cracked open, and I watched as he lowered his eyes to where we were joined.

I wished I could see what he was seeing.

The bunch of my sundress skirt was blocking everything from view.

I wanted to be naked so I could witness it, too.

And since I had my hands free, I decided to whip it off over my head, thankful for stretchy material that made that possible.

My breasts popped free, then my head.

Once it was off my body, I dropped it to the floor beside our feet and groaned at the view.

Yes.

It was hot.

His cock was stretching me so wide that my pussy looked angry and swollen.

His cock was two shades darker than my own skin, covered in juices I wasn’t aware that I’d emitted.

He slowed even more when he saw me looking at where we were joined.

It was almost obscene.

With how wet I was, he glided in so easily now that the earlier shove to get him inside seemed impossible.

I reached down and started to play with my clit.

He growled, and I pulled my hand back, knowing that he didn’t want my hand to obstruct his view.

“Sorry.” I bit my lip.

He caught me around the waist again, pinning me to the wall with his hips alone, and worked one strong arm around my hips.

My legs tightened around his, and before I could blink, we were in an office, and my ass was planted on a desk covered in papers.

The moment he had more traction, he shoved me backward until I was lying flat out on the desk, knocking over a cup of pens and a stack of papers when he did.

“Hold on, Kisa,” he said in the thickest accent I’d ever heard him use.

I held on, my fingers going to the edge of the desk where he had my ass hanging off.

“Good,” he growled, then I realized that the ‘hard’ I’d thought he was fucking me like earlier was nothing like the hard he was using now.

His hips met the backs of my thighs with a slap-slap-slap over and over again. My ass jiggled with each rough thrust, causing my body to quake.

My back bowed, and my nipples pebbled as a new wave of something started to overtake me.

Earlier, I’d thought it felt good.

Now, I realized that this wasn’t good.

This was…life changing.

My orgasm started to build, higher and higher and higher until it was imminent.

Just one little touch of my clit and I’d go flying.

“Please,” I begged. “Please.”

The eyes I hadn’t realized I’d closed, opened, and my gaze froze on his.

Our eyes connected, and the intensity in his eyes shocked me to my core.

“I…”

His hand came down with a harsh slap against my outer thigh, and that was apparently all I needed.

I came.

I flew.

I was so far gone that there was no pulling me back.

My heels planted on the edge of the desk, and only the strong hands around my hips kept me from catapulting myself right off the desk.

A loud, rumbling growl followed my own explosion, but I was too far gone to open my eyes and watch.

My orgasm was intense and long-lasting.

I would never recover from it.

Long minutes later, the aftershocks were still getting after me.

I could, however, open my eyes.

When I did, it was to find those navy-blue ones trained on me.

Seconds passed as he studied my face, and I bit my lip for a few seconds before I said, “I truly only came over here for something to eat.”

His eyebrows came up. “What are you doing here?”

He didn’t believe I was here innocently.

I licked my lips and was about to reply when he slowly pulled away.

The wetness of his release followed his retreat, and I felt my belly clench.

I went up onto my elbows and watched the white, creamy liquid pour from my opening.

It was the single most hottest thing I’d ever experienced in my life.

I’d never witnessed it before because I’d never gone bare with anyone.

Not in the three long-term relationships I’d had that we’d progressed far enough for sex to be on the table.

“I’m not on birth control,” I admitted eventually.

I heard his belt clicking as he shoved his cock back into place.

“Why are you here, Kisa?”

“Kisa?” I asked in confusion.
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I love a manly man. As long as it’s around the house fixing stuff.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

“Kitten,” he growled. “Why are you here?”

I bit my lip and stood up from the desk, very aware that I’d just left a pool of juices on whoever’s desk we’d just fucked on.

“A teacher conference,” I explained. “Continuing education.”

I quickly dressed, using a tissue on the end of the desk to clean myself up as best as I could.

He watched me, heat in his eyes, and watched me get completely dressed before saying, “So you’re telling me that you just so happened to not only get into the city that I’m in, but you also come into the exact shop where I’m questioning someone?”

“Questioning?” I teased. “Was that what you were doing?”

And why wasn’t I affected by the fact that he was torturing someone when I’d come into the room?

Then again, I guess that’s what I get for being nosy.

“It’s all that you’re going to get,” he admitted as he finished getting himself situated. “This can’t happen again.”

I looked at him then, knowing that he was touched in the head if he thought I was going to believe him.

He might not want this to happen again, but it appeared that fate kept throwing us together for a reason.

“You’re a bad guy, I know,” I said instead of being embarrassed with how intensely he was watching me. “But no one said that bad guys can’t have good girls.”

“And you think that you…” The freezer door opened, and a pair of scared eyes peeked out from between the crack of the door and the wall.

Upon seeing us standing across the room in the small office, the door closed with a loud thud, and the lock engaged again.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said as he headed out of the office.

I caught up with his angry stride and walked with him side by side.

We made it out onto the sidewalk when he came to an abrupt halt with all the police vehicles and fire trucks came into view.

“What the fuck?” he asked.

“Someone pulled the fire alarm, boss,” the man I’d come to know as Artur, called out from his spot against the building.

“Where were you when this one slipped in?” Shasha asked Artur.

“You’ve spent the last week telling us to let her be. I thought this time was no different.” Artur shrugged. “Get any answers?”

The two men started to converse in Russian—at least I thought it was Russian—next, leaving me completely confused.

Artur took off a few seconds later, his phone to his ear.

“Is that where your conference is?” He jerked his chin toward the building that had official-looking people all over.

“Yes,” I said.

“Fuck,” he grumbled. “Let’s go.”

“I can’t go far,” I said. “I have to be back in thirtyish minutes.” I paused. “And I really need to find a bathroom. There are certain things that are leaking out of me that I’d rather not get all over my new dress.”

Shasha’s eyes scanned me from head to toe, taking in my dress, my thighs, and my hair.

“There’s a restaurant down the road that’s pretty good,” he said. “And they’re fast.”

I fell into step beside him and couldn’t stop myself from reaching for his hand.

He tensed, and I just knew he was about to pull away from me, but I leaned into him and said, “All these cops. I wonder if they’d be interested in knowing what you were just doing in there.”

He turned only his face toward me and said, “Are you blackmailing me to continue holding your hand?”

I shrugged, neither confirming nor denying. “Is it working?”

He tightened his hold on my hand, and I noticed, didn’t let it go.

I loved it.

The place he decided to take me was just down the street. Maybe about four blocks away.

I saw the line of people around the second block and groaned when I saw the sheer amount of people that would be ahead of us. “Shasha…”

Shasha ignored me and passed every single person that was standing there waiting.

Shasha held my hand and guided me to the front of the line, his chin jerking up toward the man in the back.

The man was in his late forties, early fifties, and had a scowl on his face that could rival Shasha’s. He came up to the front and grinned, completely transforming his face. “Hello, boy.”

Shasha shook the man’s hand and said, “Hello, old man. Miss me?”

The crowd behind us started murmuring in low voices, obviously wondering how the hell we’d been able to bypass a line that wrapped around the block.

The man rolled his eyes, then focused on me. “Who’s this?”

Shasha instinctively started to let my hand go, but I held on for dear life and said, “We’re engaged to be married.”

Shasha stiffened.

The old man’s eyes went from me to Shasha and back before he said, “I’m guessing it’s arranged based on how he’s acting right now. Don’t worry, he’s a good kid once you get past all the crust.”

My lips twitched. “I’ll remember that.”

“His mom tried to raise him correctly, but my sister could only handle so much,” the man continued. “Who are you?”

I held out my free hand to the man and said, “My name is Brecken.”

“Brecken,” he said. “Unusual name.”

“It’s actually the more tame of my siblings’ names, to be honest. My daddy is a rodeo man. All of his kids have a Western theme to their names. Mine, Brecken, is actually named after the town of Breckenridge, Colorado. Daddy tried to add the ‘ridge’ to my name, but Mom wouldn’t let him,” I announced.

His lips twitched as he shook my hand and said, “My name is Akim.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Akim,” I replied.

“Can you get us some food, quick? She has to be back at the conference center down the road in thirty minutes,” Shasha ordered.

“Sure.” He looked at me. “Go to the reserved table.”

Shasha didn’t ask for directions, instead taking me to a table in the back of the room that had no chairs around it.

I stood there, wondering how we were supposed to sit down and eat, when a kid came out from the back with two chairs.

He handed them over and left.

Shasha sat down, and I was forced to let him go.

The moment I did, I went to the bathroom to take care of my leaking problem.

When I got back, I took a seat at the opposite end of the table and said, “This is a cool place. I’m guessing it’s really good.”

“It’s fantastic,” he said. “Hence the line.”

I sighed. “You don’t have to be so grumpy all the time, Shasha.”

“You’re going to end up killed,” he told me bluntly. “I have a dangerous life, Kisa.”

Kisa.

Kitten.

Shit, that was sweet.

I wondered if he knew that I was taking it in a sweet way, and not in an insulting way—which was likely how he’d wanted it to sound.

“I’m an adult.” I shrugged. “You’re gonna die no matter what. Your way out of this life is already set in stone. Haven’t you seen Final Destination? You can’t escape fate.”

He studied me for a long moment.

So long, in fact, that I was about to start wriggling in my seat under the scrutiny of his face when a woman cleared her throat next to me.

“Hey.” The woman, Addy, smiled. “I thought you were going to that egg place across the street?”

“I tried, but they weren’t serving any food,” I admitted. “So my man here decided we’d come here.”

Addy handled the introductions with the men who shook hands with each other.

Tiago and Shasha were studying each other intently.

“Do you think that they have videos in hidden places in that building?” Addy asked, clearly wondering if she should be worried about her husband getting arrested for pulling a fire alarm.

“No,” Shasha answered. “The whole place is outdated. They’re talking about doing a complete overhaul this coming summer because of so many wiring and flooding issues. The cameras they do have only face more populated areas.”

“How do you know that?” Addy asked.

“Because we do a lot of business there.” Shasha shrugged.

For that particular reason, I’d be willing to bet. It allowed him to have privacy for his nefarious activities.

Kettle tightened his arm around his wife’s hips and said, “Enjoy your lunch.”

He pulled his wife away, and I turned to watch them go before returning to my previous position and said, “What’s his problem?”

“He’s sane,” Shasha said. “You’re the one that doesn’t react right.”

I shrugged. “I grew up with parents that were gone more than they were home. A gang of brothers that were much the same, and two sisters that didn’t want anything to do with their older sister because she was ‘lame.’ I don’t react because I’ve had to live on my own pretty much my entire life. I’ve quit wondering about what people think a long time ago, and the least of my worries right now is staying away from you.”

His eyes narrowed. “What worries?”

“The kind where I have to work between two of the people I hate the most,” I admitted. “I’m considering quitting.”

His eyes went a little squirrelly. “I could handle that for you.”

I smiled. “I might let you.”

He tilted his head, and I could see that I’d clearly intrigued him. “What’s the temperature like in the school regarding them?”

“No one really knows what to do about it,” I said. “The teacher’s lounge is incredibly awkward. All of the students know now what happened, and ten students have already transferred out of their classrooms. They have like a fifth of the students that the rest of us teachers have. And the teachers that are having to take up slack for them aren’t happy, because their class sizes have increased by a third.”

“They should be fired,” he said. “There’s no reason that they should get to stay if that many issues are arising from having them there.”

“I agree,” I said. “But if they get fired, they’re gonna sue the school board again, and the school board is more worried about that than the mental health of their students and teachers.”

The door behind Shasha burst open and a kid with a basket of rolls and drinks came hurrying out.

“Papa sent out a snackatizer,” the kid said. “He wants your honest opinion on them. Also, we brought sweet tea.”

“Thanks, kid,” Shasha said as he picked the basket up and held it out to me.

“What is it?” I asked as I reached for a roll looking thing.

“It’s a beef pirozhki,” Shasha answered for the kid. “Pretty much what y’all would call a kolache.”

“Gotcha.” I said as I took a healthy bite.

The food melted in my mouth, and I groaned. “Oh, man. This is fantastic.”

Cheese gushed into my mouth, along with some flavorful juices.

It was one of the best things I’d ever had in my life.

Shasha took a roll himself and ate it in two bites.

“Tell him this one is perfect,” I said.

“Pops told me you would say that, and he told me to tell you to tell him truthfully. Not tell him it’s perfect, because you know it’s not,” the kid continued.

“Okay, well tell him the juices are a little too much, and the bread’s a bit soggy, but they complement each other well, and it’s still fantastic,” Shasha answered truthfully.

My lips twitched at his honesty.

I took another bite and moaned. “I think they’re perfect. Then again, I’ve never had anything like it, so I have nothing to compare it to.”

I took the last bite and savored it.

My eyes snagged on the third one in the basket, but Shasha beat me to it.

He looked at me unapologetically as he ate it in two bites.

I narrowed my eyes at him as the kid said, “I’ll tell Pops.”

Then he was gone, leaving us alone once again.

“You could’ve shared,” I pointed out.

“I could have, yes,” he agreed as he wiped his mouth with the napkin next to his plate. “But I didn’t want to.”

“Do you always do what you want?” I asked.

“Sure do.” He leaned back in his chair. “Once you stop caring what everyone thinks about you, the second half of your life begins.”

I studied him for a long second before saying, “I’m sure that this is how you’ve always been.”

“And why would you think that?” he asked.

Our food came and I didn’t have to answer.

It was excellent, and I now knew why the line extended out the door and around the block.

When I was finished, I reluctantly stood up and said, “I have to go.”

He didn’t stand up with me, indicating he had no intention of walking me back.

I felt a small pang in my heart, but chose not to study it too closely, and headed out of the restaurant.

When I got back to the hotel, it was to find everyone settling in for the second half of the day.

I went back to my original seat with the teachers I’d come with and then slugged through four more hours of useless information that could’ve been an email.

Oh, the joys of continuing education.
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There should be confetti in tires so when there’s a blow-out, it’s still kind of okay.

—Brecken to Shasha

SHASHA

I managed to stay the hell away from her for a total of seven hours.

In those seven hours, I was working, which was how I managed it for so long.

“The ship’s been located in the Pacific,” Daniil, my security expert, said without preamble. “I have ten of our own men and a hired army to land on them the moment they port. Or follow whatever boat comes out. We’re not breaching the ship as you instructed, though.”

“Good,” I said. “Call me with any updates you have.”

“Will do,” Daniil said and hung up.

I shoved my phone back into my pocket and stared at the woman at the front desk, thinking about my instructions to Daniil in order not to think about why I was standing in a subpar hotel lobby.

I’d instructed Daniil not to breach the ship because of just how vast it was. There were so many places to hide and even more places to hole up and wait to ambush someone.

I was not interested in having any of my men die today because of something stupid I’d asked them to do.

No, the best strategy was to hope that Cayden was still okay and wasn’t being tortured, and they had an ulterior motive in taking him, not to just kill him.

The woman behind the desk looked at her watch, and I knew that she was about to head outside for her smoke break, leaving her station unattended for at least the next fifteen minutes.

I’d watched her do it four times now, and I knew that I should probably leave. But I couldn’t.

My body craved the woman with a ferocity that I was damn tired of fighting.

After today, having her in that office that Cayden used to clean his money, I realized that fighting this was futile.

That wasn’t going to stop me from trying, though.

Maybe she would get smart and tell me to fuck off.

Maybe she would offer up some resistance, and I would be able to get my composure back.

Or maybe…

I walked across the lobby the moment that the front desk clerk disappeared outside and around the corner.

My fingers went to work on the computer, and I nearly laughed when I saw the attendant’s login credentials written on a Post-it Note stuck to the computer.

Seeing no reason not to use the easy way, I logged in, then found what room Brecken was in.

It was, surprisingly, the biggest room they had available.

Unsurprisingly, the reason she had the biggest room was because she was sharing a suite with someone else.

Fuckin’ awesome.

Luckily, there were two rooms in the suite, and I wouldn’t be visiting her with someone in the room.

At least, that was what I thought.

When I used the keycard I’d made for myself to get in, I quietly walked through the dark entry and nearly cursed when it was so easy to get in.

There were fucking locks for a goddamn reason.

I’d have to reiterate how dangerous life was and that she needed to start taking better care of herself.

My eyes took in the multitude of bags that were on the floor in the living room and the poor excuse for a couch that was squeezed between a desk and the wall.

I peeked my head into the first room I saw—which wasn’t closed—and noted that there were two queen beds in the room.

Both of the beds were occupied.

Shit.

I walked into the room on silent feet and checked out both occupants, noting neither one was Brecken.

I walked out of the room just as quietly as I’d entered and went to the second door, this one luckily closed.

The second room’s door squeaked slightly when I opened it, and I cursed the intrusive noise.

Then I saw that in this room, there were also two beds. And again, both beds were occupied.

Goddammit.

My plans started to alter the moment that I stepped up to the first bed.

Another woman.

Not Brecken.

Completely out, and older.

I moved to the other bed, and there she was.

She was wearing a t-shirt and nothing else.

Her tiny tits were braless, and the tips of her nipples were visible through the gray fabric.

I pulled the bedspread down, revealing her panty-covered ass.

Boy shorts that barely covered her ass.

I ran my finger along the line of her panties, starting at her outer hip, and running along until her thighs touched on the inner edge.

She shifted, moving more onto her belly than her side, hiking one leg up and straightening the other.

My cock instantly went hard.

Not that it wasn’t already well on the way to hard after seeing her in a shirt and panties only.

“Mmmm,” she groaned in her sleep.

I glanced through the darkness to the bed beside me and realized that the woman was wearing earplugs.

I could see them glowing in the dark pressed into her ear.

Grin spreading wide at the sight, I turned back to the bed and studied the woman in front of me.

I knew what I should do—that was leave and never come back.

But what I should do, and what I did do, were two different things.

Shifting my cock into a more comfortable position in my sweatpants—clothes that I’d put on to blend into the background a little more—I tucked it into my waistband and slowly put a knee to the bed.

Brecken still didn’t move.

I knew she wouldn’t wake up.

I’d spent a lot of nights in her apartment the last couple of weeks.

And in those weeks, I’d realized that the woman could sleep through a bomb going off.

Which, in my opinion, wasn’t a good thing.

At least, any other time but now.

Today, though, I wanted to play.

I wanted to get her worked up.

I wanted to make her pussy weep.

I wanted her to be so worked up by the time she finally woke that she wouldn’t have a ‘no’ on the tip of her tongue.

I’d done this plenty of times—gotten into bed with her.

I hadn’t been able to stop myself.

This would be the first time that I was getting into bed with her with another person in the room, though.

Which had me slightly concerned.

But only in a way that would inconvenience me, not in a worried kind of way.

I didn’t give one single fuck if the old woman caught me.

What I did care about was having to stop once I started.

But still, there was no reward without risk.

Fingers grazing along the gusset of her panties, I watched her for any signs of waking.

The slight light peeking in through the curtains across the room allowed me to see quite a bit—and not enough.

But no matter, my fingers did the seeing for what my eyes couldn’t.

I moved the digits of my left hand down softly over the back of her underwear, fingers moving until they were on the hem where they slipped underneath.

My fingers delved through her folds then, pleasantly surprised to find her already wet.

Had she been thinking about me when she’d gone to bed?

Was this from our earlier encounter?

Questions assaulted me as I pressed forward with my fingers and sank my middle finger deep into her.

She shifted, pushing back slightly against my hand.

Continuing my assault of her pussy with my finger, I worked her slowly, hoping not to wake her quite yet.

The walls of her sex felt like hot silk against my rough finger, and I wanted nothing more but to give her my cock.

She shifted against my hand then, turning all the way over onto her stomach and spreading her thighs.

I pulled my finger free and brought it to my lips, licking my finger clean.

The sweet taste of her pussy on my taste buds will forever be embedded in my memory.

Cock now hard as fuck and protruding well over my waistband, I shifted slightly and hooked my fingers into her panties, pulling them down her legs in slow increments.

When she was free, I stuffed her panties into my pocket and climbed onto the bed to straddle her.

Pushing the waistband of my sweatpants down, I lowered myself until I was in a slight plank position above her and slowly worked my cock against her wet folds.

Soon my dick was drenched in her juices, and the next thing I knew, I was lining my cock head up at her entrance.

Knowing this would definitely wake her, I moved until my arm was around her and cupped her mouth with my hand.

Then I sank into her pussy, one slow inch at a time.

She woke when I was a quarter of the way in with a start.

I leaned into her when she started to struggle, whispering in her ear. “This is the last fucking time, I swear to God.”

She instantly calmed, her body going lax underneath mine.

The freakout, however, caused me to slip fully inside of her, giving her all of my inches a lot faster than I’d intended.

I made sure to still allow her to accommodate to my size.

When she started to lift her ass, encouraging me, I removed my hand from her mouth, latched onto her hair, and slowly moved inside of her.

“You feel so fucking good,” I whispered into her ear. “Does it make you wet to know that we might be caught?”

She stiffened, having just now realized that she wasn’t alone in the room.

“Think the old lady will wake up and see you getting fucked?” I asked.

She quivered underneath me, causing me to smile.

“Could take you into the bathroom, I guess,” I offered. “Or the living room. There’s a sofa there.”

She clenched her pussy on my cock, and I wasn’t sure which way she was leaning.

But fuck, I couldn’t stop, even if I wanted to.

She felt too good.

“I’ll fuck you here first,” I said. “Then we’ll head to the bathroom where I can fuck you with the light on so I can see your face.”

She let out a shaky breath.

“So pretty,” I whispered in a barely-there voice. “How close are you, baby?”

“C-close,” she admitted, her voice so soft that I almost didn’t hear her.

“Shove your hand underneath you and touch your clit,” I breathed against her ear.

She started to, but when she lifted herself up just a bit more, the angle changed in the way I was fucking her, and a small cry fell from her lips.

I once again took control of her mouth, covering it with my hand, and ground deep into her.

I fucking hated that I couldn’t move how I wanted.

Maybe I’d go get a room where I could fuck her the rest of the night…

She came.

The way her pussy clenched around my cock caused me to follow in her wake, filling her up with my seed.

Hot splashes of my come filled her deep, and a grunt left my lips with each spurt.

“Fuck,” I whispered hoarsely against her. “Fuck, baby.”

She continued to clench around me for long moments, and just when I was about to move away from her, give her some space to breathe, the bed beside me creaked, indicating the older woman was waking up.

Sheets shifted, an arm raised, and then the old woman was getting out of the bed, heading toward the en suite bathroom.

I watched her close the door quietly, and no light turned on, indicating she was trying to be considerate of the woman that was most definitely not sleeping in the bed beside hers.

I pulled out slowly, then stood.

My underwear went back into place, followed by my sweatpants as I backed deeper into the shadows.

The door across the room opened, the older woman shuffled back to bed, and then she climbed in, covering herself with the bedspread once again.

I heard more shuffling from outside the room, and I glanced at my watch.

What, did all these women have to wake up with each other at the same fucking time?

They were ruining the plans that I’d had for the woman now sitting up in the bed staring at me, wondering what I’d do next.

With reluctance, I headed for the door.

I peeked out, my gaze taking everything in as I studied the empty outer room.

No movement.

But I could still hear movement in the other room, indicating someone was up and moving around.

I took one last look over my shoulder at the woman who was looking disappointed yet satisfied in the bed behind me and left.
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When is too late to have a baby shower? Because Mom didn’t have one with me, and I’m in need of some new clothes.

—Dima to Shasha

SHASHA

“What’s with that stupid look on your face?” Dima asked.

I looked up to find him standing in my open office doorway, staring at me like he’d never seen me before.

And maybe he hadn’t seen this particular side of me before.

Because I was, indeed, smiling.

I’d also made the decision to take the step forward with Brecken into a relationship that could very likely get her killed.

I was so going to hell.

“You mean the smile?” My sister pushed past him into my office.

“Yes, the smile.” Dima turned to Milena. “Why do you have to be so pushy?”

“Why do you have to take up so much space?” she asked.

“He’s put on twenty pounds since we last saw him,” Nastya said as she came into the room in sweatpants, an oversized hoodie that was mine, and UGG boots.

“You look so basic right now,” Dima teased.

“Fuck you.” She winced. “It’s cold. I don’t do well in the cold, okay?”

“Okay.” Dima rolled his eyes. “But just sayin’, it’s fifty degrees. That’s not even that cold.”

“Cold enough that my toes and fingers are icicles,” she countered.

“Why are you all in my office?” I asked after a while.

“We saw you smiling in here all by yourself, and we wanted to know why,” Milena offered. “But Artur already told us it was because of a girl.”

My brows rose. “He did, did he?”

“I told them that they needed to mind their own business, actually,” Artur said. “Do you want me to come back?”

I shook my head and gestured him inside. “What did you find?”

He came farther into the room and tossed some photos down onto the desk.

I narrowed my eyes at them.

“Is that Cayden?” I wondered.

“Sure is,” he said. “And he’s beat to shit and back. But that’s not why I’m showing you this particular photo.” He pulled a folded photo out of his pocket and unfolded it before placing it on my desk. “This is the dude you told us to keep a watch on a couple of weeks ago. Remember?”

The man that’d terrorized his wife to a point where she felt like she needed to give up her child to protect it by handing it over to a dangerous criminal.

“Fuck.” I leaned forward and took it all in. “It’s him?”

“It is,” Artur confirmed. “He’s been awfully quiet lately. Lying low because of the police questioning him. But he must deem it safe to come out of hiding, because there he is.”

“Do you think he’s on to us having his child?” I asked.

“Yes,” Artur said. “I think he knows. My best guess is he was trying to get information out of Cayden about you since your security is so good he wasn’t able to get close.”

“Fuck,” I sighed. “You have Cayden?”

“He’s in the upstairs bathroom getting cleaned up. Alexi escorted him in about two minutes ago,” he answered.

I nodded. “Thank you, Artur.”

“No problem,” he left without another word, clearly understanding the dismissal.

“Someone found out that you had the baby?” Nastya asked.

“Looks like it,” I said. “Honestly, I kind of expected him to try me before now.”

“How did he get to Cayden, though?” Dima asked, brows creased. “Cayden has just as much, if not more, protection than you do.”

“Right place, right time?” I guessed. “I don’t know. I’ll ask him in a bit.”

“Okay then.” Milena leaned forward. “Tell us about Brecken.”

I felt my eyelid twitch. “Milena.”

“Come on,” she begged. “I like her a lot. I know that’s who it is.”

“I don’t think now’s the best time to bring someone into my life after what I just heard from Artur,” I admitted. “So it’s likely not going anywhere.”

“Or.” Dima crossed his arm over his much larger than it used to be chest. “This guy could target her. What’s his name, by the way?”

“Gabriel Stone,” I heard answered from the hallway. “And yes, he’s very much aware of her. Though, I don’t think, in any correlation to Shasha. He knew they were friends, and he thinks that if he can get her alone, then he’ll find out where his baby is.”

I glanced behind Dima to see Cayden coming into the room.

“Thanks for finding me,” he grumbled. “And now I have to go back home and clean house.”

“What happened?”

Cayden glanced at me, then looked away. “A fuck up on my part that I’ll be fixing as soon as I get home.” He paused. “The guy, Gabriel Stone, came to me hoping that I’d help him get to you. When I refused, he left. But not before saying he’d be leaving me an incentive package. I didn’t know what he meant until you called and said your men were missing. When I found out about the men, I went to investigate and found out I have a few rats that were willing to be bought. When I went about dealing with them, that’s when I let you know there were issues to be dealt with. As soon as I was off that phone call with you, two of my own guards assumed that I’d just warned you and decided to act then instead of their predetermined time with Stone. They stunned me and I woke up in that old cruise ship.”

“Awesome,” I drawled. “How many rats do you have, Cayden?”

His eyes went dark. “More than I should.”

“Are you staying the night?” he asked.

“No,” he said. “That’s all I have to share right now.” He paused. “But can I borrow a few guns?”

I nodded. “Find Alexi.”

Cayden left without a goodbye, leaving me with three very curious pairs of eyes staring at me.

“You helped her, and now you’re on some psychopath’s hit list?” Dima guessed.

“The guy’s a real piece of work,” I admitted. “We damn well know that he was responsible for running her down. I think, at first, he wasn’t aware that she wasn’t pregnant anymore. But eventually he found out after the autopsy. At least, I assume. He must’ve put two and two together with me living on this block and her missing a baby. It’s not like I keep it a secret on where I live.”

“Maybe you should have,” he grumbled.

“If they know where I live, they won’t come looking for y’all,” I pointed out. “He’ll just assume that we’re all together.”

“We’ll be on the same block soon,” Milena pointed out. “I mean, that is the point of all the stupidly secure houses you are building, correct?”

“Maybe I need to rethink having you so close,” I grumbled.

“Just put an electric fence around everything,” Dima drawled. “That’s how the Air Force keeps us in and everyone else out.”

Dima had joined the Air Force after he’d graduated from college with his bachelor’s degree in criminology and psychology. He’d been away at boot camp and then advanced training after that, for the last year and a half. We’d gone up to see him, but this was the first time he’d been home in all that time.

And he had gotten big, Milena was right.

He’d put on a lot of muscle, finally growing out of his young man body into his actual body that put him in ‘full grown man’ territory.

“You can’t put a fence around the lake.” I snorted. “But we will eventually have a gated subdivision type thing going on once all of the construction is finished.”

“What are you going to do about this man?” Nastya asked. “Catya is so happy with Cassius and Faina.”

Faina and Cassius had named their new charge Catya, after Polina’s mother.

“They’ll continue to be happy with her,” I said as I stood up. “As for the rest…I don’t know. But I’ll figure it out.”

“And the girl that you’re hiding?” Dima asked, eyes alight. “What are you going to do about her?”

I thought about that for a long moment before saying, “I’ll bring her to dinner Sunday night. Try not to ruin it for me, though. Maybe learn some manners between now and Sunday.”

There was snickering as I left, my destination a certain someone’s school.

It was time to bring Brecken into my life, bad decision or not.

Because no other path was going to work anymore. Not after learning that she’d been targeted by a madman.
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Be his peace. You already can’t cook.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

Movement outside my classroom door had me glancing through the small safety glass window and grimacing.

Rupert.

He was glancing into my classroom—like he always did—and pissing me off.

“What’s the fact of the day?” a student asked as we were packing up.

I grinned, happy that they’d asked. Because today’s fact of the day was a doozie.

“So, you know what monarch butterflies look like?” I asked the group.

“Yes,” several of them answered in the affirmative.

“No, what do they look like?” one asked.

I pulled up a picture of my Zinnias that I’d planted this year and said, “This orange beauty is what is known as a monarch butterfly.”

“I haven’t seen very many of those this year,” Javier, the captain of the soccer team, admitted. “My grandfather owns Webber’s Landscaping, you know?”

I nodded. I did know. Javier’s grandfather was so awesome at what he did that he was contracted to landscape the Dallas Cowboys’ stadium as well as the Dallas Mavericks’.

I only knew that because Javier worked with his grandfather on the weekends and had lots to say about meeting “Dax” and “Luka.”

Being from Dallas, everyone knew who those two men were, and how awesome it would be to meet them.

“Yes, I do know,” I agreed.

“He’s been going on and on about how the monarch butterfly population is declining. He said that he just read a news article about how the butterfly population was down forty-three percent this year and how if we don’t do something about it, they could go extinct in the next ten years,” he said.

“That’s exactly right, and you stole my daily fact!” I pointed at him. “Who knows the only plant that monarch butterflies lay their eggs on?”

“Oh, I know this one, too.” Javier raised his hand.

“Oh, me! Pick me!” Roslyn cried out. “I know this one!”

I grinned and said, “Roslyn?”

“Milkweed!” she said.

“Right.” I nodded.

Javier looked at Roslyn with a contemplative look, as if he’d never seen her before and he liked what he saw.

I grinned at the interest in his eyes.

“Exactly right,” Javier drawled.

Despite the douchebag still lingering outside my room, I was all smiles by the time the last bell of the day rang.

The students in my class were slow to leave, as were all my students. I liked to think it was because of the fact that I was a cool teacher, and they liked my class.

But was more likely that most of them had practice after school that they really didn’t want to go to.

The moment Javier and Roslyn left, both of them talking about their plans for after school, I gathered up my things and counted to ten in my head.

Mostly because the asshole was now no longer standing outside my door but inside my classroom.

I continued to ignore him as I packed up what was left of my things.

Grabbing my knock-off Stanley—because Stanleys were expensive and the dupe versions were hardly different—I stood up and skirted around my desk.

Of course, Rupert was standing in such a way that he was blocking my access to get out.

“Excuse me,” I said dispassionately.

Rupert didn’t move, and I could tell he had no plans to.

But then another voice, this one like hot honey, drawled from somewhere behind Rupert.

“That didn’t sound like history,” the dark and dangerous man said from behind me.

I jumped and placed my hand to my heart as I glanced around Rupert to find Shasha leaning against the far hallway wall as if he had all the time in the world to wait. “Oh, you scared the crap out of me.”

He didn’t apologize, just waited for me to answer him.

Rupert stepped out of the way and glared at Shasha, giving me my opening to leave.

I hurried past Rupert, stomach turning at the familiar aftershave that he used, and completely dismissed him as I went straight to the man that kept contradicting himself.

“I’m pretty passionate about saving the insect population,” I informed him. “With us building so much,” I gestured to the world around me. “We’re decimating them one by one. It’s so sad that we’re at so low numbers to the point of possible extinction in the next few years.”

“Why are you so passionate about this?” he wondered.

“It’s just heartbreaking that all of them are dying off. Cars and suburban metropolises? They’re making it impossible for them to rejuvenate their numbers. The more we build, the less they have. I guess I’m just looking to spread the awareness.”

“Roslyn has become pretty interested in the insect population herself,” he said. “I was just wondering if it was a fad that was going around the schools.”

I nearly laughed.

The reason she was interested likely had more to do with a certain boy than the insect population.

But I wouldn’t be telling him that.

I had a feeling that Roslyn’s dad was just as bad as the man standing beside me.

“Do you need to lock the door to your room?” he asked.

“Oh, yes.” I smiled and started to turn with the keys in my hand, but he caught them and walked to the door.

“If you don’t mind stepping out,” Shasha said amicably.

My gaze flicked to Rupert, who looked to be fuming, and back to Shasha, who was showing no outward signs of annoyance.

Yet, I could see the way that his veins were pulsing, indicating his heart rate was accelerated.

He was angry, all right.

That made me feel super happy, too, because I knew he was angry on my behalf.

Shasha got the door locked, and then he handed me back my keys, and the two of us left without another word to the douchebag behind us.

Of course, the day wouldn’t be complete if we didn’t see Jolessa, too.

We were almost to the double doors that would lead outside when she popped out of the office, looking angry as a hornet.

A year ago, I would’ve dropped everything—even the sexy man beside me—to find out what was going on.

Now I didn’t spare her a single glance as I headed out to the main drop-off area where the teachers parked.

Luckily being at the high school, drop off and pick up was a breeze, meaning even though it was a few minutes after the bell had just rang, almost all of the kids were gone.

There were only a few left in the corner of the stoop, blocking themselves from the rain with the small amount of roof overhang there was.

I looked at the parking lot in dismay.

“Dammit.”

I could feel his gaze on me as he said, “What?”

“I wore my UGGs today, and they’re not really supposed to get wet,” I grumbled.

Before I could comprehend what happened, I was being carried to my car, and my shoes were tucked beneath his coat, being blocked from the rain.

“I see you have doors today,” he mused.

“I didn’t when I parked this morning,” I admitted. “But my brothers know I need help putting them on, so they must’ve stolen it during the school day, taken it to Holden’s house, and put them on for me.”

“Do your brothers always take care of you so thoroughly?” he asked as he opened my Jeep door and tossed me inside.

My shoes went to the passenger seat, and then he was standing in my open Jeep door, using his big body to block the rain from entering into the cab.

“They try,” I said, voice kind of shaky now.

The water was dripping down his face, and his clothes were soaked.

Yet, he didn’t seem to care.

He stared at me with such intense eyes that I felt like I was being undone.

“I’ve tried really hard,” he said out of the blue.

I blinked. “Doing what?”

“To stay away,” he admitted.

My eyes refocused on him, taking in the look on his face.

“Why?” I asked.

“Because it’s dangerous in my world,” he said. “People get kidnapped here. I don’t think I could do it again.”

“What makes you think it’d happen again?” I pushed.

“Because I’m a bad person, Brecken. Good things don’t happen to bad people,” he continued.

The rain let up, going from a downpour to a thick, misty rain.

“‘Bad’ seems a little too harsh,” I said. “I haven’t seen you be a bad person yet.”

His eyes changed then, becoming incredibly serious, as he said, “And you never will.”

I fully expected him to back out of my doorway and retreat like he always did, but this time, he surprised me by staying and saying, “Are you sure, Brecken Navy Sweat? Because if you’re not, you need to tell me now.”

“Do you kill innocent people?” I blurted.

“No,” he answered.

“Do you kill women and children?” I asked.

“No,” he repeated.

“Do you hook little kids on drugs?” I wondered.

His eye twitched and his mouth quirked up before he said, “No.”

“Then I’m sure.”

He backed away and shut the door before tapping the top of my Jeep.

I wondered if that was supposed to mean I was supposed to leave.

Guessing that it was, I cranked the Jeep up and started out of the parking lot.

I kept an eye on my rearview mirror for the man that I knew was behind me, but I didn’t see him until I pulled up at my apartment complex a half hour later and saw him sitting in my guest spot, waiting for me.
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A quickie a day keeps the attitude away.

—Brecken to Shasha

BRECKEN

I got out, this time barefoot, and left my shoes in my car.

Once it was locked, I headed toward him, my gaze on his wet hair and the water dripping down his face.

“How did you get here so fast?” I asked.

“I don’t drive like a grandma.” He shrugged. “I passed you before you even got onto the freeway.”

I smiled. “Tickets are expensive, and I barely make fifty thousand dollars a year.”

His eye twitched. “Teachers are severely underpaid.”

“They are,” I confirmed, then hesitantly asked, “What next, Shasha?”

“Next.” He caught my hand. “We see where this goes.”

With that, he pulled me into his body and kissed me.

By the time we were in my apartment, I fully expected him to lose control once again, but this time he was careful.

So careful he even remembered a condom.

And I knew in that moment we’d have to figure something out, because I didn’t want anything else between us ever again.

He made sweet love to me.

So slow, yet so powerful.

When we were done, and I was a replete mess on the bed, he called in a Chinese food order and tugged me into his side.

“Since we’re doing this, I’m going to need to lay some ground rules,” he said after laying the phone down on the bed beside us. “You’re not allowed to be alone with that motherfucker ever again.”

I snorted and rolled, standing up beside the bed. “Which motherfucker? Because there are a lot of them.”

His eyes lazily took me in, and I felt like I was on top of the world.

“Your ex,” he grumbled darkly.

“Trust me when I say that’s the last thing I ever want to do,” answered Brecken.

“Now, let’s go over bodyguards.”

And we did.

I went to the bathroom and cleaned up before coming back out semi-dressed in a tee and sleep shorts, no bra or underwear.

He’d somehow miraculously produced a pair of sweatpants that I hadn’t seen before now, and I felt my heart do a somersault in my chest at the sight of him in that gray lingerie for men.

The Chinese food came.

We ate.

I, of course, ate normally. Because why would I tell him that I had a dairy intolerance that would make me projectile shit in about an hour when I was trying to seem normal?

As we ate, we talked about how, if things progressed further between us, I would be expected to have a bodyguard because his life was dangerous and dangerous people liked to lash out at the people that mattered to him the most.

He then told me the story of his young sister, and the way she held back the other day when I’d seen her at the coffee shop made sense.

Kidnapped.

Hell, that was awful.

I couldn’t imagine the pain and guilt their entire family felt over the years, wondering if their little sister was alive.

“I’ll concede to a guard if and when we take this to the next step,” I admitted. “Also, not at school. That won’t work.”

“Not at school.” He nodded. “The security there is pretty tight.” He studied me. “It’s an inevitability. You will get targeted. I need you to let your family know that you’re with me. I don’t want them thinking that I’m dragging you into my sin den when you’re very willingly wanting to be there.”

I grinned. “Sin den?”

“Whatever,” he sighed. “Dima said it earlier, and it fit.”

“Everyone knows about me?” I asked.

“If by everyone you mean my men and my family, yes.” He sighed again. “Are you interested in coming to family dinner on Sunday?”

I smiled at him. “As long as you’ll come to mine on Saturday.”

His left eye twitched. “I guess so.”

I snickered. “My brothers are great, you’re not going to have any issues, I promise.”

“I highly doubt that,” he said, then leaned back into the couch before saying, “Before you fully agree, you should know a few things.”

“Okay, hit me.” I clapped.

“I had some issues in Houston. That’s why I was there,” he started.

“I kind of figured that when you were asking all those questions,” I said. “Your friend, Cayden.”

“My friend Cayden went missing because of your friend, Viveka,” he said. “And partially because of me. See, Gabriel Stone, Viveka’s husband, put two and two together and realized that I was who had his child. He went to Cayden, in Houston and asked him for help with getting her, the baby, back from me. And possibly killing me while they were at it. When Cayden refused, he was taken prisoner and tortured on a cruise ship for days. That was what I was doing when you came in that day, getting information. We were able to rescue Cayden. Cayden informed me this morning that you are on Gabriel Stone’s suspect list. He thinks you might be able to tell him where the baby is.”

“Great,” I sighed. “And I’m guessing that means that I’m in danger.”

“Not if you stay with me,” he countered.

“I can’t stay with you twenty-four-seven,” I grumbled.

“Hence the bodyguard,” he said. “Until I can get rid of this Gabriel Stone, you’ll have twenty-four-hour protection.”

“How’s that going to work at school?” I asked. “They can stay outside.”

“We’ve already pointed out that the school is secure, so you’re good on that one. During the school day, he’ll sit in the car. When you leave, and if I’m not with you, he’ll be with you.”

“Fun.” I sighed. “But I’m not going to argue with you. I know who Gabriel Stone is.”

“What do you know about him?” he asked.

“Only what Viveka told me,” I said. “He was a really rich businessman turned federal prosecutor. He has his hands in many pies and was turning into a person she didn’t know day by day. She told me in the beginning that Gabriel was great. But she thinks that being a prosecutor changed him for the worse.”

“I don’t know if Viveka just didn’t know or didn’t want to know, but Gabriel Stone was never a federal prosecutor. He was a lawyer, yes, but he only worked for the criminal side of things,” he explained. “And only the big ones. He’s been representing all kinds of disgusting people.”

“Like what?” I asked curiously.

“Like that huge case where the young teenage girl decided to spike her crush’s drink and get pregnant with his child,” he explained. “The girl did it seven times before it worked. When he refused to get with her, or pay child support, the girl’s parents took him to court.”

“Oh.” I remembered the case vividly because it’d happened at our school!

The kid had tried to fight the lawsuit, having explained that he was unaware of ever having sexual intercourse with the girl. When the girl all but admitted that she’d spiked his drinks, she’d had charges filed against her. And the bad thing was, she’d won in court. She got child support, full custody of their child, and the suit dropped against her sexual assault.

The kid had killed himself months later.

I hadn’t realized that the lawyer for the other side had been Viveka’s husband, though.

I also hadn’t thought my opinion of him could get any lower, yet here I was, thinking the man was less than dirt.

Gross.

“That girl needs to be castrated,” I grumbled.

His bark of laughter startled me, and I blinked at him in surprise.

If I thought Shasha Semyonov was beautiful before, him laughing? It was a work of art.

I wished I could put the feeling in my chest into the world for everyone to feel, because it felt like I was on Cloud Nine.

The muscles in his throat worked, his Adam’s apple bobbed, and the way his hair shifted…gah. It made me want to bury my fingers in it.

I was so entrenched in the feeling that at first I didn’t notice the telltale sign of my stomach beginning its thing.

That’s when I realized my mistake.

I’d fully expected him to be gone when this hit, which was why I ate as I did.

The smile that I’d been wearing slid off my face, and he tilted his head to study me.

“What?” he asked.

“Uh.” I paused. “If I ask you to leave, would you?”

His eyes narrowed. “Probably not. I hadn’t planned on going home tonight.”

I bit my lip as another familiar gurgle started to form in my belly.

Shit.

Shit, shit, shit.

“Uh,” I repeated. “What if I said pretty please?”

He pushed his trash aside and leaned forward, his eyes focused on me. “What is it?”

Like I would ever tell him what was actually wrong.

“Oh, nothing. Nothing,” I lied.

“Is this about the bodyguards?” he asked. “Was it too much for you?”

I was already shaking my head. “No, no. Not that. I just, uh, need a bit of privacy for about an hour. Maybe you can go get some dessert or something and then bring it back?”

That would certainly take him at least thirty minutes. Nothing was a two-minute drive here, thanks to traffic.

“No,” he answered honestly. “Tell me what’s going on.”

He’d put on his scary face.

I kind of liked it.

I would’ve thought it was hot if my stomach hadn’t decided now was the best time to remind me that it didn’t like eggs and I was stupid for eating them.

“I, uh…” I searched for a believable excuse and might’ve come up with one had my stomach not betrayed me and let out a loud, grumbling gurgle.

Which, of course, caught his attention.

His eyes went from my face to my stomach.

Then the frown lines disappeared from his face as he leaned back into the chair once again.

“You have lactose intolerance.”

I frowned as another gurgle swept over me. “How do you know that?”

He studied me for a long second before he rocked my world. “I know everything there is to know about you, right down to what bra size you order from Victoria’s Secret, and how many rolls of toilet paper you buy in a month.”

My mouth dropped open, and a vicious cramp stole my attention, making my eyes squeeze shut.

There was nothing else I could do.

I got up and hurried to the bathroom.

By the time I’d come out over an hour later—yes, lactose intolerance was the fucking devil—I fully expected the apartment to be empty.

I mean, what man in his right mind would stay in the home of a woman that couldn’t control her bowels?

But, surprising the hell out of me, the first thing I saw when I walked out of the bathroom was Shasha on my couch, covered in my ghost dog lap blanket I’d gotten from Target in October, watching a soccer match on television.

It was loud, too, so I’m unsure how I hadn’t heard it before.

My face flushed when I saw him there, and I wondered if I could toss my body down the garbage shoot in the hall and die on impact.

“Do you like football?” he asked curiously.

I was so surprised by his question that I didn’t think to curb my tongue.

“Uh, that’s not football. It’s soccer,” I pointed out.

“It’s football everywhere else but here, and when you have friends and family that refer to it as football and football only, you kind of adopt their language.” He paused, glancing over his shoulder at me, taking me in. “Everything come out all right?”

I opened my mouth and closed it, gasping in shock.

He’d gone there.

He’d really just gone there.

“Uh, yeah.” I hesitated. “Just great.”

He winked at me, then patted the couch. “Does that happen often?”

I reluctantly took up a seat next to him, but not completely going into his body because I was still stunned.

He pulled me into him, threw his arm around my shoulder, and I did a face dive into his hard abs.

If I had to die, this would be the best way to go.

“Does it happen often?” he repeated.

I sighed and closed my eyes, giving in. “Every time I eat dairy.”

“I felt like Chinese would be a good bet since it wasn’t cheesy, but didn’t think about the eggs,” he admitted.

“Eggs, milk, cream, butter…shit. Any dairy, really. And there’s no rhyme or reason to it. Some stuff I can stomach just fine. Others, not so much.” I sighed. “I literally had this same thing last week with no consequences. So I think that the world just wanted me to be embarrassed as fuck.”

“There’s nothing, absolutely nothing, to be embarrassed about,” he pointed out. “And I don’t want you to think you ever have to hide any part of you from me. Even the ones you deem embarrassing.”

I sighed, settling into his heat.

“I don’t feel like you’re real, Shasha.”

“I’m real, Kisa. I’m real.”

I fell asleep to his words replaying in my brain.

I’m real, Kisa. I’m real.
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I need to let it go? I’ll actually take it to the grave, thanks.

—Shasha’s secret thoughts

SHASHA

Meeting the family was not what I expected.

I fully expected the brothers—Ryler, Bronc, Holden, and Tibbs—to immediately dismiss me on general principle.

I was dangerous, and they knew it.

Why else would a man need a fully armored house?

I walked up the front steps of the old, worn-down farmhouse and into chaos.

The moment Brecken walked inside, we were assaulted by two huge sheepdogs.

They went absolutely nuts upon Brecken entering and assaulted her with kisses the moment she bent down to offer them her attention.

I watched as she soaked it all in and didn’t realize we had an audience until a throat cleared, causing me to look up.

I blinked when I saw all four brothers standing there, arms crossed, staring at me from only five feet away.

Had I really been that unobservant?

That was the kind of shit that got you dead.

“What are you doing here?” the eldest, Ryler, asked.

“He’s here with me, doofus.” Brecken rolled her eyes. “Which you know. Don’t be rude.”

“We told you to stay away from him,” Holden pointed out.

“And since when have I ever listened to anything that you say?” She snorted. “Come on, Shasha. I want you to meet the two more rational people in my family.”

I grinned then and followed her into the kitchen, surprised to see so much food all over the counters.

It was like Thanksgiving in the middle of January.

Jesus, there was so much food there was no way that they’d ever get through it all.

“If you’re wondering about the food,” McCoy, Brecken’s sister, said. “It’s because we skip Thanksgiving and Christmas meals and cook the second to last weekend in January because everything is on sale. It’s something we’ve done since before all of us were born, because everything is cheaper after the holidays.”

I nodded. “That makes sense.”

She held out her hand to me, and I took it, shaking it lightly before letting it go.

“It’s nice to meet you,” I said simply.

“You, too.” She smiled, her eyes that she shared with her sister pivoting to take in Brecken. “He’s cute.”

“I know,” she sighed dreamily.

I, for fucking real, had a blush hit my cheeks.

Jesus, what the hell was that?

“Y’all disgust me,” Tibbs said as he came into the room. Then, almost as if the words had been dragged out of the pit of his soul, he asked, “Do you need help or anything?”

“No.” McCoy grinned, taking pity on him. “JJ and I are already done. All you need to do is find yourself a drink and sit down. We’ll be finished with everything in a few minutes.”

I looked over at Brecken. “Why did you allow me to eat breakfast knowing we were coming to this?”

She shrugged. “I guess maybe I didn’t give it much thought. But I have faith in you.”

That made one of us.

I wasn’t nearly as hungry as I probably should be for a feast of this magnitude.

I kept looking around at the food, and a wave of grief assaulted me.

This.

I’d missed this.

My sister, Maven, had this.

But the rest of us? We’d really never had this, and what small amount we’d had had been from a grieving mother that could barely be in the room with all of us as she thought about her lost child missing out on Thanksgiving and Christmas.

After Maven had been taken, everything had just been…subpar. It was like Mom and Dad put on a show but never really went all the way with it.

“You okay?”

She would notice.

“We’ve never really had anything like this,” I admitted. “My brother and sisters would’ve adored this.”

“Invite them. Right now,” she urged.

I was already shaking my head. “No, I can’t…”

She pulled my phone out of my pocket, used my face to unlock it, then started typing in a message.

I read over her shoulder as she went to the group chat thread that had all of my siblings in it, including Maven’s husband, Auden.

“If you invite them all, y’all are going to have six extra mouths to feed, at minimum,” I pointed out.

She continued to text.

“And my niece, Lola, eats like a linebacker,” I continued.

“You have a niece?” she asked, eyes wide.

“Yeah, and a nephew,” I confirmed. “But Brando is still breastfeeding and doesn’t like anything but boobs.”

She snickered and went back to texting, then hit Send.

She flipped out of the messages and went to settings, then to the Face ID section.

She held my face in front of the screen for a photo ID, then added herself to my Face ID.

“There are things,” I said softly. “That’ll be on my phone…”

“I’ll stay out of it, mostly. And I promise not to get into anything I’m not supposed to be in,” she promised.

“I don’t care if you’re in it or not, just know that sometimes you may not always like what’s on there,” I admitted.

My phone started going crazy then with text messages from my family.

She turned away and read every single one before responding.

Shortly after that she handed me back my phone and said, “I just added myself to the family group chat. I don’t need it anymore.”

I pocketed my phone and watched as she went into woman-with-a-mission mode.

“Hey, McCoy, Shasha’s family is coming because they haven’t ever had a Thanksgiving before. We need the leaf added to the table and more chairs brought in from the storage room!” she cried.

I pulled out my phone when more texts poured through and was unsurprised to find that every single one of my siblings were coming.

Even Maven.

I smiled and tucked my phone back into my pocket.

It took them all of ten minutes to arrive.

Dima and Milena were first, followed by Nastya, and finally Auden and Maven with their two children, Lola and Brando.

Brando was a little over three months old and had the same eyes as his mother.

It made my heart hurt to see, because the baby looked exactly like Maven did when she was a baby.

She smiled at JJ, who’d let them in, and then found me in the crowd of people.

She walked directly to me and wrapped me up in her arms. “Thank you for thinking of me. Thanksgiving food is my favorite.”

I didn’t squeeze her like I wanted to, seeing as we had a squirming, not-too-happy-about-his-position baby in between us.

When she pulled back, I reached down for Brando and pulled him up to my face.

He smiled his gummy little smile at me and reached a wet hand that’d previously been in his mouth toward my face.

Slobber skirted down my cheek where he touched me, but I didn’t move to wipe it off.

“Hey, buddy.” I smiled.

He drooled and smiled some more.

He was one happy baby.

I pulled him in close to my chest, then dropped down onto my haunches so I could see the little girl hiding behind her father’s legs.

Lola, my sweet niece, didn’t like crowds.

Just like her mother.

“Are you going to come give your favorite uncle a hug, Pchelka?” I asked.

My little bee.

She’d always struck me as a little ray of sunshine, just like her mama, and I’d given her the nickname of little bee, and hadn’t changed it since she was born.

She took a quick look around, realized that she was surrounded by three people that would protect her with their lives, and made a dash toward me.

Once she was in my arms, I buried my face into her neck and pretended to eat it.

She squealed and threw her arms around my head, squeezing me for all she had.

I laughed and stood up with her in my arms. “PJs, Pchelka?”

“Mama said by the time we get back, it’ll be bedtime.” She frowned. “Can I stay with you?”

I looked at her parents, who were both laughing and staring at each other, and then back to her. “I guess that would be up to your parents. But I don’t have your car seat in my car.”

“We can take Mama’s,” she declared as if she had that right as such a little person.

“You know your mama hates taking those things out of her car,” I pointed out.

“Daddy is here, though. He’d do anything for her,” Lola pointed out.

My Lola.

She was right, though.

I’d witnessed Auden protect my sister with his life.

Of course he’d do this small task.

“How about we talk about it after dinner,” I said. “Would you like to meet my Kisa?”

“Kitten?” Lola asked.

Lola knew some Russian.

I’d been speaking it with her since she was born.

She’d been working on her Russian with her Aunt Bindi as well, who was a language expert.

Bindi was the wife of one of Auden’s brothers.

Honestly, for almost four years old, Lola had great recall and was almost as fluent in Russian as Dima was.

We’d all been taught Russian from a young age. But after Maven had disappeared, Mom had refused to speak it with us, and Dad had gone along with it because he’d do anything for my mom. What Russian we’d been able to retain had been minimal the younger the siblings got.

Dima was barely fluent in it.

Milena wasn’t much better.

“Her name is actually Brecken,” I said as I felt something slimy start to leak down my arm.

I was afraid to look.

“Please tell me I don’t have fresh breastmilk all over me again,” I pleaded, turning to my sister who was snickering.

“Listen, Shasha,” she said. “The kid can’t handle his drink.”

I grimaced and walked into the kitchen, away from the amused parents.

“Is she pretty?” Lola asked.

“The prettiest besides you,” I agreed.

“Oh, that’s pretty then.” She nodded.

That was my girl, not vain in the least. She knew her worth.

“That’s her…by the sink,” I whispered. “What do you think?”

“I love her hair,” Lola whispered back. “Will she let me braid it?”

“I’ll bet she would,” I confessed. “Do you want to ask her?”

“Maybe after dinner,” she said, squeezing my neck tighter. “Will she like me, Uncle Shasha?”

“She’ll adore you,” I promised.

More wetness, and then the sound of it hitting the floor.

I sighed and looked down at the little man in my arms who had his face turned outwards and resting on my shoulder.

The entire sleeve of my shirt was covered in it.

Gross.

The sound of wet hitting the floor had both JJ and McCoy, who were closer, turning toward us.

“Oh, babies!” JJ said.

That caught Brecken’s attention, and she turned off the water and turned.

Her eyes widened when she saw the kids.

“I feel like you might have a leak, Shasha.” She smiled wide, displaying her beautiful white teeth. “And who is that gorgeous girl that looks a lot like you?”

“This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.” I bounced Lola on my hip. “Lola, this is Brecken. Brecken, this is my Pchelka.”

“And what does Pchelka mean?” Brecken asked.

“Little Bee.” Lola blushed furiously.

Brecken’s eyes softened as she caught a rag next to the sink and came toward me.

She cleaned off Brando’s face, and then my arm, before dropping to her knees and cleaning up the floor.

“These are Brecken’s sisters, JJ and McCoy,” I said to Lola.

“Hi.” Lola blushed harder.

Brecken stood up, tossed the rag into a room off the side of the kitchen, and then looked at Lola. “Would you like to help me finish the mashed potatoes?”

Lola’s eyes widened. “Yes!”
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Gather…somewhere else.

—Wall sign

SHASHA

“I like her,” Auden said. “She’s great with Lola.”

“Brecken taught first grade before she moved on to high school,” JJ said as she watched Lola and Brecken bring in dessert.

The entire family was gathered around the table except for those two, and all of us were watching how cute they were together.

Another leaf had been added to the table. Chairs had been brought in. Food. So much food had been consumed.

And I’d enjoyed myself immensely.

So had my family.

Dima was currently laughing with Tibbs and Holden about some military fuck up from last week. Milena was talking to McCoy at the opposite end of the table. Nastya was holding Brando, who was sound asleep on her chest, and talking with Ryler and Bronc about a legal case set to be tried in the supreme court this week.

I felt so…full.

I hadn’t felt this full in a very long time.

“Why’d she move to high school kids?” Maven shook her head. “I can’t even imagine.”

“Long story short, she liked being able to actually teach what she loves—history. She has a love so deep for it that she almost obsesses over it sometimes. If you ever want to win her over, talk to her about the war or something. She’ll go all gooey eyed over it,” JJ admitted.

“Oh, we should’ve asked Jessa to come.” Nastya turned, hearing our comments. “She would’ve wowed her with the World War II stories.”

“World War II?”

I grinned at the way that Brecken was standing in the doorway, bent over, helping Lola hold up a couple of pies balanced on a tray.

“Our grandmother, who goes by Grams or Jessa only, loves talking about the wars,” Nastya explained. “We almost asked her to come with us, but she was very firmly entrenched in Bingo today. It was black light night.”

“What, exactly, is black light night?” Tibbs asked.

“Exactly what it sounds,” I admitted. “She goes up there with her black shirt covered in fluorescent paint and plays Bingo in the dark with only black lights to light the area. I’ve gone once and came home with a pounding headache because of the amount of bass that was playing.”

“They like to listen to techno and screaming metal bands.” Nastya shivered.

She, too, had experienced the Bingo Night From Hell.

“The last time I was there it was nudie night. I didn’t realize that until Grams told me I had to get undressed.” Milena shook her head. “I waited out in the parking lot for four hours for her to get done.”

I’d died with all the messages that night Milena had been sharing.

Apparently, you’d been able to see from the windows what was going on inside, and what she’d seen had scarred her for life.

“That’s wild.” Auden shook his head. “I had no clue that was even a thing here.”

“It’s done at the old folks’ home that she moved into when we moved here. She adores it. It keeps her active, and also slightly independent. Two things that she adores,” Milena explained.

Lola and Brecken came farther into the room and placed the two pies on the table.

She had to lean over me to do so, and I had to resist the urge to push my face into the side of her breast.

Just as that thought hit me, the sound of her stomach gurgling had me wincing.

The poor thing.

She’d eaten a lot tonight, and no doubt all of it had dairy in it.

The tray was sat down, and then Brecken said, “Dig in!”

Then, very quietly, she disappeared out of the room, hoping not to be noticed.

I knew, but I didn’t bring attention to her or her issues.

Instead, I ate, and wondered how it was that we already had this level of contentment in our relationship that I didn’t care if she was exploding in the bathroom or not.

My phone rang after about thirty minutes, and I got up to answer it in the hallway after seeing who it was.

Alexi.

“We found him,” Alexi said.

I didn’t ask him who.

He was only tasked with finding one man, after all.

“Where?” I asked.

“Trying to break into the gate,” he answered. “We called the police because there are a few witnesses.”

Fuck.

Of course there were witnesses.

“Who?” I asked.

“The man’s parents.” He paused. “And a sister of his. We had to call because they were already on the phone with the police, saying that we were holding his baby captive, and he wanted his child.”

What he likely wanted was his fifteen minutes of fame.

He had a big case coming up that he wanted to win, and to do that he had to get his name out there and garner as much support as he could.

Because the case he was working on now was a doozy.

A cop killing a dog in front of a kid.

Though, that cop was fully justified in the shooting.

The dog was about to bite a three-year-old, again—for the fourth time—when the officer had come on scene. The toddler’s mother was freaking out, screaming and begging for help. All the while the black lab’s owner was watching it all go down, not trying to help in any way, while she watered her begonias in the flowerbed while drinking a cup of coffee with her kids playing in the front yard.

The cop had done what he’d had to do and had shot the dog when the dog wouldn’t be contained any other way. In front of the family that owned the lab.

It was heartbreaking all the way around, and the entire community was divided.

“Fucking wonderful,” I said. “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

“We’ll be here,” he said.

I carefully picked my way through the large farmhouse, correctly guessing that if Brecken was going to disappear into a bathroom, it’d be one not easily accessible for the rest of the guests.

I was right, finding her in a back bedroom that looked like the master bath.

The door was closed, and the only reason I knew she was there was the moaning.

I winced. “Brecken?”

The moaning stopped, and then a wheezed, “Please, please tell me you’re not directly outside the door right now. That I might have misheard.”

I found myself grinning. “I hate to break it to you, but you didn’t. I have to go, though. Gabriel Stone is outside my house right now and I have to go deal with it. Do you mind catching a ride home and then coming to my place after you pack a bag?”

There was a pause. “I’ll do just about anything if you step away from this door and act like you’ve never heard me in here.”

I grinned. “See you soon, Kisa.”

I left her there, wondering how the hell this feeling in my chest—the feeling of such rightness—had taken root without my knowledge.

After explaining what was going on to my family and Brecken’s, I headed out of the house and down the stairs.

The drive to my place was uneventful, Dallas traffic cooperating for once, and I made it home in time to follow three more police officers up to my front gate.

I pulled off to the side, unable to get through my front gate due to the two random cars I imagined belonged to Gabriel Stone and his family and got out.

There were two police officers talking to Stone and his family.

The two that’d just arrived stood back and observed.

I stopped next to them and said, “What’s going on?”

One looked at me, and I inwardly winced.

Haze Hopkins. Detective Haze Hopkins.

Fuck.

Haze Hopkins was hard to read.

I’d met him upon moving to the area, and it was almost as if he’d known who I was without a single introduction.

And let’s just say he’d hated me on sight.

“We’re here to figure that out,” Haze said as he dismissed me and moved toward the small crowd.

I caught Artur’s eyes from the guardhouse and jerked my chin at him, getting a chin nod in return.

As soon as I arrived slightly offset from the group, Gabriel turned to me, narrowed his eyes, and said, “Give me my baby!”
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What kind of self-control do you have to have to work at a packaging bubble factory?

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

After a fight for my life in the bathroom, I’d arrived in the kitchen to find all of Shasha’s family gone, and my brothers on the couch watching a soccer game.

My sisters were in the kitchen putting away leftovers, and I joined them, helping them clean up.

“They are all gone?” I asked.

“You were gone for an hour, honey.” JJ side-eyed me. “You expected them to stay that long after dessert with the one man that tied them to this place gone?”

“No.” My shoulders slumped. “I hate my body sometimes.”

“You know, you could also try this novel idea…” McCoy started.

I flipped her off. “Listen, none of you have any idea how sucky it is to give up cheese and milk. Eggs and whatever else makes my stomach hate me. You guys only have a mild version of this. It’s nearly impossible to give up everything that you love. So don’t judge me on it if you’re not going to try to do it yourselves.”

“She has you there,” JJ pointed out.

“Why are y’all cleaning this up when there are four capable men on the couch in there that didn’t cook at all?” I asked as I took over the pot washing from McCoy.

“Because they suck at washing dishes and leave food behind, and you know how I hate that,” McCoy explained.

“That doesn’t mean that they couldn’t be in here putting the food away,” I pointed out.

“The last time they put the food away from one of our family dinners, all they did was stick the pot in the fridge instead of putting it into Tupperware,” JJ said as she licked her finger clean after condensing pies into one pie pan.

She handed me the dirty pie plates and I got to washing those next.

“Weaponized incompetence is bullshit,” I said. “One day, they’ll meet a great lady, and then where will they be?”

“Up Shit Creek.” McCoy’s eyes gleamed. “Hey, do you want to go out to the barn with me?”

I grimaced. “Actually, no. I want to go find out what, exactly, is going on at Shasha’s place. Do y’all remember me telling you about the teacher that was being abused?”

“Yes,” they both answered at once.

I gave them a quick rundown of the situation, ending with, “And now he’s at Shasha’s house, and I really want to figure out why.”

“Take the farm truck,” McCoy suggested. “I’ll get the new ranch hand I hired to give me a ride to it tomorrow.”

“Thanks.” I smiled. “I’ll see you guys later. You killed it with dinner tonight. Even though it killed me.”

And might still kill me later.

But I hoped that wouldn’t happen.

Sadly, sometimes it did…

“Love you,” they both said as I gave them quick hugs.

In the living room, I jumped over the side of the couch and landed on Tibbs and Bronc, causing them both to let out whooshes of air.

They’d seen me coming, though.

I’d learned my lesson when I’d snuck up on them accidentally, then tried to jump on them much the same way that I’d just done, only for Ryler to throw me three feet in the air and Tibbs to body slam me to the ground as if they’d planned it.

I’d broken two ribs in the process, and they’d nearly cried when they’d seen what they’d done to me.

I’d felt horrible for it, too, realizing that I probably shouldn’t sneak up on grown men that were specially trained in the military to be ghosts.

“Fuck,” Bronc groaned as he pushed me off him and toward Ryler.

Ryler kept pushing me, too, right into Holden.

Holden wrapped his arms around me and squeezed until I couldn’t breathe.

I bit him on the neck, causing him to yelp and push me toward Tibbs.

I hugged him, kissed him on the cheek, and said, “Love y’all.”

After hearing a chorus of “you, too” from them, I headed outside to the farm truck.

Then I turned around and ran up to my old room and grabbed enough clothes to get me through a day at school and a weekend at Shasha’s.

The jeans would be a little tight, but luckily none of them had holes, making it legal to wear to school.

I’d stop in the office tomorrow and buy a Red Out shirt that I’d been meaning to buy anyway and then wear that as my top.

The wedge heels I was wearing would match perfectly with the red homecoming shirt and look like I’d intentionally meant to match it that well.

After stopping into the kitchen once more to find JJ and McCoy sharing a bottle of wine and letting McCoy know that the truck would be at Shasha’s tomorrow, I headed out to the truck and to Shasha’s.

In all, Shasha had been gone for over an hour by the time I arrived, but likely only at the house itself for forty-five minutes.

When I pulled into the street, red and blue lights were strobing through the darkness.

I spotted Shasha instantly, his arms crossed tightly across his chest, as he watched with a blank look as a tall, well-dressed man that was likely Gabriel shouted at him with four cops separating the two men.

There was an elderly couple and a younger woman off to the side, watching but not entering into the fray near the fence.

Two of Shasha’s men, only one of whom I recognized, were standing at the closed gate, watching everything.

Their eyes were a whole lot less blank than their boss’s eyes.

They looked furious, and I wondered what’d gone down in the last forty-five minutes.

I pulled to a stop pretty far back, left my bag, and got out.

Shasha’s eyes locked on mine the moment I exited the truck.

He moved slightly, and I realized that he was positioning himself so that his big body was blocking the angry man from view.

I walked up to him, past a cop that clocked me the moment that I got there as well, and curled into him from behind.

He wrapped one arm around me, his large hand going to my ass to bring me closer to him, and held me there.

I listened as the irate man continued to yell.

“…has my baby, and I want him back!”

“Mr. Stone,” one of the female officers on the scene said. “I realize why you’re here, but an officer has looked through that house as per Mr. Semyonov’s permission. There is no child in there.”

“He has him somewhere!” he yelled out.

“The only woman in there at all is an elderly woman that says she’s the maid. There is no child anywhere. No sign of a child. Not a single toy or baby paraphernalia in sight. There is no child in that house nor looks to have ever been in that house,” the female cop continued.

“I’m telling you, my wife was pregnant when she left, and then when she was hit, she wasn’t. There was no baby,” he continued. “It’s just suspicious that she was on this road at all. But there is no doubt in my mind that there was a reason for her to be on this road in particular. Why else would she have come out here?”

“I’ve already shared with the police months ago when this happened that I have no idea why she was here,” Shasha said. “This is a public road, and I didn’t close on the property on either side of my house until just two months ago. That was well after the accident. That means that she could’ve been here looking at lots of land for all I know. Hundreds of people were on this street looking at those lots.”

“I don’t care what you say, I know you’re…”

Gabriel was interrupted by the quiet officer that’d been observing everything without saying a word.

“Gabriel,” the officer said. “It’s time to go. This is not how you’re going to solve this.”

“I don’t care what you say, Haze. I’m not leaving this time,” Gabriel said. “I’m staying until I get some answers!”

“Your answers aren’t coming,” the officer, Haze, said. “What you will get is trespassed, and then you’ll get arrested if you refuse to leave.”

“Do it,” Gabriel charged.

“Don’t bother,” Shasha interrupted then. “We’ll just go inside. It’s supposed to rain tonight anyway, so he won’t stay long.”

The guard that I didn’t know, but looked vaguely familiar, snorted.

That’s when Gabriel’s attention turned toward me.

I knew the moment he’d recognized me, too.

His eyes narrowed, and despite the darkness, I could see the look of pure calculation in his eyes.

He saw me, and I knew that this was about to go very, very bad.

Because of the few times that I’d met him in person, he’d always been very confrontational toward me because I was a “dumbass blonde.”

At the time of our first meeting, we’d been talking about public safety personnel and their need to stop for buses that had their stop signs out and their blinking red lights on.

I’d argued that firemen had to follow the rules of the road regardless of whether there was an emergency—at least within reason.

And he’d automatically contradicted me because “people were dying while stupid ass kids were getting on the bus.”

I didn’t care who, what, or why. Kids always came first in my book.

I also had a thing about people that didn’t respect it when a kid was loading onto a bus.

Kids were injured and even killed during loading and unloading because of drivers thinking they owned the road and rules didn’t apply to them.

It was one of my hot buttons, and the man that’d called me a “dumbass blonde” had pressed it. Repeatedly.

Needless to say, I was neither a dumbass nor a blonde.

I dyed my blah brown hair to a more appealing dirty blonde that didn’t look too bad when I went eight to ten weeks between appointments because I was a lazy bitch.

But his automatic assumption about my intelligence had rubbed me the wrong way the first time we’d met, and I’d called him on his shit.

Every time from then on I’d seen him, he’d sneered at me like I was a disgusting addition to Viveka’s life that he’d like to scrape off.

Viveka never had, despite Gabriel’s obvious dislike of me.

“What the fuck?” Gabriel snapped. “Now it’s all making fucking sense!”

I blinked at him. “At first, I couldn’t figure out why she would bring the kid to him, and seeing you, it’s all clicking into place. You encouraged Viveka to find this man, didn’t you?”

Well, I was sure how it looked.

But I hadn’t exactly encouraged Viveka to find Shasha in particular. Just a man that would be scary enough to stand up against Gabriel’s scariness and rich enough to withstand a legal battle if the asshole took it that far.

I was happy to find out she’d chosen Shasha, though.

It worked out well for me in the end.

My hand tightened to the tails of Shasha’s shirt, but my spine stiffened.

Before I could go blurting out what I really thought of the asshole, Shasha murmured, “We literally just met. Any circumstantial evidence you’re adding up in your head doesn’t compute. Also, why are you only concerned with the baby here? Let’s talk about the hit-and-run. From what I understand, you used to own a Tesla, correct?”

The quiet officer turned to look at Gabriel then.

He knew about the case.

That was why he was here.

Was he a detective?

If he was, that would make sense of why he was there, just observing, and not actually participating in keeping Gabriel out of Shasha’s face.

Another car started down the road just as the first few sprinkles from tonight’s impending storm started to drop around us.

Seeing as it was now going well past twilight into darkness, there wasn’t much to see besides the headlights as they came to a stop behind my truck, and I couldn’t see the figure who was approaching until he was right under the security light that lit up the area in which everything had gone down over the last who knew how long.

He was a tall man and had slightly red, perfectly styled hair.

His eyes were a mossy green, and he was dressed much the same way that Shasha dressed.

He came to a stop closer to Shasha than the man that was causing the disturbance and said, “This is him, Semyonov.”

Shasha blew out a breath. “I know.”

“Why is he here?” he asked.

Gabriel stiffened as he realized they were talking about him.

“He thinks that I have his child, and I don’t,” Shasha said. “He’s been asked to leave multiple times. We were just about to go inside to avoid the storm.”

“I’d like to join you,” he said. “We have some things to discuss on the merger that we’re working on.”

“Oh?” Shasha asked curiously.

“Yes,” the man confirmed.

“Well, gentlemen,” Shasha drawled. “I’m headed inside before the storm releases its fury on us and my beautiful girlfriend melts because she’s made of pure sugar.”

I rolled my eyes but felt a hint of a blush hit my cheeks.

Thank God it was dark, and it hid my embarrassment at being called sweet as sugar.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about it, to be honest.

It felt like a show, and I wasn’t sure why.

I wasn’t upset about the situation as much as the curiosity was absolutely killing me.

Shasha caught my hand, and the gate behind us opened. The guards, who Shasha addressed as “Artur and Alexi,” stepped into the opening and waited as if they expected the gates to be rushed by the small crowd.

None of them made a move, not even a clearly furious Gabriel.

He’d “made his connections,” and he was angry that he’d been played.

Well, he hadn’t.

But I could definitely see the way it looked.

As we passed, Shasha stopped me with his hand on my hip and said, “Keys, Kisa.”

I scrunched up my nose.

“They’re in the truck still,” I admitted.

I mean, the truck was so old and smelled like cow shit that none of us bothered bringing in the keys.

We could park it in the middle of the worst neighborhood in Dallas and it would still be there when we got back.

Shasha handed the larger of the two men, Alexi, his keys and then said, “Cayden’s keys are with him.”

“Thanks, Alexi,” Cayden said from behind me.

So that was who he was.

I was glad to see that he was okay, although he still had obvious bruises and abrasions.

We made it inside before the bottom dropped out of the sky, but only barely.

Poor Cayden’s back ended up getting soaked, but he didn’t seem to mind as he followed us inside.

Shasha dragged me through his McMansion into what I assumed was his office, but not before stopping at an older woman and calling out to her.

“Polina,” Shasha said carefully. “Call your daughter and ask her to find an extended vacation for the next month. Tell her I’ll fund the bill and smooth it over with her husband’s boss.”

Polina snorted. “You’re her husband’s boss.”

“True.” Shasha winked. “But still. Get her out of here. I want to deal with this before she comes back.”

“Yes, Shasha.”

We went farther into the office, and Shasha led me to the far wall where his desk chair was and directed me to it.

I took a seat, crossed my legs beneath me, and scooted up until I could put my elbows on the desk.

The two men watched the show, clearly amused.

“What are you doing here?” Shasha asked once I’d settled.

“How much does she know?” he asked.

“All of it,” Shasha answered.

I doubted I knew the half of it, but he was telling Cayden a lie so he’d speak freely in front of me.

I appreciated his thoughtfulness.

“I was coming here to take care of the problem,” he finally said very carefully. “But wasn’t aware that there were cops here.”

“Whatever you do, don’t do it with me around. That detective you saw in his black military garb was a pain in the ass detective who doesn’t want me in his town. He’s already been poking his nose around where it shouldn’t be,” Shasha grumbled.

“What do you take me as, an amateur?” Cayden countered.

I had a feeling they were literally discussing getting rid of Gabriel right in front of me without actually saying the exact words.

It was fascinating.

“I’ll stay until they’re gone.” He took a seat. “Then I’ll get him back to my town.”

That was interesting.

Even more interesting was how Shasha sat on the corner of his desk next to me, keeping himself between Cayden and me.

That made my heart feel all warm and gooey.

“You have the kid?” he asked.

“The girl?” Shasha asked without confirming. “I’m sure she’s somewhere safe.”

His non-answer was enough.

Yes, he had the little girl.

Yes, she was safe.

No, he wasn’t going to tell him any more about her.

My lips twitched.

“Boss.” Alexi came into the room. “They’re gone.”

He tossed three sets of keys and left, leaving us again just as fast as he’d arrived.

Cayden was up seconds later, catching the keys that Shasha lobbed at him. “Be careful, Cayden.”

Cayden’s eyes went a little dark and scary as he said, “Oh, I will be.”
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Everyone was thinking it, I just said it.

—Shasha to Dima

SHASHA

I woke up to the early morning light spilling through the closed, practically sheer curtains.

Oh, and yelling coming from below me.

I groaned and rolled over, searching for the woman that I’d spent the last two days with, only to find that half of the bed empty.

My eyes went to the clock on the wall, and I groaned.

It was well past six.

She had to leave at seven fifteen.

Getting out of bed, I grabbed the pair of gray sweats from the floor and slipped them on before heading downstairs.

I was unsurprised to find my family there.

I was also unsurprised to find Alexi and Dima arguing over what kind of coffee roast was best.

Brecken’s interruption had me smiling despite it being way too fucking early in the morning.

“I’m partial to drip coffee,” she interrupted. “I buy it from the store in those huge jugs. And if I don’t finish it before it gets cold, I just put it on ice and make it an iced coffee.”

“That’s blasphemous.” Dima gasped in horror.

“It’s not that bad,” Brecken defended.

“The coffee in those tubs is so old that it might as well be expired. Once you taste the difference, you’ll change your mind,” Dima countered.

“I do agree with that,” Alexi said.

“Ms. Sweat, can I get a ride to school with you? When Dad takes me, he makes me ride in the back seat, and it’s embarrassing,” Roslyn queried.

I nearly choked.

Alexi made her ride in the back seat because the front seat wasn’t bulletproofed as well as the back.

That was also why he made me ride in the back seat.

“Sure, but I’m leaving in fifteen minutes. I have to help with crowd control in front of the office this morning to make sure that students aren’t loitering,” Brecken said with what sounded like her mouth slightly full.

I rounded the corner to find Alexi, Daniil, Ivan, Bogdan, Artur, Roslyn, Polina, and even fucking Lev at my kitchen table.

Polina was looking like her heart was completely full, having that many people to feed.

“There’s nothing wrong with sitting in the back seat,” Alexi defended himself.

“There is when your sixteen-year-old daughter can drive herself and you won’t let her. Then, when she’s being forced to be driven to school—because let’s just mention here that you won’t even let her take the bus—you make her ride in the back seat because the bulletproof armor is thicker in the back seat because there aren’t as many airbags,” she replied snarkily.

I moved until I was standing behind Brecken’s chair—she was sitting in my chair at the head of the table—and placed my hand on her head.

She looked up at me, and I dropped my mouth down onto hers, tasting the sweetness of peanut butter and jelly on her lips.

“PB&J?” I asked.

“Polina said that she made sure to find some dairy-free items for me to cook, and when I mentioned I was craving peanut butter and jelly, she came out here with these scrumptious waffles.” She pointed at them.

“They’re pretty fuckin’ good seeing as they have no dairy in them,” Daniil admitted.

“Shasha.” Lev stood up. “I’ve been waiting forever for you to wake up, but everyone insisted I let you sleep because what I had to say wasn’t that important.”

My brows lifted as I moved to the side of Brecken’s chair, pulled it back, and lifted her out of her seat. Seconds later, I was depositing her in my lap and giving Lev my full attention.

I don’t know what I expected of Brecken, but her snuggling deeper into me wasn’t it.

I wrapped my arms around her small body and buried my face in her hair. “When do you have to leave?”

She sighed and looked up at me.

She smelled edible, and my cock was responding to her closeness.

She wiggled in my lap, then pushed out of it.

“Soon. I have to go find shoes,” she said. “We went to get them yesterday, but they disappeared, and I didn’t want to wake you up looking for them.”

I wished she would have.

“I’ll help you.” I stood and made eye contact with Lev who was looking quite perturbed. “Meet me in my office. I’ll be there as soon as she leaves.”

“Fine,” he grumbled, then sat back down to finish the breakfast he’d fully intended to leave behind.

The group started talking again as soon as we’d left, and by the time I made it up the stairs, she was already in my closet searching for her shoes.

I watched her bend down and pick up a pair of what looked like wedge heels.

“Those are going to be uncomfortable to wear all day,” I said as I watched her put them on.

They made her calves look incredible. The worn-out skinny jeans she was wearing looked incredible with the heels.

The shirt, a massive one that had more holes than full coverage fabric, left a lot to be desired though.

“Yeah, they’re gonna feel not all that great, but it’s all that I had other than that pair of shit-covered red sneakers in the farm truck.” She sighed. “I’m going to buy a new t-shirt at the office, though, so at least I’ll look a little bit dressy.”

That explained the outfit.

And the beautiful hair.

She stood up, giving me the full picture of what she was wearing, and my heart started to hammer.

I readjusted my dick in my pants, and she watched, her face flaming.

“What time do you get off today?” I drawled.

“Four if I’m lucky,” she grumbled. “Most likely five, though. The big bosses have no concept of time.”

She bent over, causing her t-shirt to gape open, and fluffed her hair, and I blanked out for a second.

Because when I next focused on something that wasn’t her tits in a lacy bra, she was walking toward me.

I knew she hadn’t intended to seem as sexy as she was, but she did, and before I could fully think through her being completely dressed, I was bringing her into my body. I made quick work of pushing her jeans down her hips and to the floor.

“Shasha!” she gasped at the quick movement. “What are you…I have to go!”

I pushed her panties aside and thrust two fingers inside of her.

Wet.

Always wet for me.

“Plenty of time,” I mused as I yanked my sweatpants down and fit my cock to her entrance.

She gasped as I pushed inside, the edges of her thong scraping along my dick as I filled her.

“Shasha!” she repeated, her voice breaking. “The door is open!”

“Don’t care,” I said as I started to lift her up and bring her back down on my cock.

She moaned, her teeth coming down onto her bottom lip, and started to ride me.

I groaned. “Fuck, condom.”

When I went to pull her off of me—fuck, we really needed to get her to the doctor to get some birth control in place—she kissed me.

And I might or might not have forgotten what I was going to do until it was too late.

I should’ve stopped.

I told myself to stop.

Hell, her mind was probably screaming at her to stop.

Yet, neither one of us did.

We fucked each other like we were starved.

And when I started to come inside of her right as her head went back to expose the column of her throat, I thought…I want to plant my baby inside of her.

I wanted to tie her to me forever.

I didn’t care about it being too soon.

I didn’t care about how dangerous it would be to bring a child into my world.

I just wanted everything.

With her.

With one final thrust, I pulled her to a stop over the top of me, buried so goddamn deep that she was likely tasting me.

Our foreheads came together, and we panted into each other’s mouths for a long second before she said, “One, I really have to go now. I have to change my panties because there’s no way that they’re not soaked. Two, one of these days, we’re going to get a souvenir from our stupidity. And three, I hope my jeans aren’t wrinkled.”

Her jeans were definitely wrinkled.

She laughed at the look on my face and stood up.

I looked down and watched as my release started to drip down her leg.

Before she could take a step, or my cum could fall to her feet and ruin her shoes, I caught it up with one finger and swiped it up her leg until I could catch most of what’d fallen.

Her eyes went heated as she saw the thick white liquid on my finger.

She licked her lips, and I started to laugh. “If you don’t get the fuck out of here right now, I’m going to bend you over the bed.”

She giggled and raced to the bathroom.

She was out in a few minutes, and the wrinkles were barely noticeable on her clothing.

She hurried to where I was washing my hands in the bathroom, kissed my chin, then raced out of the room.

I showered and dressed in five minutes and met a clearly agitated Lev in my office.

“Sorry.” I shrugged when he gave me an accusing look.

“You know that I don’t like leaving my house,” he grumbled.

“You need to leave your house,” I pointed out. “So I’m doing you a favor.”

“Whatever,” he mumbled as he pulled out his laptop. “I was doing some more research on the Gabriel fellow. I came across this,” he said as he twisted the laptop around. “It’s a porn website.”

“Okay,” I said. “Why are you showing it to me?”

“Because Gabriel Stone has an account,” he said. “And his main content is forcing his wife. Truthfully, I’m sure that the people who own this particular website think it’s fake. But since we know Stone, I’m fairly sure none of it is fake.”

I felt my stomach turn as I watched the first few minutes of a rape.

That was what it was. A rape.

He was forcing his wife to not only have sex with him, but to allow it to be on film.

Anger rose in my belly, and I reached out for my phone and called Cayden.

Cayden answered on the first ring and said, “I’m trying to be careful, goddammit. But this motherfucker…”

“Don’t care how you have to do it, or what kind of attention it’ll bring me. Do it,” I said.

“Why the change of heart?” he asked.

I glanced at Lev and said, “Send that to Cayden’s phone.”

Lev nodded and sent it.

“What the fuck is this?” Cayden asked a few moments later.

I didn’t answer, knowing he’d figure it out eventually.

His breath hissed in, and I knew what he was seeing.

The screen on our end was paused with Gabriel’s hand wrapped around Viveka’s throat where he was clearly choking her so badly she couldn’t breathe. He was also ripping the front of Viveka’s shirt down.

Fucking motherfucker.

If I could kill a man over and over, this man would be the one to experience that particular phenomenon.

“He’s at his office right now,” he said. “I found out he has an appointment today around three for a client of his who thinks he’s about to be fired. He wants his lawyer there when it happens. Once he’s out of there, I’ll take care of it.”

“Let me know if you need anything,” I said.

He laughed. “Oh, I won’t.”

After we hung up, I looked at Lev, who looked rather smug at my reaction.

“I want cameras in her classroom by the end of the day, and I want access to all cameras in that school by noon,” I said. “Ivan can take care of the cameras in the school. You can get me access.”

“Will do.” He stood up, and I swung around to get to my computer. “Shasha?”

“Yes,” I answered, looking up.

“I like her.”

My lips twitched. “She’s going to be my wife.”

“I know.” He started out of the room but stopped and looked at me over his shoulder. “One day, I want that.”

“You’ll have it, Lev. All you have to do is step out of your comfort zone.”
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One day, each of us burned a CD for the last time and didn’t know.

—Brecken’s secret thoughts

BRECKEN

My ex-fiancé, my ex-best friend, and Gabriel sat across the table from me.

To make matters worse, there was the superintendent on one side of me, the principal and the dean of students on the other, and about five people lined up behind us that were higher-ups in some way.

This was starting out fantastic.

Not only was I missing my lunch period for whatever the hell this was, but I was also having to deal with three of my least favorite people in the world.

“All right, now that all of us are here…”

I ignored the way the superintendent sounded snippy about me arriving ‘late’ even though I was coming straight from my class and missing my lunch period and sent out the text I’d been sending to Shasha before I’d been informed that I had a meeting I needed to attend.

A mandatory, no-getting-out-of-it meeting.

I pulled out my lunch and laid it out on the table in front of me.

I took a bite of my peanut butter and jelly sandwich made on gluten-free and dairy-free bread.

Jesus, I was totally going to make Polina the best woman at my wedding…

The superintendent frowned at me as my phone vibrated in my lap, and I couldn’t stop myself from saying, “I’m starving, Mr. Pondant. This is my lunch period, and I’m already one of three who takes their lunches this late.”

He dismissed me and looked at the principal. “Do you want to explain about the meeting?”

“Yes.” He stood up. “It’s come to our attention that all students are having a hard time in your classes. All of them feel uncomfortable.”

My brows rose. “Are you talking about my students?”

“No.” He held up his hands. “No, not you. Them.” He jerked his chin at Rupert and Jolessa. “You are here to let us know if you’ve felt uncomfortable having them here.”

I snorted. “You literally have them on either side of my room. Of course, I’m uncomfortable having the man I was supposed to marry on one side of my room and the woman that used to be my best friend and cheated with my ex-fiancé on the other.”

“Her comfort is not necessary to doing her job,” Gabriel snarled.

“Actually,” Principal Grayson said, “it is. She’s pivotal to the students here at West Dallas High. All of the students love her, she’s on the shortlist for becoming principal here next year since I’m only here out of retirement until we can find a suitable replacement, and I have never had one single complaint about her in the ten years that she’s been here. So yes, her opinion does matter. And she’s also very well-tuned to the state of the students’ wellbeing.”

“The students are too soft, then.” Gabriel rolled his eyes. “All that should matter is if the students can learn the material that my clients are very well practiced at teaching.”

“They can’t. That’s the problem,” one of the men at my back said, causing me to look behind me as I took a bite of my sandwich.

“What are you talking about?” Gabriel sounded annoyed.

Good.

He deserved it.

“The students have all asked to be transferred out of his classroom. All of our other teachers are at over capacity because of the two adults you’re representing. The ones that didn’t know the drama have also now asked to leave their classrooms because of the hostility. Mrs. Goodman has made her desire to not be teaching art very clear, making an inhospitable environment in her classrooms. And Mr. Tomlinson’s students have assured us that they feel very uncomfortable with him because of how he acts. Some students say that he’s snappy and refuses to teach his subject anymore because he ‘should be principal.’ Others are saying that when they ask questions, he refuses to answer. And out of the entire school, their grades are the lowest out of any teacher present.”

“Which brings us to why y’all are here.” The superintendent looked at the two people that used to be such a huge part of my life. “We are terminating your contracts. Immediately. As of today, you will no longer be eligible to work in any Dallas school district.”

Jolessa’s mouth dropped open. “You can’t do that!”

I finished my sandwich, feeling an odd sense of giddiness rocket through me.

“I can, and I will.”

The superintendent rose and said, “Now, you will be escorted off of campus as soon as you’ve collected your things.”

“You have a contract.” Gabriel stood. “You aren’t allowed to just fire them.”

“You don’t need cause to be fired in Texas,” another man spoke up. “I’m the school’s attorney, Robert Blake. But in this case, we have plenty of cause. We realize there’s a contract, and we’re willing to continue paying it out for the rest of the school year. That doesn’t mean that we have to continue to allow you entry to the school.”

I took a bite of my celery sticks, causing Jolessa to look over at me and sneer.

I took another bite and caught Rupert’s attention.

He looked angry as hell, too, and also betrayed. As if he’d never expected this not to go his way.

My phone vibrated again, and I glanced down at it.

Shasha:


I’m watching this. Have access to the school’s cameras. This is better than Law and Order.




I didn’t bother to ask how he had access to the school’s cameras.

I did reply, though.

Me:


The PB&J Polina made me was fantastic. How much PB&J is too much? Can I ask her to make something for dinner relating to PB&J?




His reply was instant.

Shasha:


She already made some sort of roast that’s been cooking for the last three hours.




Me:


Bummer.




Shasha:


I love you.




My heart began to pound.

Shasha:


You look like I just shot you through the heart. It’s not a death sentence.




It wasn’t fear that I was feeling, though. It was…elation.

My fingers started to fly over the screen.

Me:


How are you just going to tell me that on a text message, when I’m in the middle of a crazy ass meeting, with three of the people I hate the most in front of me, and expect me to not freak out? I want to say my reply to you in person.




Yes, it was too soon.

Yes, we were moving way too fast.

Yes, I’d just gotten out of a very bad relationship.

Yes, I was a little bit crazy.

But it felt right.

Everything about Shasha just felt…right.

Like this was always how it was supposed to be.

Me:


I love you. I’m crazy in love with you.




“This is fucking bullshit!” Rupert yelled.

Then, before I could comprehend what had happened, there was a chair coming straight for my face.
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Don’t put your fingers anywhere you wouldn’t put your cock.

—Dima to Shasha

SHASHA

I was enjoying myself immensely.

Sure, I fucking hated that she was in the room with those three fuckers, but I liked the outcome.

I liked that I’d been able to finagle it so that the two of them were being fired.

I liked that they were getting a dose of reality.

I liked that they were sweating.

I liked that they were about to face a lot of fucking hardships.

Because this was just the beginning.

My next step was to make it to where they couldn’t find a job in DFW. Then, when that was exhausted, they couldn’t find anything in Texas.

Because I had Lev make them both unemployable.

They would have a laundry list of issues follow them wherever they went.

I was watching the show, and knew the moment that Rupert stood up that there was about to be trouble.

I stood up, too, almost as if I fully expected to stop what was about to happen.

But the chair went flying anyway.

Right at Brecken.

One second she was in her chair, eating a celery stick, and the next the chair hit her directly in the face.

It was chaos after that.

Multiple people surrounded Brecken on the ground, and a few went to Rupert to detain him.

Luckily Gabriel showed that he wasn’t completely stupid because he was one of the ones that helped detain Rupert.

But that sneer on his face was enough to sit with me for the rest of my life.

As if he was happy that it’d happened.

I was running out of my office one second and on the phone with Cayden in the next.

“Where are you?” I asked.

I was fifteen minutes from the school, and that was if traffic cooperated.

“Waiting for douchebag to get out of his meeting, why?” he asked.

“Something happened,” I said. “Brecken’s ex just threw a chair at her, hit her right in the face. She went down.”

I passed my sisters in the hallway as I sprinted past, and they were screaming questions at me, but I didn’t stay. I did scream at them as I left, though.

“Go to my office. Keep me updated on everything that happens on that computer screen!” I yelled.

“What’s he look like?” Cayden asked.

I explained as I slid into my car and sped out of my driveway.

The gate was luckily opened way before I got there, and I was accelerating down the road seconds after that.

“If I see him come out not in handcuffs, I’ll handle it,” he said.

“I don’t want him in handcuffs,” I snarled.

“He’s getting them,” Cayden mused. “Lots of police activity already.”

Fuck.

“Fuck,” I repeated my thoughts. “Just make sure that he doesn’t drive off by himself.”

“I will,” Cayden said. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and they’ll leave together.”

“Maybe we will.” I hung up.

My phone rang a few seconds after hanging up with Cayden, and I answered it on the car’s Bluetooth.

“They’re doing CPR on her.”

Nastya.

My stomach sank.

I’d expected her to be hurt. No one could take a chair to the face and not be.

But CPR?

“They tried to do the Heimlich on her for a few seconds right when we got here, then they put her onto her back and started CPR,” Milena said.

“Fuck.”

For the next fifteen minutes I listened as my sisters told me exactly what happened.

The first two moments there was CPR being done by the superintendent.

The next three there were medics who continued the CPR.

The next ten minutes were nothing because she’d been taken from the room.

My phone rang as I took the final turn that would take me to the school.

“They’re taking her to the hospital,” Cayden said. “Ambulance just left.”

“I…” The ambulance passed me with lights and sirens, and I cut off eight people as I made a U-turn from the far-right lane.

I sped up and hauled ass right along with the ambulance.

Since I was following so closely, no one got in my way, and I arrived and parked illegally seconds after the ambulance.

Running toward where they were unloading her from the back of the ambulance, I was one hundred percent surprised to find them moving a lot more slowly than I expected.

The reason for that was evident seconds later when I got close enough to see her eyes open.

Well, one of them.

The left one was fully swollen shut.

Her face was covered in blood.

But she was awake and alive.

Fuck.

I placed my hand over my heart as I came up to her side, my hand grabbing for hers.

She turned her face on the gurney and croaked. “’mkay.”

She was okay.

Well, that I didn’t believe.

“What’s going on?” I asked the medic that was closest to me.

“She had a piece of celery lodged in her windpipe. As soon as we were able to dislodge it we got her breathing again. At first we were worried about oxygen deprivation, but she’s answering all questions coherently. The chair to the face is what we’re worried about now,” he answered.

The next several minutes were spent with doctors and nurses working to clean her face up well enough to see it.

She had several X-rays done, and it was determined that her left cheekbone had been shattered.

“What does that mean?” I asked.

She squeezed my hand tighter in thanks.

“It means that we wait and see pretty much. The bone will repair itself, but there’s really nothing we can do for it at this moment in time. We need to see how it repairs, and then we might address any other issues later if they affect appearances,” Dr. Murchen replied.

I looked down at Brecken to see the dismay clearly written all over her face.

“We’ll wait and see,” I said. “You won’t have to worry.”

I watched a tear slip down her cheek.

That anger only rose.

The doctor left seconds later at the same time my phone rang.

I looked down to see Cayden’s name on the screen.

“Cayden,” I said.

“Answer,” she urged.

I did, placing it to my ear since we were in the middle of the emergency room.

“Your girl have brothers?” Cayden asked.

“Yes,” I answered, studying my girl.

“They’re taking care of the business you asked me to.” Cayden laughed. “Very, very well.”

I felt an instant surge of excitement.

“Make sure they don’t get in trouble,” I encouraged.

“Oh, they are playing it very smart,” he said. “They picked him up from the station, pretending to be the lawyer.”

“How do you know they pretended to be the lawyer?” I wondered.

“They bailed him out of jail using the lawyer’s name. Dressed fully as the lawyer. One of them even shaved his beard for the occasion. Looks just like him, to be honest. I’m comparing notes to the dude in my seat, and they could definitely pass as twins in their suits.”

“Fuck.” I laughed.

“Cops let him get bailed out and sent him on his way. Not even the ex questioned it until he got in the car with the other three.” He laughed again.

Smiling, I said, “Let me know if you need anything.”

“I won’t.” He hung up.

Just as the phone hit the inside of my pocket, the doors were thrown open wide, and JJ and McCoy were there.

“Oh my god!” they both cried at once.

I backed off and let them have their space, but Brecken refused to let go of my hand, so it made their hugging and coddling slightly difficult.

Only after I was sure that she was okay did I give Ryler his second call of the day and say, “You need any help?”

“No.” He sounded amused. “Got this figured out just fine.”

“Don’t do anything stupid,” I suggested. “Let a professional handle cleanup.”

He paused for a few long seconds and said, “I’ll tell you the address once we’ve had our fun.”

Then he hung up, leaving me to listen to the three women talk.

Well, JJ and McCoy talked.

Brecken added in a few short words here and there when she could.

Hours passed like that as she was finally moved up to her room.

And when she was passed out from painkillers, and I got the call for a cleanup, I left her in the good hands of her sisters and did just that.

I found him exactly where they said he’d be left.

Naked.

Bloodied.

And missing a penis.

There was a note stapled to his chest that said, “Your turn.”

I smiled and had my turn.

Hours later, after cleaning up after myself, I walked back into the hospital fully expecting the sisters to be there.

I found the brothers as well.

They were all gathered around her, speaking quietly.

I found her sleeping soundly when my phone rang.

“Detective incoming.”

Lev.

“Thanks,” I said as I hung up and pocketed my phone.

I stayed where I was, ass to the side of Brecken’s bed, when he showed in the doorway.

His eyes took in the room, then the woman at my side.

He studied her for a long second, then turned to me. “A second?”

I got up and headed out to the hall and was unsurprised to find the room following me.

He looked at the group, then at me.

“You know where Mr. Tomlinson is?” he asked.

“No, but if he’s smart, he’ll stay wherever the fuck he’s hiding,” I snapped. “If I saw him right now, I’d kill him.”

He nodded. “You see him, you call me.”

I nearly laughed.

He knew damn well I wouldn’t call him if I saw him.

I’d handle him.

Well…again.

“Sure thing,” I lied.

“You’re not gonna call me, are you?” Haze asked.

“Nope,” I said.

“Guess I hope that I find him before you do, then.” He sighed.

Then he was gone.

Cayden called in the next second, forgoing any conversations, and I placed the phone to my ear.

“Got your drop off. We’re headed to the ports.”

Then Cayden was gone, leaving me with a smile.

Cayden would handle the trash.

Or the fish would.

Not sure which.

I knew one thing, though.

I didn’t fucking care, as long as the motherfucker didn’t show up again.

“He’s quick, isn’t he?” Tibbs asked.

I looked to the youngest brother and said, “Haze is someone that’s been dogging my heels since I got here. He’s fast, all right. And smart. Don’t go anywhere near him if you can help it.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Tibbs smiled. “So, how was your dinner?”

I grinned at him and said, “I’m still hungry for some reason.”
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Fuck around and find out.

—new Semyonov family creed

BRECKEN

I was moved into a mini mansion on the lake.

I fully expected to go home with Shasha.

I hadn’t expected to go home with Shasha with all of my stuff already there in his house.

And I do mean all of it.

My apartment was probably bare and already being rented to someone else.

Not that I really minded.

I’d spent a week in the hospital recovering from a broken face—well, it was still broken. There was just nothing that they could do to fix it but monitor me.

I’d managed not to lose any teeth, which I was considering a win.

My face was very black and blue. My everything was sore.

I had a broken collarbone as well.

And I also had another six weeks of paid leave.

I’d gotten hundreds of visitors at the hospital from students to staff.

And throughout it all, Shasha hadn’t left me once.

Which had me questioning how he’d moved me in without me noticing and hidden his coordination efforts.

I looked around the room that had my bedspread on his king-size bed, then went to the curtains that once hung in my living room and shook my head.

Pain, though not near as severe, assaulted me.

“How?” I croaked.

“Your brothers and sisters,” I said. “Mine helped, but yours were way more helpful than mine.”

I snickered. “Dima is a spaz.”

I’d gotten to know his family really well over the last week, and I loved them all.

Oh, and I was now engaged to their brother, which they were very excited about.

Another unsurprising thing happened, too. I found out that I was pregnant.

In the hospital when they’d run blood tests two days ago.

I was, of course, ecstatic.

But even more, Shasha was ecstatic, too.

It all felt so right that nothing could feel wrong.

A strong arm wrapped around my waist, and Shasha’s voice rumbled against my ear.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.” I sighed. “Are you really okay with how fast this is moving?”

I mean, it really was a lot.

“I’m perfectly fine,” he said. “How about you?”

I thought about it long and hard for a few seconds before saying, “I feel like this was exactly how everything was supposed to happen.”

“Could’ve gone without the you getting hit in the face with a chair thing and then choking on a piece of celery after,” he pointed out.

I snickered and gingerly laid my head on his chest before saying, “What’s next?”

“Next, you plan a wedding,” he said. “We get married before you get too big to fit into a wedding dress, and we have a very happy ever after.”

I leaned my head back so I could see his face before saying, “Just like that?”

“Just like that.”
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Four and a half weeks later, I was standing in the middle of a church, getting married to the love of my life.

The only downfall to the entire evening was a certain detective crashing our after party.
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Sometimes you just gotta let me be dramatic, and I’ll be normal again in a few hours.

—Brecken to Shasha

BRECKEN

“You’re fucking crazy, Brecken,” Shasha whispered in my ear as he walked off toward the coffee counter.

I stuck my tongue out at him, causing someone behind me to laugh.

I turned to find another girl standing there, watching us.

“Hello,” I said, trying not to be angry but failing miserably.

God, why did the man have to be so beautiful?

“Troubles?” she asked.

I shrugged, then decided…fuck it.

I didn’t have anyone else I could talk to.

“Well,” I said. “First, we’re at another coffee shop, and he and I are walking inside, and he lets me go in first, then holds the door for the girl behind me. She strikes up a conversation with him, and the man decides to hold one back with her. Meanwhile, I’m left standing there awkwardly at the side. All I can think about is the fact that this man is way out of my league.”

The woman’s lips twitched. “Did he tell you that?”

I scoffed. “Uptight stick up his ass Shasha Semyonov? Of course not. But look at me.” I gestured at my leggings, messy bun, oversized sweatshirt that I’d stolen from my high school boyfriend, and old as fuck Vans.

“I think that he loves you, bestie.” The woman smiled. “He’s been glaring at every person in here who even comes close to your space.” She glanced at my enlarged stomach. “And just sayin’, but you’re taking up some extra.”

I laughed and held out my hand. “I like the idea of being a bestie again. My name is Brecken. What’s yours?”

She took my hand and shook it. “You kind of know me, but you kind of don’t. My name is Faina.”

A little girl ran up to the woman and threw her arms around her knees. “Mama!”

The girl was around a year to a year and a half.

Since I had no baby experience, I couldn’t exactly say how old, but she was young.

“Ahh, my Catya.” Faina bent down to scoop up her child. “Catya, I’d like you to meet my new best friend, Brecken. Brecken, I’d like you to meet my daughter, Catya.”

The little girl was lifted up, and a familiar pair of chocolate-brown eyes stared at me with a face that I once knew well.

Viveka.

My heart stalled in my chest as I realized what Faina had meant earlier.

A man came up to her side and threw his arm around the both of them and said, “Boss.”

Boss.

I turned to Shasha and said, “Is this really her?”

“This is her.” He nodded.

I placed my hand over my heart and nearly started crying.

This was her.

The baby was safe.

Viveka had done it!

“Oh,” I sniffled. “That’s the best thing ever.”

Fuck you, Jolessa, for thinking she couldn’t.

“She’s so beautiful,” I whispered.

The man beside Faina grinned. “She is.”

“Hurry up and order, would you?” I heard called from my sister. “I really need to talk to you!”

“Fine, fine,” I said as I patted Shasha on the chest. “Can you order for us, husband?”

He winked. “Sure.”

I turned to Faina. “How do you feel about extracting secrets?”

“I love it.” She beamed.

I gestured for her to follow me to the table that McCoy, Nastya, JJ, and Milena were already occupying.

Faina took a seat, and then I turned to McCoy and said, “Okay, start.”

“You have to promise this goes no further than this table.” She narrowed her eyes.

The distress I could see on her face had me instantly offering up a promise.

“I swear on my life—” I started, but my sister interrupted me.

“I’ve witnessed your life lately. Swear on something else.” McCoy glared.

I sighed. “I swear on my George Strait autographed guitar that I won’t tell anyone your secret.”

My sister wilted. “Okay, so I slept with Kincaid McCall.”

Everyone gasped.

“You slept with your sworn enemy?” I leaned in.

That was when my water broke.
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I’d never in my entire life thought that anything could be sexier than Shasha on our wedding day.

He’d been dressed to the nines.

Fitted tux.

Perfectly coiffed hair.

Well-manicured beard.

He had been utter perfection.

Then there was now, watching him with our newborn daughter, Viveka.

Vivi.

I could just make out the bulge underneath his suit jacket where his arm was lifted to support our newborn’s tiny little tush.

His eyes were closed, and I couldn’t help but to compare her eyes and his.

They both had the best eyelashes I’d ever seen.

I was so jealous.

The eyelashes on my husband’s cheek swept upward, and his eyes stared deeply into mine.

“You okay?” he asked, voice rough and tired.

We’d been up for hours.

All of our family had just gone home, and we’d finally gotten our baby back.

Honestly, Shasha had been great with passing her around, but he’d gotten tired of it pretty quickly and had ordered everyone to leave.

I hadn’t been surprised.

What I had been surprised about was how we didn’t have a single guard in the room with us.

I imagined they were both outside.

I was never far from Daniil, and he was never far from Alexi.

Now, I imagined, that would continue to happen, though only amped up by a thousand.

I saw the way his eyes had changed the moment she’d been laid into his arms.

He was scared.

Well and truly scared.

When his sister, Maven, had taken him aside to talk to him, I knew that she was helping encourage him to control his fears.

I’d seen him get control, but that fear was still there, though not nearly as bad.

“I’m great.” I smiled. “I have the whole world right here.” I placed my hand over my heart. “I’m freakin’ perfect.”

He leaned over and gave me a kiss.

“You ever gonna give her up, Daddy?”

His mouth quirked up. “Probably not.”

I giggled. “I love you, Shasha.”

He pressed his mouth to my hand and placed it over his heart that was pounding. “You’ve changed my world, Brecken Semyonov.”

“Did I tell you how great that last name sounds?”

He chuckled, which woke the baby up.

“I hate to break it to you, honey, but anything is better than Brecken Sweat.”

“You may be right.” I sighed and felt my breasts start to tighten. “Time to feed her.”

“Time to feed her,” he agreed.

“You have to hand her to me,” I pointed out.

He groaned. “Fine.”

He let me have her, but he kept his hand on her back the entire time.

The little girl had no idea what kind of power she held.

None.
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SHASHA

Eighteen months later

The terror that enters your body when you have a small child that can walk is sometimes impossible to overcome.

But it helps when you have a wife who knows your biggest insecurities and helps you get control of them. Or lets you handle them on your own and doesn’t complain about your overprotectiveness.

I watched as Vivi ran around the merry-go-round with her cousins and forced myself to stay where I was to allow the man who was walking up to me to get to my side before I asked, “What can I help you with, Detective?”

“Just running up some case notes,” he said. “Wondering if you’ve had any contact with Rupert Tomlinson or Gabriel Stone lately.”

I looked over at the detective to find him staring at my sister, who was laughing as she was pushed on the merry-go-round by the kids.

“I have not,” I said. “Why do you ask?”

“Parents wondering where their children are.” He looked at me then. “As a father yourself and a brother to a little girl that went missing at a young age, I would think you would feel this a little more deeply.”

I leveled him with an honest stare as I said, “Detective, if I am being bluntly honest, you cannot compare those things. Two men who were awful are missing. They were literally loathed by so many people they can’t narrow down a list of suspects. And you expect me to have sympathy for them because I’m a father now, and my sister was once taken from our family? No. I do not have any sympathy for them. And one day, I can guarantee you’ll see the difference.”

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

As I watched him look at my sister, I almost wanted to laugh.

The way he looked at her was reminiscent of how I once looked at my wife.

If he only knew…

“Dada, hol!”

I picked up my sweet baby girl and cuddled her to my chest.

“I love you,” I said to her.

The detective beside me left.

My wife took his place.

“What was that about?” she wondered as she leaned into us.

I threw my free arm around her and said, “Just checking in.”

“Well, that sounds fun.” She paused. “Can we go eat? I’m starving.”

I ran the top of my nose along the bridge of hers before saying, “Anything you want, kisa. Anything you want.”


What’s next?

Look for HEY, DADDY, the second book in the Semyonov Bratva series featuring Nastya Semyonov!
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