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      Ryland Brooks

      

      One aim. One pull of the trigger. One bullet. That’s all it took to end a man’s life. My reaction was quick, merciless, and final. I don’t even know the name of that man. All I see now is his face, frozen in death. His body lies in a pool of his own blood.

      For ten years, I owned a gun. Every week I went to the shooting range and practiced. My aim became so good that I could hit the bullseye every time.

      You think you know who you are. That if the time comes to take action, you’ll take it, and if it’s justified, there won’t be any guilt. But I was wrong. Dead wrong.

      My family’s protection drove me to buy a gun, learn how to shoot it, and finally use it. When I aimed, I aimed to kill. I did it to save my brother. I would do it again to save Beckett or anyone in my family, but the repercussions of knowing I’m a murderer are harsher than I can bear.

      And I’ll never know his name. We blew all the evidence up. Any scrap that could have been in the explosion is certainly at the bottom of the sea, lost forever, buried in the sand.

      After the explosion, I don’t remember the rest of the boat ride back to the island. I woke up at Hudson’s and vaguely remember him telling me that he gave me a melatonin to sleep.

      “Ryland?” Beckett’s voice tears me out of my thoughts.

      “Hmm?”

      “Agents Lòpez and Drake are here.”

      Who is Drake? Where is Daniels?

      “Drake?” I turn and see an angel in front of me. Fiery red hair that brushes her shoulders, green eyes with flecks of light, and luscious, heavenly lips.

      She holds her hand out. “Agent Drake.”

      Agent Drake. Nothing is registering.

      She’s dressed way fancier than what you usually see on the island and definitely on my jobsites. The navy dress hugs her curves, and my eyes drift to her pert breasts, curvy waist, and perfect legs.

      Even her kneecaps are sexy.

      Agent Drake. Oh shit. Pull it together, Ryland.

      I lock eyes with hers and shake the hand that she’s offering me.

      “Ryland.” Javier sticks his hand out, and I slowly release hers, breaking eye contact with her.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.

      Javier peers closer. “The storm yesterday interfered with our cell phone service. I didn’t get your message until this morning. Is everything all right?”

      “Is everything all right?” I don’t know. Is it? Will it ever be?

      Hudson steps closer to Agent Lòpez. “You shouldn’t be here. We had a deal with Daniels.”

      Javier nods. “Yes. Of course. It’s just that Ryland sounded desperate to speak with us yesterday. He didn’t answer his phone when I called several times this morning.”

      Desperate to speak with them.

      I gaze at Beckett as if he can somehow make sense of all this.

      Yesterday. Everything happened yesterday.

      “Can we talk privately? This really isn’t a good place,” Hudson says to the agents in a low voice.

      Yesterday, when I made that phone call, I wasn’t a murderer. I clench my jaw and blink hard, trying not to cry.

      Agent Drake is holding something out to me. “Here’s my information.” I reach for it and lock eyes with her.

      Do you know I’m a murderer?

      God, I have to get out of here.

      I turn and walk away, not able to be near anyone so beautiful and angelic when I’m a cold-blooded killer.
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      Chloe Drake

      

      Air so thick I can hardly breathe suffocates my lungs, and I have to remove my suit jacket that is sticking to my skin.

      How the hell did I end up stuck in Florida in the summertime?

      Late last night, I received a call from my boss. “Agent Drake, pack your bag. Agent Daniels is needed on another case. Meet Agent Lòpez by noon tomorrow at the Sarasota Airport. Your flight leaves first thing tomorrow. I’ve uploaded the case files and your plane information.”

      Agent Lopez. How long has it been?

      “Sir, I’m not finished working my current case,” I told him.

      “It ties into what you’re working on. This involves the head of the Twisted Hearts.”

      My pulse beat faster. “Jimmy Cline?”

      “Yes.”

      I nodded even though he couldn’t see me. “I’ll review the information tonight, sir.”

      “Good. It’s time we put this monster behind bars. We have no room for error on this, either. I need you and Lòpez to wrap this up once and for all.”

      “Yes, sir.” I hung up the phone and immediately opened my laptop and reviewed all the documents.

      Pictures of Skates and his gang members were in the file, along with a mug shot taken over ten years ago of a boy named Beckett Brooks.

      Seventeen and tried as an adult. My gut flipped at the thought.

      According to the file, Ryland and Hudson Brooks, Beckett’s brothers, claim his innocence and have been working with Agents Lòpez and Daniels to take down Skates and a cop named Henry on Anna Maria Island. The file shows Beckett Brooks was released on parole about a month earlier for good behavior.

      Why has he never claimed his innocence if he didn’t do it?

      I shut the laptop and threw a week’s worth of clothes in a suitcase. Then I set my alarm to wake up at three a.m. to catch my flight.

      I spent most of the night tossing and turning.

      Twisted Heart cases are all I’ve worked on in the past four years, and I’ve seen the destruction Jimmy “Skates” Cline has wreaked all over the country. The opportunity to take him down is one I relish. If I have to squeeze the trigger and kill him, I’d be okay with that as well.

      The flight was quick and on time. Agent Lòpez is waiting on the curb, and I throw my bag in the back seat and hop in the front.

      Javier and I were in the same FBI class at Quantico and are still good friends.

      “Javier.” I lean over and kiss his cheek. “How have you been?”

      He grins, flashing dimples. “Good. How long has it been, Chloe?”

      “Too long. Since...” My heart pounds hard.

      It’s been over two years. You need to move on.

      He clears his throat. “Flight good?”

      “Fine. Tell me, how do you stand this heat?” I fan my face.

      He laughs. “You get used to it. I’ve been down here so long, I don’t even notice it anymore.”

      He wears tan pants and a coral button-up shirt with rolled sleeves.

      “Are suits a no-no down here?”

      “No suits in the summer.”

      “Great. I’m in trouble.”

      Glancing at me briefly then back at the road, he says, “You’re fine in just your dress.”

      My tank dress matches the suit coat I took off. It’s lined, and I feel like I’m sweating to death.

      “I think I’m going to need to go shopping.”

      Javier chuckles. “Did Caruso send over the intel?”

      I nod. “Up to speed.”

      “Good. Ryland Brooks left a message last night, but the power went out, and phones were acting up. I didn’t get the message until this morning. We need to pay a visit.”

      “What was the message regarding?”

      “New information on Skates, but the message was jumbled due to the storm.”

      I tap my fingers on my thigh. “What’s your take on these Brooks guys’ stories?”

      Javier takes a deep breath. “Daniels and I have been working with them for three years. They claim their brother never professed his innocence because Skates threatened to kill everyone in their family. There are six siblings and the mom and dad in the Brooks family. The police officer—”

      “Henry?”

      “Yes. He’s their dad’s best friend and apparently was in the building during and after the murder. Due to that and Skates’ dad having connections at the Florida state police level, Beckett won’t talk.”

      “So a seventeen-year-old kid said nothing, in order to protect his family?”

      Javier nods. “That’s their story.”

      “For over ten years?”

      “Yep.”

      I whistle. “And you believe them?”

      He shrugs. “Ryland and Hudson seem legit and honest. We’ve never spoken with Beckett. From everything they’ve told us, there are a lot of holes in the murder conviction.”

      “Any other cops on the island involved?”

      Javier shakes his head. “As of now, it appears that it’s only Henry.”

      We drive over a bridge, sparkling turquoise water on both sides of us. A dozen bright kayaks are lined up on shore, and several people are on paddleboards. A dog jumps and catches a Frisbee.

      “Wow. You don’t see this in Virginia.”

      “Wait until you see the sand on the beach. It’s pure white, and you can stand in the ocean up to your neck, wiggle your toes, and see them.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep.”

      “I guess I’ll need to get a bathing suit, then.”

      Javier gapes at me. “You didn’t bring one?”

      “Didn’t think about it.”

      “You need to go shopping.”

      It doesn’t take long to cross the causeway and arrive on the island. Javier turns down several side streets, and we pull up to an oceanfront house under construction. Two trucks marked Brooks Brothers Construction are in the driveway along with other workers’ vehicles.

      Javier parks behind one of the trucks, and we get out. As we walk up to the house, several of the workers stop and a few whistle. I realize I’m dressed pretty ridiculously for island life, and the weather is so muggy I already have drops of sweat bursting out on my skin.

      My three-inch heels aren’t doing me any favors, either, as I sink in the dirt walking up to the front door.

      Two men with light-brown hair who resemble brothers are reviewing plans, and another man, who has similar but darker features is standing next to them but staring off into space.

      While all three are handsome, I peer at the man who seems lost in thought. Muscular shoulders, matching arms, and a lower body fills out his jeans just right. My heart races. He’s gorgeous. I can only see one side of his face, but he’s panty-melting eye candy.

      You’re on a case. Get your head out of the gutter, Chloe.

      I’m assuming one of the two men hovering over construction plans is Beckett Brooks. He is an older version of his mug shot, and no longer the scared-looking boy in the picture. The other two I’m guessing are Hudson and Ryland.

      The man I assume is Beckett turns. “Can I help you?” It’s not unfriendly, but it isn’t welcoming, either.

      The man holding the plans spins.

      The other one continues to stare off into space.

      Javier holds his hand out. “Hudson, how’s it going?”

      Hudson takes his hand and nods. “Agent Lòpez.”

      I hold out my hand. “Agent Drake. I’m replacing Agent Daniels.”

      Both men stare at me, assessingly.

      Hudson finally says, “This is my brother Beckett.”

      We all shake hands.

      “And this is Ryland.” He points to the third man.

      What is he thinking about?

      Beckett pats Javier on the shoulder. “Ryland?”

      “Hmm?” He raises an eyebrow at Beckett.

      Beckett gives Ryland a strange expression that I can’t place. “Agents Lòpez and Drake are here.”

      “Drake?” Ryland turns, and I hold my breath. Dark eyes, a chiseled face, and lips meant for kissing make my heart beat faster. His skin has a golden glow, I’m guessing from working outside, and everything about him screams raw man.

      I hold my hand out. “Agent Drake.”

      Heat burns in his eyes, and he swallows hard. His calloused hand grabs mine, and my stomach erupts in butterflies.

      “Ryland.” Javier sticks his hand out, and Ryland slowly releases mine, breaking eye contact with me.

      “What are you doing here?” Ryland asks.

      Javier shifts. “The storm yesterday interfered with our cell phone service. I didn’t get your message until this morning. Is everything all right?”

      “Is everything all right?” Ryland repeats, almost as if he isn’t sure.

      Hudson steps closer. “You shouldn’t be here. We had a deal with Daniels.”

      Javier nods. “Of course. It’s just that Ryland sounded desperate to speak with us yesterday but didn’t answer his phone when I called several times this morning.”

      Ryland slowly stares at Beckett, as if in a trance.

      “Can we talk privately? This really isn’t a good place.” Hudson motions toward our car.

      “Sure.” I peek back at Ryland, who’s clenching his jaw and blinking.

      Is he sad?

      Did something happen?

      I take out my cards and hand them to each man. “Here’s my information.” When I give it to Ryland, he scans my eyes, turns, and walks away.

      Beckett and Hudson glance at each other. Hudson leads us to our car.

      “Ryland was going to tell you yesterday that Skates is hiding out on Casey Cline’s yacht. We just found out,” Hudson says.

      “We actually already suspected that,” Javier says.

      “What else did Ryland want us to know?” I ask.

      Hudson shrugs. “I’m sure that’s it. I’ll find out and get back with you.”

      He’ll get back with us? Not Ryland? What is he hiding?

      Neither Javier nor I say anything for a moment. We stare at Hudson. I have to give him credit. He doesn’t flinch.

      “I think it might be best if we hear from Ryland what he wants us to know,” I tell Hudson.

      His expression stays hardened. “Sure. I’ll tell Ryland to call you.”

      “Good. Please do,” I respond.

      “Please make sure you adhere to the deal we made with Agent Daniels. My family’s safety is important.”

      “Sure. Sorry about the mix-up,” Javier says.

      Hudson spins and walks away.

      Javier and I exchange a glance and get into the car.

      “Is Ryland always like that?” I gesture where he’s standing with the same expression on his face.

      “No. Ryland has never acted like that.”

      “Do you think something happened? It strikes me as odd that he would leave an important message and then not attempt to call you again or seem to remember it.”

      “Agree.”

      “Hmm.” I sit back in my seat, and Javier starts the car and backs out.
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      Ryland

      

      If you didn’t do it, Beckett would be dead.

      How can you feel guilty for saving your brother? Beckett didn’t deserve to die.

      But you murdered a man. You still should pay for your sin.

      The turquoise water laps at the shore. It’s a place I’ve always loved, something that has always been able to calm me down whenever I felt angry or sad about Beckett being in prison or anything else in life.

      Now it’s tainted. It may have been miles away from here in international waters, but I’ve spilled blood in it.

      I will myself not to cry.

      Beckett is alive. That’s the only thing that matters. I would do it again if I had to.

      So why does it have to feel so wrong?

      What kind of a man feels guilty about saving his brother and killing a gang member?

      I’m torn away from my thoughts when Beckett puts his arm around my shoulder. “Let’s go.”

      “Where?”

      “Lunch at my house. Mia’s making sandwiches.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “Too bad. You need to eat. Let’s go.”

      I sigh.

      We walk to my truck, and Beckett points to the passenger side. “Get in. I’m driving.”

      I jump in, and Hudson comes out of nowhere and hops in the back.

      “I should drive my own truck,” I grumble.

      Beckett arches an eyebrow. “You need to get your shit together before you get your keys back.”

      I ignore his comment and stare out the window.

      It isn’t far to Beckett and Mia’s. When we get there, Mia has a platter of sandwiches. Several glasses of cold water are on the table.

      She hugs me tightly. “Are you doing okay?”

      I lie to her. “Yeah. All good.”

      She tilts her head at me and stares.

      I walk into the kitchen and sit down at the table. I take a bite of a sandwich, but I don’t taste anything.

      Beckett sits next to me, Hudson on the other side.

      “You have to snap out of it,” Beckett says.

      I close my eyes, swallow, then take a big swig of water.

      “If you hadn’t done it, Beckett would be dead instead of that piece of shit who worked for Skates,” Hudson states.

      “You think I don’t know that?”

      He raises his voice. “The FBI agents are going to know something is up if you start to act all flakey. We all need to pretend nothing has changed.”

      Like nothing has changed.

      “As far as the FBI is concerned, Skates is hiding out on Casey’s boat, and Henry, too. That’s all we know,” Beckett says.

      I close my eyes, wishing somehow this nightmare could be over. Beckett’s time in prison, the murders on the boat, everything. But I can’t go backward.

      “Ryland.” Hudson loudly slams his hand on the table, and my eyes fly open.

      “What?”

      “You need to snap out of this. That guy wouldn’t have thought twice about killing any one of us, including Mia.”

      Killing a Brooks brother would have been bad enough, but anyone willing to kill a woman, especially one as sweet and innocent as Mia, was the scum of the earth.

      “You did what you had to do to save Beckett. If he had shot Beckett, who knows if any of us would be sitting here right now,” Hudson points out.

      He’s right. I can’t argue with anything he is saying. But it doesn’t stop the guilt from tearing through my core. I killed a nameless man. The fact I don’t know who he was seems to make it worse.

      “I did ten years for a murder I didn’t commit. I don’t need you getting locked up because you aren’t thinking straight,” Beckett says.

      But I did commit a crime.

      “Hudson and I doused that yacht. Casey shot the flare to blow it up. We all could go to jail, including Mia, for not reporting what happened to the police. Everyone needs to act normal and forget about it. This is on all of us, not just you.”

      I stare at Beckett. But you didn’t squeeze the trigger.

      “Agent Drake wanted you to call her, Ryland. You need to snap out of this funk you’re in and tell her what you were planning on telling Daniels. If you don’t, they’re going to start asking more questions,” Hudson says.

      Agent Drake. Her green eyes and pouty red lips flash before me.

      I ask Hudson, “What did I call Daniels to tell him about yesterday?”

      “What I told you about Casey...when he visited Beckett on the jobsite yesterday morning.”

      Yesterday morning. Casey.

      “Ryland! This is important. Do you need me to go through what happened again?” Beckett asks.

      I shake my head. “No. I got it.”

      “Someone needs to pay a visit to Casey and fill him in. I’d bet money Lòpez and Drake are going to want to talk to him at some point,” Beckett says.

      Hudson grunts. “I bet he’s lying in bed crying over Skates right now. That worthless thug died, and he actually is in mourning.”

      “He killed his son. Give him a break. You don’t know what it’s like to kill a man, so until you do, lay off of him.”

      I don’t know why I stick up for Casey. He allowed so much to go on. It’s partly his fault Beckett was in prison for over ten years.

      Mia shifts in her seat across from me, puts her sandwich down, and stares at her plate. Beckett reaches over and grabs her hand.

      “He killed Veronica when he was wrestling with Skates, too,” Mia reminds us, and sympathy passes over her face.

      “I’ll go,” Beckett volunteers.

      “I’ll go with you,” Mia softly says.

      Beckett scans her eyes. “You sure you’re okay to go?”

      “Yeah.”

      He turns back to me. “Okay. Mia and I will visit Casey. Ryland, you need to get your act together and call Agent Drake.”

      “I think the sooner Casey gets a visit, the better,” Hudson advises.

      Beckett embraces Mia. “We’ll go after lunch.”

      Her turquoise eyes glance nervously at him, but she nods. He kisses the top of her head.

      I smile and, for the first time since yesterday, joy courses through me knowing Beckett and Mia found each other. They both went through hell and back and deserve happiness.

      And that is what I need to remind myself. Two people who deserve to be on earth are. The man I killed was scum and didn’t think twice about harming my family.

      It doesn’t matter that you don’t know his name.

      Be a man and keep your family safe, Ryland. It happened, you’d do it again, get over it.

      I take a deep breath and lay the card Agent Drake gave me on the table then text her. “It’s Ryland Brooks. Six o’clock at Bridge Tender Inn. Dress down so you don’t stand out. Come alone.”

      I normally meet Agent Daniels or Lòpez in a parking lot, or on a boat, or somewhere more discreet. Information is passed quickly then we go our different ways.

      Tapping the card on the table, I stare at the phone and realize I’m holding my breath, waiting for her to reply.
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      Chloe

      

      Unpacking my suitcase is depressing.

      I’m a complete bore.

      I stare at the navy and black suits I brought, typical work attire, but the island is casual and fun. People wear colorful clothing.

      Even Javier.

      Sighing, I hang my suits in the small closet of the condo the FBI has me staying in on the island and within walking distance to shops and restaurants.

      My phone beeps with a text message.

      “It’s Ryland Brooks. Six o’clock. Dress down so you don’t stand out. Come alone.” I look up the address and see it’s within walking distance.

      My heart beats faster, and I peer down at what I’m wearing and cringe.

      He must think I’m such a loser.

      Why are you even worrying about him, Chloe? It’s not a date. It’s work. It doesn’t matter what he thinks.

      Ryland’s dark eyes and chiseled face pop into my mind. His broad shoulders and arms muscular from working with his hands have my panties in a twist.

      His hands. I let out a shaky breath thinking of them. They are calloused and strong, but his fingertips are soft.

      What would they feel like on my body? Would he be rough yet gentle? Would he know how to control and dominate me?

      Ugh. This is bad. So very, very bad.

      He’s not a suspect. But he’s still part of a case I’m working on, and it’s not professional to have these thoughts.

      I reread the text message, forgetting it’s on my work phone, and write without thinking.

      “Sorry. I had just gotten off the plane. I’ll go shopping so I don’t have my boring work gear on.”

      I quickly receive a reply. “Didn’t say I thought anything about you was boring. I don’t have any issues with how you dressed, and I’m sure you’ll stand out no matter what you wear. Just thought it would be better to try to blend in if we can.”

      Flutters fly through my cells, heat rushes to my face, and I reread the message several times.

      Another message comes in from a professional colleague, and I remind myself this is my work phone.

      “I’ll see you at six,” I reply.

      Scanning my wardrobe, I choose a pair of running shorts and a T-shirt and throw them on. I zip my credit card and cash into my shorts pocket and put my phone in the armband that I use when I run.

      It’s a quick walk to the shops, which are the perfect cliché for a tourist trap. Sunhats, sunscreen, clothing, and trinkets are everywhere, and each store has some similar items.

      I make a mental list of what I’ll need while here.

      A wall hung with bathing suits catches my eye, and I pick out an emerald-green bikini top and debate between the swim shorts or the string bottom.

      When in Rome...

      I grab the string bikini bottom and a cover-up and consider the sundresses.

      “Do you need any help?” A beautiful girl with long, wavy blonde hair and blue eyes smiles at me. There is a sense of familiarity with her, but I’m sure I’ve never seen her before.

      “I’m afraid I’ve become a bore.” I motion to the clothes. “All this is so...colorful.”

      Amusement fills her face. “Are you from out of town?”

      “Is it that obvious?”

      She laughs. “I hear it more than you would know. I’m Gabriella. Are you here visiting, or did you move here?”

      “I’m here for work.”

      “What do you do?”

      I give her my typical answer. “Nothing exciting. I work for the government.”

      “That does sound boring, but that doesn’t mean you are. Let me help you though.” She quickly flicks through the rack and her eyes bounce back and forth between me and the dresses. Removing several items, she beams at me. “Follow me. These will be awesome on you.”

      “Didn’t know I would get a personal shopper today. Thank you.”

      “Now, that would be a dream job,” she says.

      She puts the dresses in the room then waves me in. “What’s your name?”

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be rude. I’m Chloe.”

      “No worries. Come out and let me see when you put something on. I’ll find you sandals that will go with any of these. I have a perfect pair in mind. What’s your shoe size?”

      “Seven. Thanks.”

      “I’ll be right back.” She shuts the curtain.

      I try on the several dresses and come out to show Gabriella. Each time she claps or adjusts the straps so my cleavage pops a bit more or tells me to spin.

      “I think you need to come shopping with me more often,” I tease her.

      “Anytime! I love to shop! How long are you staying?”

      As long as it takes to put a bullet in Skates’ head.

      “Depends on my assignment.”

      “Are you here by yourself?”

      “I have a co-worker with me.”

      She tilts her head. “Guy or girl?”

      “Guy.”

      “Young or old?”

      “Our age...well, I’m assuming we’re around the same age?”

      “I’m twenty-four. You?”

      “Twenty-eight. I think Javier is a year or two older than me. He was in the military before we met.”

      Her eyes light up. “Military?”

      My face hurts from smiling so big. I haven’t met anyone as easy to talk to as Gabriella in a long time. “Yes.”

      “Hot or not?”

      “Not my type, but dimples, rock-hard body, and, yes, very good-looking.”

      She places a hand on my arm. “Please, let me meet Mr. Dimples. Everyone is so old here. Come to my party tomorrow night.”

      “Aww. And here I thought you wanted to hang out with me because I’m so cool.”

      Her hand flies to her mouth as her eyes widen. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I want you to come whether you bring him or not.”

      I laugh. “It’s okay. I’ll see what he’s doing, and, if our work schedule doesn’t interfere, count me in.”

      What the hell. I haven’t gone to any parties for a long time. All I do lately is work. I might be here a while as well, so it would be nice to have a friend.

      “What’s your number? I’ll text you so you have my info and send you the details.”

      I start to give her a number but stop. “Sorry. That’s my work number. Use my personal cell.” I give her the other number.

      “Awesome. So I’ll see you tomorrow night?”

      “Sure. Our work can have things pop up at the last minute, though, so if I don’t come, that’s why. Otherwise, count me in.”

      “Great. Now go try on that bikini.” She points to the dressing room.

      I don’t usually wear things so skimpy, but judging by the others, it’s more conservative than what I could have chosen.

      After I shimmy out of the dress, I slip in to the bikini.

      “You have it on yet?” Gabriella calls out.

      My reflection in the mirror stares back at me. “I feel like I’m wearing nothing,” I call out.

      Gabriella yanks the curtain open, and I jump.

      “Holy shit. You have to get that. You’re super-hot in it.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes. And you have to wear it tomorrow night. It’s a pool party. Tell Javier to wear his swimsuit.” She winks at me.

      Heat flushes my cheeks as I consider my reflection. “I don’t know if I can parade around in this.”

      “Hold on.” She walks over to a rack, slides a few items around then chooses a white cover-up. “Try this.”

      It barely covers my ass, and my green bikini is outlined.

      “Yes! That’s perfect!”

      I turn back to Gabriella. “Um, do you have anything that covers me up a bit more?”

      She grins and shakes her head. “That is meant for you. Besides, everyone is going to be wearing way less.”

      “You sure?” I turn to the mirror again and cringe a little at the exposure.

      “Positive! You’re rocking that! My brothers are going to be all over you!”

      “Brothers?”

      She nods. “They’re single and in desperate need of a hottie like you. The last girl my oldest brother brought home was so annoying. She was from Sarasota and a complete snob. You’re cool.”

      “Sorry, but I’m only here for work. I’ll be heading back to Virginia at some point.”

      “Not if you fall in love! Then you would have to stay!”

      I snort. “Fat chance of that happening. Besides, I would never give up my job.”

      Gabriella’s lip pops out in a pout. “Okay, now that is boring. You’re way too young to be tied to your job.”

      “I love what I do. I believe in it.”

      She glances around then quietly says, “What if the sex was really hot?”

      I burst out laughing. “With one of your brothers?”

      Her face contorts. “Ewe. No. Yuck. Okay, forget I said that. I’ll find you someone besides one of my brothers for hot sex.”

      Hot sex. Ryland’s face comes to mind, and I struggle to forget about it.

      “Let’s just stick to I’ll come to your party and leave it at that.”

      “Deal.”

      “Hey, can you tell me what this restaurant is like? I have to meet someone for work there. Would one of these dresses be okay?” I pull up the text message and find the name of the restaurant.

      “Sure. Any of them. I think you look the hottest in this one if you’re trying to make them drool.”

      Oh, I definitely want him to drool.

      “It’s work-related,” I quickly tell her and plan to wear the dress anyway.

      “Is he your boss?”

      “Gross. No,” I tell her, thinking of any one of my bosses.

      “Co-worker?”

      “No.”

      “Client?”

      “Um...no...I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Is he hot?”

      I freeze, thinking of Ryland’s face and feel heat creep up my neck.

      With a mischievous expression, she winks and says, “Sounds like fair game to me.”
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      Ryland

      

      Beckett and Mia head for Casey’s. Hudson and I return to the jobsite. I throw myself into work, and, between cursing myself for insulting Agent Drake’s wardrobe and rehearsing what I’ll tell her I called Agent Daniels about, the day goes by quickly.

      Beckett phones me and fills me in after his visit to Casey’s. I know he’s also calling to make sure I have my shit together.

      It’s not unusual for the crew to work past five, but Hudson knows I’m meeting Agent Drake. He taps my shoulder, and I pull out my headphones that I usually use while listening to music and working.

      “It’s five.”

      “Already?”

      “Yeah. You good? You seem better.”

      “Yeah. I know my part. I’ll handle it.”

      “Sorry I was rough on you earlier.”

      I take a deep breath and exhale. “It’s okay. I needed you to be.”

      Hudson shifts on his feet. “I’m around all night if you need me.”

      “Thanks. I’ll be okay.”

      He pounds his fist twice into his chest.

      I nod.

      He hands me my keys and returns to managing the crew.

      Together we stand, alone we fall. It’s been the Brooks brothers’ secret promise since we were kids playing cops and robbers. Our promise to always have each other’s backs and stick together. We learned early on we were stronger united than alone.

      And that’s what we did. We stood together and saved not only Beckett and Mia from the dangerous situation they were in but the rest of the family.

      The night Skates murdered Mia’s brother Clay and pinned it on Beckett, he threatened to kill our entire family. The sacrifice Beckett made to keep our family safe no one should ever have to endure. But he did it anyway...for us.

      I should have no bad feelings about what happened yesterday, and I remind myself to focus on that crucial piece of our family reality. With Skates dead, the Twisted Hearts would hopefully fall to pieces, and the drug empire could crumble along with it.

      Our family could be safe for the first time in over ten years.

      Hudson’s message is that he’s going to be here for me as well. No matter how hard this is for me to come to terms with, he’s not going to sit back and let me go down a black hole.

      I remove my toolbelt and throw it into the back of my truck. I jump into the front seat, leave the jobsite, and cruise along down Gulf Drive. It’s June, and the tourist season is officially over. The island has little traffic. The sun will be out for a few more hours before it sets, and the sky is clear. It will be a perfect sunset.

      I get home at five fifteen. I shower, scrubbing off the grime and sweat from working. After I comb my hair, I finish grooming and slap on aftershave.

      Opening my drawer, I choose a fitted black T-shirt and a pair of khaki cargo shorts. I shove my feet in my Toms and check my watch.

      Five forty. Deciding I don’t want to be late, I leave.

      I’m driving to the restaurant when red hair catches my eye. Agent Drake is walking down Gulf Drive.

      My dick starts to harden as I check out the back of her. Her strapless white sundress with purple flowers on it hits her mid-thigh, showing off her legs. She’s carrying a casual tan beachside bag over her shoulder and her brown sandals have a slight heel.

      I thought her knees were sexy earlier, but suddenly, I want to lick the back of them and wonder how she would respond.

      Without thinking, I roll down the window and drive over the curb so the truck is almost on the sidewalk. She jumps and puts her hand on her purse.

      “Sorry to scare you. Don’t shoot,” I tease her, holding up my hands.

      She lets out a breath and releases her purse. A small smile plays on her mouth.

      Fuck. What I want to do to her mouth.

      I lean over and open the door. “Hop in. You’ll have heat exhaustion before you get to the restaurant in this humidity.”

      She laughs. Her skin is already slightly dewy, and I lick my lips, wondering what that skin would feel like next to mine in a full-blown sweat.

      “Thanks. I’m not sure how you breathe this air.” Her green eyes are bright as the sun as she steps up into the truck.

      Is she nervous? No. She’s just jumpy from me scaring her.

      I chuckle. “You’ll get used to it. After a year or so, your blood will thin out.”

      “I won’t be here that long.”

      Disappointment fills me.

      Of course she won’t be. Pull it together and remember why you’re meeting her. Stop thinking with your dick. This isn’t a date.

      I turn back to the road, veer out, and try to concentrate on driving, but I sneak several glances at her legs.

      “You look nice,” I tell her before tearing my eyes away from her and back to the street but not before I catch her blushing.

      “Thanks,” she quietly replies.

      My nostrils flare with her scent. I can’t put my finger on it, but it’s something between a floral and woodsy smell.

      I approach the traffic circle and swing through it since no other cars are around.

      “Is the island always this quiet?” she asks.

      “No. It’s chaos during tourist time. It’ll pick up a little bit around the Fourth but nothing too crazy.”

      “It’s a beautiful place.”

      “Sometimes it’s more beautiful than others,” I tell her, catching her eye as she blushes again and nervously turns away.

      What are you doing, Ryland? She’s an FBI agent, and you just killed a man. Knock this shit off.

      I find a parking spot right next to the restaurant, and we both get out of the truck.

      “Wow. This is a nice view.”

      A tiki-type bar is surrounded by tables on the edge of the bay. Small sailboats are anchored all over the intercoastal waterway a few hundred feet out. I point out to the water. “People live on those sailboats and come ashore to shower and eat.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep. You okay to sit out here, or do you want to go inside with air-conditioning?” I motion to the other side of the road.

      She starts toward the outdoor area. “This will be fine.”

      “Ryland, how’s it going? Haven’t seen you in a while.” Matteo, the host and server slaps my hand.

      “Good. How have you been?”

      “Everything is good. Enjoying the slight break after the crazy season we had.”

      “I bet.”

      He holds out his hand to Agent Drake. “And you would be?”

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to be rude. This is Chloe.”

      Heat fills her eyes.

      I’m going to be saying her name a lot tonight if I get that look.

      You’re playing with fire, Ryland. Tell her what you were going to tell Daniels, let her ask her questions, and move on with your life.

      Something tells me while Agent Chloe Drake is just as attracted to me as I am to her, if she knew the truth, she’d throw me in prison for the rest of my life along with my brothers and Mia.

      “Nice to meet you, Chloe. You new around here?” Matteo asks.

      “I’m here for work. Won’t be here too long.”

      My gut drops again in disappointment.

      Get a grip. You just met her.

      “Well, enjoy your time on the island.” Matteo leads us to a table right next to the intercoastal. There are four seats, and I hold out a chair for Chloe so she will face the water.

      Instead of across from her, I take the seat next to her, listening to the devil on my shoulder telling me to go for it instead of heeding the red flags at full mast.

      “Can I get you drinks?” Matteo asks.

      “Chloe?” I say, noticing her take a big inhale.

      She holds her hands over her eyes, shielding them from the sun’s glare. “Do you have Blue Moon here?”

      She drinks beer and has that body?

      No wedding ring. Good.

      “We don’t. But we have Shock Top.”

      “I’ll try that.”

      I hold up two fingers. Matteo hands us menus, and I put mine down, watching Chloe survey the list.

      Then she raises her gaze, catches me watching her, and puts the menu down. “You seemed pretty distracted earlier today. Was everything okay?”

      “All good,” I lie.

      I’m a murderer and a liar now. I cringe inside.

      I can’t tell if she believes me or not, and I work hard at not squirming under her stare.

      She finally says, “Well, thanks for calling. Is this where you and Agent Daniels used to meet?”

      I sternly say. “No.”

      As the heat creeps up her neck, my cock is in agony, pressing against my zipper and begging me to set it free.

      “You ready to order?” Matteo sets down our drinks, and Chloe drops her gaze and takes a long sip of her beer.

      “Chloe?” I ask.

      She glances at the menu. “I’ll take a crab cake.”

      I hold up two fingers to Matteo again, although I’m not hungry...not for food anyway.

      She taps her fingers against her glass. “What did you want to tell Agent Daniels?”

      “Skates is hiding out on Casey Cline’s yacht.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Mia saw him, and he admitted it to Beckett.”

      “What else did you find out?”

      “Who said there’s more?”

      She tilts her head at me.

      “Where you from, Chloe?”

      “Virginia.”

      “You like it?”

      She shrugs. “It’s okay.”

      “What’s your life like there?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You don’t wear a ring, so I’m guessing you aren’t married. Unless I’m wrong?”

      She briefly closes her eyes then shakes her head. “Not married.”

      “Boyfriend?”

      “What does that have to do with this case?”

      “I could have spent three minutes telling you what I know about the case. I didn’t need to bring you here for that.”

      Her face turns fire-engine red, and I restrain myself from grabbing her and sticking my tongue down her throat.

      “So...boyfriend?” I ask her again.

      “No.”

      “How long has it been?”

      “How long has what been?” she asks me, eyes widening.

      Since someone made you beg all night to orgasm.

      “Since your last boyfriend.”

      Chloe’s trying to play it cool, but if she’s on this case, she’s worked hard to get where she is. I bet she’s always in control and wound tight from the stress of her job.

      Nope. She’s not the type of girl to go out to bars and let guys pick her up. She’s so busy with her career, I’ll bet she only has sex if she’s dating someone.

      She stiffens but doesn’t answer me.

      God, I want to watch her unravel.

      “How long?” I repeat.

      She slowly shrugs. “I don’t know. Maybe a year? I work a lot.”

      Bingo.

      “You shouldn’t work so hard. Everyone needs a bit of playtime, don’t you think?”

      Maroon scorches her face, and she focuses on the sea.

      I reach out and turn her chin back to me, scanning her eyes then down her body and back up.

      She brings her hand to mine and removes it from her face. “Are you going to tell me what you called Agent Daniels about?”

      “Sure. You can know.” I’m being a cocky ass right now, and I know it.

      She glares at me.

      Matteo interrupts by setting a crab cake in front of each of us. “Need anything else?”

      I sit back, tapping my fingers together, getting more and more turned on by her scowl, dying to order her around and see if she would obey me or tell me to fuck off. “Chloe?”

      She politely smiles at Matteo. “No, thank you.”

      “All good,” I tell him and continue tapping my fingers and observing her.

      “Are you going to tell me, or should I just leave now instead of wasting my night?” she huffs.

      “Sorry. Am I bad company?”

      She peers at her food and shakes her head. “I’m not into playing games, Ryland.”

      “I already know that about you.”

      If darts could come out of her eyes, I would be a goner. “Then why are you playing games with me?”

      “I’m not. I’m putting my cards on the table. Why don’t you?”

      “Sorry?”

      “I’m attracted to you. You’re attracted to me. I’m just making my intentions known.”

      She gapes at me. “Your intentions?”

      I nod but don’t answer.

      “You aren’t going to tell me what you called Agent Daniels about, are you?”

      “Casey Cline is Mia and Clay Crimson’s father. Mia just found out. He paid to send her away to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan and had her grandparents tell everyone she died. He thinks Skates will come after her. He claims he didn’t want to allow the heroin in his restaurants, but Skates killed the drug lord he worked for, and that’s how the Twisted Hearts grew so quickly over the last few years. Casey was initially afraid of the drug lord, but now he’s terrified of Skates killing him. Skates is hiding out on Casey’s new yacht, and Henry knows all about it.”

      “Henry, the police officer? Your dad’s best friend?”

      My jaw clenches. Ten plus years of having to watch my father keep the same relationship with Henry while Beckett was in jail has been pure hell. If my father knew, it would kill him. “Yes. That’s everything I was going to tell Daniels.”

      She doesn’t believe me.

      I put my hands in the air. “That’s it. Everything. You know it all now.”

      She scowls and it turns me on further.

      “We’re on the same side, remember?” I gently say, afraid I might have gone too far a few minutes earlier with my advances.

      Her face hardens. “Are we?”

      My pulse increases. “What does that mean?”

      She leans into me, her face inches from mine, and I can see tiny freckles she must try to hide with her makeup. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Does she somehow know?

      How could she? We blew the boat up.

      Stay calm.

      “Why would I hide anything from you? Same team, remember?”

      Neither of us flinch. My heart beats so hard, I think she might be able to hear it.

      Fuck this.

      I palm the back of her head as she retreats, moving her as close to my lips as possible without kissing her.

      She inhales sharply.

      I trace from her ear, down her neck, and over her shoulder.

      She shudders slightly, green eyes blazing.

      “You want to take Skates and the Twisted Hearts down, right?” I move my finger from the top of her shoulder and slowly down her arm as goose bumps pop out.

      “Yes,” she whispers.

      “Then we’re on the same team.” I grab her hand and bring it up to my mouth and kiss it then stand up and throw cash on the table. Placing one palm on the table and the other on the back of her chair, I lean over her. “You shouldn’t cover up your freckles. I find them rather adorable. Thanks for dinner.” I wink at her, turn, and leave the restaurant.
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      Chloe

      

      Ryland’s truck starts, and only then do I exhale.

      Blood is pumping through my veins from my encounter with him. The scent of him lingers in the air.

      I’m so screwed.

      He’s not a suspect, but it’s still unprofessional for me to have any relationship with him.

      I wanted him to kiss me. Hell, I wanted him to bend me over the table and take me right there.

      Ryland Brooks is the definition of raw, alpha male, and I’m pretty sure he would take charge and know exactly what to do to me with no hesitation.

      But I can’t shake the feeling there’s something he isn’t telling me.

      Crap. I’m so unbelievably screwed.

      From now on, you avoid all contact with him unless Javier is around.

      I take a sip of my beer, and Matteo comes to the table.

      “Ryland left?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hmm.” He furrows his brow. “Everything okay with him?”

      “I think so. Why?”

      “He’s gone. You’re here. Neither of you has eaten.” He points to our plates with the untouched crab cakes.

      My face heats again, and I pick both dishes up and hand them to Matteo. “Sorry. Not hungry. I have to leave as well.”

      “Want me to wrap these to go?”

      “I’m good. Thanks. Nice meeting you.”

      “You, too.” He flashes a grin and leaves.

      I walk out of the roped-off area and make my way down Bridge Street. It’s still light out. The shops are closed, but several restaurants and bars are open.

      At the corner of Gulf Dr. and Bridge Street, there is an open-air sports bar. I am passing it when I hear, “Chloe.”

      Javier is sitting at the bar. He pats the seat next to him.

      I walk in, and before I sit down, he whistles. “Island life is growing on you, I see.”

      I hold the skirt of my dress out and courtesy.

      He chuckles. “Hot date?”

      “No.”

      “Why do I not believe you?”

      “It wasn’t a date. I met up with Ryland Brooks, and he told me what he called Daniels about.”

      Javier’s eyes turn to slits. “Where did you meet him?”

      “The restaurant at the end of the road.”

      He raises his eyebrows at me.

      “What?”

      He continues to give me his disapproving scowl. “He took you to dinner?”

      “No. We had a drink, and neither of us finished it.” I decide it’s best not to discuss the crab cakes.

      “Go on.”

      “Do you want to know what he said?”

      He pats the barstool. “Yeah. You want a beer?”

      “Sure.”

      He motions to the bartender and turns back to me. “Fill me in.”

      I tell him what Ryland told me regarding Casey Cline.

      “We need to question Casey tomorrow, then,” Javier says when I’m done.

      “I figured. Is he easy or hard to get in front of?”

      Javier takes a sip from his bottle. “Easy. When I met him the first time, I found it odd he was Skates’ father. He doesn’t seem like he could hurt a fly.”

      “We both know appearances can be deceiving. People you think are good aren’t. Those you think are bad are Mother Teresa.” As I say the words, I think of Ryland.

      Something about him seems good and bad all in one. Not bad as in evil, but try to mess with him or someone he loves, and he won’t hesitate to do what needs to be done. It’s similar to the feeling I have with Javier or any of my other fellow agents.

      “True.” He takes another drink of beer, and his phone beeps. As he reads the message, his face contorts.

      “What is it?”

      “The plates for the truck at the marina came back. It’s Henry’s.”

      The hair on my neck stands up. “So he’s with Skates out in the ocean?”

      “Seems that way.”

      “Who else is on the boat?”

      Javier leans back. “Not sure. We’re going to have to find out.”

      “I wonder if the marina has any video footage of the parking lot or docks?” I take a sip of beer.

      “Let’s find out tomorrow.”

      I tap my fingers on the counter. “My hunch is that they’re in international waters. The Coast Guard can only monitor so much water space.”

      “If Skates isn’t on land, someone is running his crew here. We need to figure out who. They will be the next best person to take down besides him.”

      “What about his girlfriend? She talked yet?”

      “No. She’s as tight-lipped as they come. She wears her tattoo proud on her collarbone, but she knows how to shut her mouth. I see why he’s been with her for so long. She’s gorgeous and could get any guy, but she’s loyal.”

      Skates’ social media feeds are covered with pictures of him and his girlfriend, Veronica Lawson.

      “We should visit her tomorrow as well. She works at the shop on the island still?”

      “As far as we know, there haven’t been any changes with her. Let’s question her tomorrow and lay it on hard. Daniels and I were easy on her in the past, but let’s turn it up a notch. Maybe you can be the bad cop.”

      I groan. “Figures. You get to be Mr. Nice Guy, and I get to be Ms. Bitch.”

      He shrugs and grins. “Hey, if the shoe fits.”

      I slap his shoulder. “Funny.”

      We drink our beer in silence for a few moments.

      “Oh hey, what are you doing tomorrow night?”

      “You’re looking at it.”

      “Aren’t you exciting.”

      He raises his eyebrows at me. “And you have more of a life than I do?”

      I normally can’t deny that one, but I smirk. “I made a friend today, and we’ve been invited to a party.”

      “We?”

      “Yes. I was instructed to bring you.”

      He squints at me. “And who is this person who wants me at the party?”

      “She’s blonde, blue-eyed, and has a killer body and personality to match.”

      Javier licks his lips. “And she requested that I come?”

      “Yep. I told her all about you.”

      He groans. “The last time you tried to play matchmaker, I had Sally Klorey chasing me after every group run for six months.”

      I wince. “Yeah, I don’t think I ever apologized for that one.” Sally turned out to be a stalker who got kicked out of our FBI class because she had several trainees and one instructor she wouldn’t leave alone. Javier was one of them.

      “Well, you have a lot to make up for, Drake. This one better not be a psychopath.”

      “She’s not. Oh, and you have to wear your swimsuit.”

      “My swimsuit?”

      I nod. “Apparently, that’s how they roll around here. It’s a pool party.”

      He rolls his eyes. “How old is this girl?”

      “Twenty-four.”

      He grunts. “Too young. Pass.”

      I slap him. “You’re not that much older than me.”

      “I’m going to be thirty. I don’t need to be messing around with a kid.”

      “Twenty-four isn’t a kid.”

      “I was killing people in Afghanistan when I was twenty-two. I don’t need some whiny, immature girl hanging on my arm.” He finishes his beer.

      “From where I’m sitting, the party is going to be a lot more fun than this place.” I point around at the empty bar.

      After he glances around, he exhales and shakes his head. “Fine. You win. I’ll go to your party. But I’m wearing a T-shirt along with my swim trunks.”

      “Deal. And don’t worry, there will be older people besides my friend, but you really shouldn’t knock her until you meet her.”

      “That’s what you said when you convinced me to meet Sally.”

      I cringe again. “Noted.”

      Javier stands. “We have a busy day tomorrow. Let’s get going.”

      I finish my last sip of beer and follow Javier out of the bar. Since the FBI has put both of us up in the same condo complex, our places aren’t far from each other’s.

      “See you tomorrow, Chloe,” Javier says as he goes down the hall to his unit.

      “See you tomorrow.” I go inside my place, quickly get ready for bed, and try to go to sleep, but I struggle. All I can think about is Ryland Brooks.

      You’re only obsessing about him because you haven’t been touched in so long. Find someone to have fun with at the party tomorrow night.

      I’ve never had casual sex before, but if that’s what I have to do to get Ryland out of my mind, then that’s what I’ll do.

      I say a quick prayer someone hot and available is at the party tomorrow night so I can get Ryland out of my mind and past the temptation of him.
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      The next morning, I throw on one of my new sundresses. I’m putting on my makeup and stop.

      “You shouldn’t cover up your freckles. I find them rather adorable.” Ryland’s deep voice and face pop into my head.

      Instead of trying to cover up my freckles, I only lightly powder my face.

      I’ve always hated my freckles, and it’s been years since I’ve not put layers of cover-up on them.

      I sit back in the mirror and assess myself, not sure if I still hate them or if they are a good part of my features.

      At a knock on the door, I put my makeup brush down and happily accept the cup of coffee Javier hands me.

      We go directly to Casey’s house. It looks like no one is home, but Casey’s house on the bay is enormous, and he could have his car parked in the garage.

      We knock on the front door and ring the bell, but no one answers. “Maybe he’s on his deck drinking coffee? If I had a house like this, I would do that every day,” I tell Javier. It’s a beautiful day.

      Javier points toward the water. “Let’s walk around, then.”

      When we get to the water side, no one is out, and the house appears locked up. There is even a hurricane door covering the lanai.

      “Do you think Casey took off, scared of Skates?” I ask Javier.

      He raises his eyebrows. “Anything is possible.”

      We walk around the house and are about to get into a car when an older woman getting her mail shouts out to us, “Are you looking for Casey?”

      I walk toward her. “Yes, ma’am. Do you know when he will be back?”

      She meets us halfway. “I’m not sure. He left yesterday. Should I tell him you stopped by if I see him?”

      I pull out my card, as does Javier. We hand them to her.

      “Please tell him we need to speak with him when you see him next,” Javier instructs.

      “Oh. The FBI. Are you here about the girl who waved that gun at Casey two days ago?”

      Javier shifts next to me.

      I put my arm on her arm. “Why, yes, we are. Can you tell us what you know about it?”

      “I asked Casey about it. He said it was a misunderstanding and that he wasn’t going to press charges. I told him he should.”

      “Can you describe the girl?” I ask.

      Veronica must have come to threaten him since Skates can’t.

      “Sure. She had long black hair and drove a black SUV, but I didn’t get the plate number or make or model.”

      “Sorry. Did you say black hair?”

      She nods. “Yes. And she was yelling at him and waving her gun in his face. If those two strapping lads hadn’t come to stop her, I think she might have shot him. She was crying, and Casey kept trying to calm her down and saying she had it all wrong.”

      “Where were you during this event, Ms...?” Javier questions.

      “Mable Anderson. I was gardening.” She points to some rose bushes.

      “Great. Can you tell us what these other two men looked like?”

      “They could be brothers, but one had dark features, and the other was almost blond. The blond man held the girl while she cried for a long time, and the darker man took the gun. Then he moved his truck. Oh yes, Casey had his Porsche blocking the girl’s SUV. She cried in the blond’s arms, and Casey moved his Porsche into the driveway while the dark-haired man turned his truck around then waited for them to get into the SUV.”

      “Can you tell us anything about the truck?” he asks.

      She crinkles her forehead. “It had writing on it like it was a company vehicle, but I didn’t have my glasses on, so I couldn’t read it. I made out Bs, I think. And it was black with silver toolboxes attached to it. I think it might belong to a construction worker or something like that.”

      “Is there anything else you think we should know?”

      She pauses for a minute. “No. That’s it.”

      I pat her back. “Thank you, Ms. Anderson. If you remember anything else, please let us know.”

      “I will.”

      “Ma’am.” Javier nods, and we walk over and get into the car.

      I sit back in my seat. “I take it Mia Crimson has black hair?”

      “That’s my guess. I haven’t met her yet.”

      “So Beckett and Ryland come to stop Mia from shooting Casey, but now he’s fled town?”

      “We don’t know he fled. He could just be gone for a few nights,” Javier says.

      “I think we owe a visit to the Brooks brothers again.”

      “Already going in that direction.”

      It doesn’t take long before we arrive at the house the Brooks brothers are building. I spot Ryland’s truck, and my stomach flutters.

      Pull it together, Chloe. You asked him what he wasn’t telling you, and he lied and said nothing.

      We ask the first worker we see if they are around, and he nods. “Beckett’s in the kitchen. Ryland is out front.”

      “I’ll talk to Beckett. You see what you can get out of Ryland,” Javier says.

      “Got it.” I walk around the house. When I get to the ocean side, I find Ryland reviewing plans and giving orders to several men.

      My flutters get more intense.

      “Boss. That lady is back,” one of the guys shouts.

      Ryland looks up. A cocky expression fills his face, and he quickly checks me out and licks his lips. He hands the plans to one of the men and walks over to me.

      “Agent Drake. What can I do for you?”

      Now we’re back to Agent Drake?

      “I need to ask you some questions.”

      His face falls. “Where’s Javier?”

      “Talking to your brother.”

      “Then let’s join them.”

      I shake my head. “Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

      He points toward the beach. “Put your sandals over there. Let’s walk.”

      I put my sandals on the deck, and he removes his shoes and socks and motions for me to go in front of him.

      When we get to the water’s edge, we turn right and stroll down the beach. The water is gently lapping the sand, and it’s warm on my feet.

      We walk past several houses as I think about where to start.

      “What’s this about?” he asks.

      “I think you left some things out last night.”

      Clenching his jaw, he says, “Really? What would that be?”

      Several seagulls land a few feet in front of us. I stop and turn to face him.

      “What can you tell me about you and a gun?”

      “Me and...” His face goes white. “How did you find out?”

      “A neighbor.”

      “A neighbor?” His eyes turn to slits.

      “Yes. And now Casey has left town.”

      Surprise fills his face. “He left town? When?”

      “Yesterday. Do you know when Mia last had contact with him?”

      “Why? What does Mia have to do with him leaving town?”

      I put my arm on his. “I know you want to protect your family, but don’t cover for her. If she’s threatening him, we need to know.”

      “Mia? Threatening him? Are you crazy?”

      “Ryland, she threatened him with a gun.”

      “She...oh.” He exhales hard and places his hands on my shoulders. “Chloe, that was a private, family matter. Casey wants to spend time with Mia, and she doesn’t want to. No one got hurt. Please just drop it.”

      “Casey is missing. I can’t.”

      “He’s not missing. He’s been gone for less than twenty-four hours.”

      “It’s too coincidental. If he’s scared of Mia—”

      “Stop. Just stop now.” He whips his phone out of his pocket and hits a button then puts it on speaker.

      “What are you doing?” I ask while it’s ringing.

      “Ryland?” a man’s voice answers.

      “Casey, I’m standing next to Agent Drake from the FBI. You’re on speakerphone. Apparently, your neighbor saw Mia and your family matter in the street the other day. Can you please let Agent Drake know where you are and if you left town because you felt threatened by Mia?” Ryland glares at me.

      “Is this a joke?”

      “Unfortunately not,” Ryland tells him.

      “Mr. Cline, this is Agent Drake with the FBI. Can you please tell me where you are and when you are coming back?”

      “I’m in Orlando. I have a restaurant here I needed to check on. I’ll be back in a few days.”

      “And did you feel threatened by Mia Crimson or anyone else?”

      “Mia Crimson has been nothing but kind to me. Please do not cause her any trouble. She’s had enough in her life, and you should be ashamed of yourself listening to gossip about her.”

      Heat rises in my face. It shouldn’t, I’m only doing my job, but I still hate being wrong in front of Ryland. “When you get back in town, Agent Lòpez and I need to speak with you regarding some other matters.”

      “Fine. Have Ryland give me your contact info. But leave Mia Crimson alone,” Casey snarls.

      Ryland disconnects the phone.

      “Sorry about the misunderstanding.” I’ve turned to walk away when Ryland grabs my arm and spins me back.

      His face is inches from mine. “My brother Beckett and Mia Crimson are off-limits. He spent over ten years in a cell paying for Skates’ crime to keep us all safe. Mia’s life was destroyed. If you have any sense of decency, you’ll leave them alone.”

      “I have no desire to hurt them. I’m just doing my job.”

      “Well, do it better,” he spouts.

      I wince, hurt, but have to ask. “Is there anything else you didn’t tell me about? If so, tell me now, Ryland.”

      He scans my eyes, hesitates then releases my arm. “That’s it.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Yeah. I think it’s best if you stay away from my family. We’ve all been through enough with the sacrifice Beckett made for us. No one needs to be harassed.”

      “Harassed?”

      His jaw hardens. “Yeah. Harassed. And so you know, Mia is part of our family, so the same goes for her.”

      “You really think I’m out to hurt your family?”

      He folds his arms over his chest. “I don’t know. Are you? The way I see it is you’ve got a massive gang issue, and, instead of focusing on them, you’re focusing on my family. It seems you have your priorities mixed up.”

      “I’m doing my job. I’m not out to hurt your family or you.”

      With disappointment all over his face, he says, “You want the truth, Chloe?”

      “Yeah.”

      “For over three years, my brother sat in a cell while your guys did nothing. I kept telling Hudson and Beckett that it was so big that you all needed time. But the truth is, it doesn’t matter how much time you get. You can’t do anything about Skates or taking down the Twisted Hearts. You’re all worthless and not worth the badges you carry.”

      Tears fly into my eyes. I shouldn’t let his words affect me, but they do.

      Blinking fast, he takes a deep breath, turns, and walks away.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryland

      

      All night I thought about Chloe. Then morning came and I thought about her some more. When I see her standing on my jobsite, I hold back from grabbing her, slinging her over my shoulder, and taking her somewhere I can fuck her senseless.

      But that was a quick thought. She was here on business, her demeanor was serious, and I realized she wasn’t here to see me.

      At least, not about what I wanted her to see me about.

      Somehow, she had found out about Mia’s incident with Casey. The mixture of relief she didn’t know what I did, along with anger at her insinuation Mia would harm Casey, and all the years of helplessness I felt about Beckett spending his days and nights locked up behind bars, took a toll.

      I hurt her. I saw it on her face.

      Over the years, I yelled, I cried, and I punched the weight bag in my garage so many times, my knuckles bled under my gloves as I thought about Beckett in prison. I was his older brother. I should have protected him.

      The only thing I could do was go to the FBI, and, when Beckett finally agreed, all it did was prove that no one could help us.

      But it wasn’t Chloe’s fault. The Twisted Hearts were a national gang that grew faster than any other gang in the last fifty years. Skates may have become a thug, but he was educated, came from money, and used his brain to grow his tribe.

      And he was ruthless.

      Every time I put faith in the FBI taking him down, he found a way to outwit them. It was almost a game for him. He always was several steps ahead.

      But not anymore. Now he is dead, and whoever is in line to take over is who the FBI should be searching for, but I can’t tell Chloe that.

      After walking for several minutes, I turn around and head back to the house. I need to talk to Beckett and make sure our stories matched. They should have; it wasn’t like we needed to lie about what happened with Mia and Casey, but it still worries me.

      That is the problem with secrets and lies. You always worry about them.

      Besides keeping Beckett’s secret about why he was in jail, I don’t normally engage in secrets and definitely not lies. I am a black-and-white, give-it-to-me-straight type of guy. To say that murder, blowing up a boat, and hiding information is weighing on me is an understatement.

      I left Chloe at the restaurant the other night because she suspects I’m lying to her.

      I am lying to her.

      So, as much as I want her, I need to figure out a way to stay away from her.

      You shouldn’t have any issues with that now that you lashed out at her and personally insulted her.

      I cringe, thinking about how I disrespected her.

      “Boss.” Kyle nods to me as I enter the house.

      “You know where Beckett is?”

      He points. “Out front with the visitors.”

      They are still here? Crap.

      I walk to the front of the house and out the door. Sure enough, Javier, Chloe, and Beckett are all standing by the car.

      Chloe’s back is to me.

      “Everything all right out here?” I ask.

      She turns, catches my eye, and then turns away.

      Great. I’ve totally screwed up with her.

      It doesn’t matter. Stay away.

      “All good. The misunderstanding is cleared up.” Beckett’s jaw is clenched. “You need anything else?”

      Chloe shakes her head. “I think that’s it. Thank you for your assistance, Beckett.”

      “Anytime,” Beckett tells her.

      “Have a good day.” Javier nods at both of us.

      I almost ask to speak to Chloe privately to apologize for my insults, but I don’t.

      She avoids me, and it’s painful. Being ignored by her is worse than if she told me I’ve been an asshole and slapped me. She gets into the car and stares out the window away from me.

      No matter how much I should stay away from Chloe, I can’t help wanting her.

      “You okay?” Beckett interrupts my thoughts.

      “Yeah. I thought she knew what I did at first.”

      Beckett’s eyes widen. “What happened when you met her last night?”

      “She thinks I’m hiding something.”

      “What?”

      I shrug. “She didn’t say. I had to remind her we’re all on the same team.”

      Gabriella’s car comes barreling into the driveway. Mia and Gracie pile out as well.

      Beckett kisses Mia. “What are you doing here?”

      She hands him a cooler. “Thought you might want lunch. There’s stuff in there for you and Hudson, too.”

      “Thanks, Mia.”

      “Where are you going?” Beckett asks.

      “We have a lot to do before the party. But here are gifts from us for tonight.” Gabriella beams and hands us each a plastic bag from the shop she works at.

      “What’s this?” I ask.

      “Swimsuits.”

      “I need a new swimsuit?”

      Gracie snickers. “Do you ever pay attention, Ryland?”

      “What am I missing here, Beckett?”

      He shrugs but is grinning.

      “My party tonight. It’s a pool party. You’re only allowed in if you have a swimsuit on,” Gabriella says, annoyed.

      “You have to be kidding me,” I mumble.

      Gracie and Mia giggle. Gabriella looks insulted.

      “Are you really going to turn people away if they don’t wear a swimsuit?” Beckett asks.

      Gabriella very seriously nods. “Yes. I’ve been very clear, and there are no exceptions.”

      I groan. “Maybe I’ll just skip the party. You girls enjoy, and I’ll hang out with Beckett where we can wear clothes like men our age do at night.”

      Beckett furrows his brows. “No way I’m letting Mia parade around a party half-naked without me there.”

      “Well, aren’t you possessive.” Mia tries to hide her smile.

      Beckett dips down for another kiss. “Yep.”

      “Okay, it starts at eight. Don’t be late,” Gabriella instructs.

      Gracie shakes her finger at me and mocks, “Don’t be late, Ryland.”

      Gabriella slaps her playfully on the arm. “Don’t make fun of me. They need to be there on time. What if someone gets out of hand?”

      “Oh, so I’m your security tonight?”

      “Aren’t you always?” She smirks.

      I can’t argue with her.

      Gracie hands me another bag. “Give this to Hudson.”

      “What about Connor? Does he have to adhere to these strict rules, too?” Beckett asks.

      Gabriella rolls her eyes. “Of course. I’ve assigned him to the fishbowls. It’s going to be our special drink.”

      Mia shakes her head. “Your brother’s fishbowls are lethal.”

      “I can’t believe Mom and Dad are letting you throw a party while they are gone. We never had that much fun,” Hudson says from behind me.

      Gabriella beams at us. “What can I say. Connor and I are Mom and Dad’s favorites.”

      All of us groan. Gabriella definitely knows how to twist my parents’ arms, especially my dad’s.

      “You should probably all spend the night,” Gabriella informs us.

      “No way,” Beckett says quickly.

      “And be on puke cleanup duty? Nope.” I cross my arms.

      “Nice try,” Hudson says.

      “Aw, you guys are no fun. Mia, you can stay over without Beckett.”

      “Not happening, Gabriella.” Beckett tilts his head in disapproval.

      Mia giggles.

      I hand Hudson his bag.

      “What’s this?” he asks.

      “Your attire for tonight.”

      He peeks in the bag. “A swimsuit?”

      “And if you don’t wear it, you don’t get in,” I inform him.

      “Boys’ night instead?”

      “That’s what I suggested.”

      “Nope,” Beckett says.

      “Stop it, you two. You’d better not flake out on me. I have a hot friend coming, and I told her I’d introduce you.”

      “How old is she?” Hudson asks.

      “Twenty-eight.”

      “Where did you meet this woman?” I ask.

      “In the shop.”

      I shake my head. “You just invited a random customer to our parents’ house?”

      “Oh please. She’s harmless,” Gabriella insists. “Plus, she’s bringing a hottie friend for me.”

      “Another random?” I throw at her.

      “I call dibs if you don’t like him,” Gracie says.

      I sigh. We’re going to be on duty watching over Gabriella, Gracie, and my parents’ house all night.

      “Okay, we need to go. Don’t forget to wear your suits!” Gabriella jumps in the car.

      “I call dibs on the hottie unless she’s a freak,” Hudson says once they back out of the driveway.

      I groan. “All yours. No way Gabriella has anyone I would be interested in coming.”

      Besides, the only person I want is Chloe.
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      Chloe

      

      Knock, knock, knock.

      I thump on Javier’s door around nine o’clock.

      He opens it and holds up his finger. His phone is against his ear.

      Great. Please tell me our night isn’t going to turn into more work. I need to have some fun.

      It’s been so long since I had a night out, never mind a night off. I’m dressed in my swimsuit and cover-up like Gabriella reminded me to do fifteen times via text message. I still feel uncomfortable but figure what the hell, time to live a little.

      You can’t live in the past forever, Chloe.

      Javier is wearing his swimsuit and a fitted white T-shirt.

      At least he didn’t disregard the wardrobe requirement.

      Javier hangs up. “The video footage from the marina won’t be available for a few days. With the owner out of town and no search warrant, the staff doesn’t feel they can give it to us.”

      I groan. “Anything else?”

      “Nope. Let’s go to this college party.”

      I laugh. “She’s not in college. She’s twenty-four and super nice.”

      He takes a deep breath. “Whatever, Drake. As long as they have some cold beer, I’ll suck it up with you tonight.”

      I punch him playfully in the chest. “You should be grateful I got you an invite.”

      “Sure,” he grumbles. “Let’s go.”

      We drive to the northern tip of the island. When we arrive, the house is already full of guests, and music pours out into the road. Javier parks his car on the side.

      “If it looks like a frat party and smells like a frat party...”

      I slap Javier on the arm. “Stop it.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t call it,” he mumbles as we get out of the car. At the front door, I pause. “Do we knock or ring the bell?”

      Javier arches his eyebrows at me. “Your call, Chloe.”

      I wince then press the buzzer.

      Gabriella opens the door. “Chloe!” She wraps me into a hug then freezes. When I release her, she’s staring behind me. I turn to see Javier giving her an intense gaze.

      “Gabriella, this is Javier. Javier, meet Gabriella.”

      She puts her hand out, and he takes it, his eyes never leaving hers.

      “Pleasure to meet you,” he says.

      “Likewise. But you can’t come in like that,” she tells him.

      “Like what?”

      “Sorry, but I have a strict dress code. Your shirt has to come off.”

      Javier’s lips turn up. With one hand, he reaches behind his neck and pulls off his shirt. “This, okay.”

      “Perfect. Want me to throw your shirt in my room so you don’t lose it?”

      He hands it to her.

      Gabriella points. “Why don’t you go in, and I’ll meet up with you after I put this in my room. Both of you,” she says, looking back at Javier.

      He smiles. “You want me to get you a drink?”

      She nods. “I’ll take a water. My younger brother Connor is going to start making fishbowls soon. Maybe I’ll split one of those with you later.”

      “If that’s what you want,” he tells her.

      Guess he’s over her age.

      She checks him out one more time and turns to walk up the steps. Gabriella is wearing a see-through black crochet coverup and a black thong bikini. Javier watches her trot up the stairs holding his shirt.

      When she gets to the top, I chuckle. “You might want to wipe your drool.”

      “She’s only twenty-four?”

      I jab his chest. “I think you should stop acting like you’re fifty. You aren’t that much older.”

      “I think this party just got good, Drake.”

      We step into the house, but it’s packed wall-to-wall with people. We don’t get very far before we hit the bar. “I’m guessing you’re Connor?” I ask the guy behind the bar.

      I assume his smile looks familiar because he’s related to Gabriella. “Yes, ma’am. And you are?”

      I hold my hand out. “Chloe. I’m a newer friend of Gabriella’s. This is my friend Javier.”

      He shakes both our hands.

      “Fishbowl?” He hands me a red Solo cup of purple liquid.

      “Thank you.” I take a sip. It tastes like Kool-Aid. “This is good.”

      “Just take your time with it. They can hit you pretty hard.” He winks at me.

      Connor reeks sexy, and I’m surprised he’s younger than Gabriella. He’s a total stud and looks closer to my age.

      “Thanks for the warning.”

      “Can I get a bottle of water? And do you have a beer anywhere? I think I’ll pass on the fishbowl for now,” Javier asks.

      “Sure.” Connor reaches into a cooler and grabs a water and a beer. He hands it to Javier just as Gabriella arrives next to us.

      “Connor. I see you met my new friends,” Gabriella says.

      “I did.”

      More people come up to the bar shouting his name.

      Gabriella grabs both my arm and Javier’s and steers us outside. Several couples are in the pool, which is lit up and rotating between pink and purple. One girl with long black hair is lip-locked with whoever she’s kissing, but you can’t see his face. The patio has become a dance floor. There are several groups of people playing cornhole in the grass. The deck has tables and chairs set up,  and a few hands of poker in session.

      A blonde, blue-eyed girl, similar looking to Gabriella, approaches us. “Are these your new friends?”

      Gabriella beams. “This is my sister Gracie. And this is Chloe and Javier.”

      Gracie shakes our hands. “Glad you could make it.”

      “Thanks for having us,” I tell her.

      “Oh no, this is all Gabriella. My brothers and I just do as we’re told,” she teases.

      I laugh.

      “Where are the others?” Gabriella asks.

      Gracie points to the black-haired girl in the pool who is still lip-locked and the corner of the yard where a group is gathered.

      Gabriella rolls her eyes and points to the couple in the pool. “Well, that is one of my brothers and his girlfriend. I’ll introduce you to them later. Let’s go meet my other brothers.”

      The four of us walk over to the huddle of people. There’s a roar of cheering, and Gabriella maneuvers us through the crowd. When we get through the small group, my heart races. Sitting at a card table across from one another, in the middle of an arm-wrestling match, both wearing baseball caps backward, are Hudson and Ryland.

      Both men are holding their own when Gabriella says, “When you two are done, meet my friends Chloe and Javier.”

      Ryland’s hand goes flying hard onto the table.

      We gape at each other. His eyes drift over my body, and he gulps as there is a mix of the audience heckling and cheering.

      “What are you two doing here?” Hudson sternly asks.

      “Gabriella invited us,” I manage.

      “You know each other?” Gabriella seems confused.

      “Yes.”

      “How?” she asks.

      “From work,” Ryland says.

      “Work? But you said you work for the government,” Gabriella protests.

      Ryland’s jaw clenches.

      “We met because of some zoning issues.” I cringe inside at lying to her.

      “Yes. Chloe and Javier helped us out of a big jam, didn’t they, Hudson?” Ryland says.

      “Yeah, that’s right.”

      The sisters continue to stare at us. Gabriella finally focuses on Javier. “You’re here from out of town on zoning issues?”

      He shakes his head. “I’ve lived here for several years. Chloe is from out of town.”

      Gabriella and Javier’s eyes lock for several minutes. I glance at Ryland and Hudson whose faces are like stones. Gracie’s eyes are slits, glancing between her brothers.

      Gabriella says, “So Chloe had to come in from out of state to handle zoning issues?”

      “Yes. We have complicated things going on in our business that you know nothing about, Gabriella, so stay out of it,” Ryland barks. “Chloe, can I talk to you for a minute?” Before I can answer, he grabs my arm and leads me across the lawn.

      “What are you doing?” I cry out when we are almost to the gate.

      He opens the gate and walks me to the side of the house.

      It’s dark. The thumping of the music vibrates off the wall. He moves me against it then stands right in front of me, next to my body.

      “Are you investigating my family?”

      “What? No.”

      “Then why are you here?” His mouth is so close to mine I can almost taste it.

      “Your sister invited me.”

      “You went and pretended to friend her?”

      “No! I met her, and we got along. She invited me. I didn’t know she was your sister, or I wouldn’t have come.”

      He presses closer. “I’m supposed to believe you met by coincidence?”

      “Yes. That’s the truth.”

      “I don’t believe you,” he hurls at me.

      “Then don’t, but it’s true.”

      “Why were you there?”

      “You told me I needed different clothes. I was just doing what you told me to do,” I cry out.

      He inhales sharply, and heat passes into his eyes. His breath becomes heavier. “Is that what you want, Chloe? Me to tell you what to do?”

      “What?” My lower body pulses.

      His growing erection presses against my stomach, and he puts both his palms and forearms on the wall next to me. “Stop talking, Chloe.”

      A light mist of rain comes out of nowhere. People shriek, and the music blares louder.

      Water runs down Ryland’s bare skin and soaks the few clothes I have on.

      Ryland dips down and sucks on my neck, and I close my eyes, whimpering, grasping at his slippery skin.

      The gate opens, and several people run through the yard. I jerk in surprise, but Ryland inches closer. “Don’t move,” he murmurs low.

      I freeze, and more people run past us, trying to get out of the rain as Ryland shoves his hand up my barely there cover-up and slides his finger into my bikini bottom.

      “Oh—”

      He crushes his mouth to mine, and I gasp as he slides his fingers in and out of me and circles my clit.

      I moan, panting for air, on the edge of euphoria as his tongue flicks mine.

      He stills his hand. “You don’t come until I say, Chloe.”

      “What?” I breathe out.

      Ryland rubs me again, and I’m soon taken back to the top as his heated eyes stare into mine.

      “Oh God...” I pant.

      He slows down and licks the rain falling down my cheeks. “Fuck, you taste good,” he grunts and speeds up his hand movements.

      “Ryland...oh...” I cry out, louder this time.

      He drags his fingers out of my pussy and rolls my clit between his thumb and pointer finger.

      I shake, and he freezes. “I didn’t tell you that you could come, Chloe.”

      Something about the way Ryland Brooks says my name sends heat waves from my toes to my brain. But the combination of him touching me and saying it feels like paradise all on its own.

      He rolls his finger on my nub again.

      “Oh God...please, Ryland...please...oh...” I quiver, and he stops.

      I can’t tell if it’s sweat or warm summer rain running down my skin, but my body is an inferno. I gasp for air, gripping his naked back.

      “You’re so wound up,” he murmurs.

      I lean into the curve of his neck, sucking it hard.

      He flicks me, over and over, his body pressed so tight to mine, it’s holding me up against the wall as my knees buckle.

      I tilt my lips up to his ear. “Oh fuck...Ryland...don’t stop...please.”

      “Come,” he commands, and finger fucks me hard while rubbing my clit with his thumb quickly.

      “Yes…oh...yes!” I cry out as every atom in my body responds to his touch, exploding, surging with my orgasm.

      I spiral, music vibrating into my back, clutched to Ryland so tight, I’m sure he’s going to have marks.

      The rain falls harder. Ryland grabs my hand and quickly makes his way to his truck. Opening the back door of the cab, he demands, “Get in,” while picking me up on the step.

      Within seconds, he is next to me and closes the door. He pops open the console, reaches in, and grabs something. Before the top slams shut, his tongue is already back in my mouth, and he’s bunching the material of my cover-up in his fist.

      My hands slide into his shorts, palming his ass.

      “What were you thinking wearing this tonight...fuck,” he pants, warm breath on my ear before he licks behind it.

      He tugs my cover-up over my head, releases my bikini top, and starts sucking my breasts hard.

      “Oh God!” I cry out as my toes curl.

      His hands pull at the strings of my bottom, and I’m soon naked.

      I untie his shorts, and he lifts his bottom while I shove them down.

      In a quick move, he rotates on his ass and straddles me on top of him. He rips a condom open with his teeth, spitting the wrapper to the side. “Put it on me, Chloe,” he commands.

      With shaky hands, I grab it and roll it over his cock, taking in his size for the first time.

      Absentmindedly, I mumble, “Oh God, you’re big.”

      “That’s right. And all this big cock has been wanting is for you to ride me hard and dirty.” He guides me back into his mouth, biting my bottom lip, then lowers his hands to my hips and slowly sinks my sex onto his steel rod.

      I whimper from his size, my pussy already gripping him.

      He sweeps my wet hair back then cups my face. His golden-brown eyes stare at me. “Relax, Chloe.”

      I nod my head and take a few breaths then sink on him further.

      He groans. “Better than I thought,” he hoarsely mumbles.

      While I get used to his girth and length, taking all of him in, he nips at my breasts, tugging at my nipples with his teeth.

      “Ryland...”

      His mouth moves to my neck.

      Sucking me.

      Licking me.

      Biting me.

      “Ride me, Chloe,” he growls.

      I rock on him, slowly at first, then faster as my body spasms on his, growing hotter with every thrust, every touch of Ryland’s fingers, tongue, or arms.

      He holds me tightly, labored breath, groaning as my body clutches his.

      The windows are fogged up. Lightning strikes all around us as the rain pours down, creating loud sounds as it bounces off the metal of the truck.

      His hands grab hold of my hips, and he slams me on him, hitting my G-spot, sending me soaring into climax.

      “Ryland...oh...”

      “You’re not done,” he rumbles.

      Flesh and bones collide, sweat merges, teeth and lips gnash.

      I shake harder than ever before.

      “Come, Chloe,” he orders and slams into my G-spot again.

      “Oh God!” I cry out, flying into another orgasm, seeing white light and stars as I convulse.

      Then he releases his seed in me, pumping against my already quivering walls, sending a new pool of adrenaline through every cell of my body.

      I’m barely able to catch my breath, and I bury my face into his neck.

      He caresses the back of my head as his chest heaves, trying to find air.

      Great. What did I just do?

      “We shouldn’t have done that,” I whisper into his neck.

      “But we did.”

      I slowly lift my head.

      “Am I or is anyone in my family a suspect?”

      I’m confused. “No. Why would you ask me that?”

      “Then don’t forget we’re on the same team. You aren’t breaking any rules.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      He clenches his jaw. “I know. But I want you.”

      He wants me.

      I want him.

      It’s been so long since anyone has wanted me.

      It doesn’t matter. I’m playing with fire.

      I escape his grasp and rotate onto the seat. “I should go.” I try to find my clothes.

      He puts his hand on my leg, and my sex pulses again. “Chloe, don’t go. Let’s get out of here.”

      I freeze.

      He turns my face toward him. “Come home with me. I’ll drop you off at your place tomorrow.”

      Oh God. An entire night with him. Yes, please.

      My insides quiver. “I can’t. We shouldn’t have done this.”

      Ryland closes his eyes and his face hardens.

      I grab my cover-up off the floor. He opens his eyes and finds my top under the driver’s seat and gives it to me.

      “Thanks.” I struggle to put it on. My fingers are shaking.

      “Let me help you.” He puts his hands in mine and moves them around to my chest, then kisses my neck.

      I inhale sharply.

      His digits move over my breasts, adjusting the triangle top over them, then slides around my body and ties the strings.

      I tie my bottoms and put them back on then throw my flimsy top over my body. “Do I look okay to go back in?”

      “You’re the most stunning woman I’ve ever seen.”

      My heart beats faster.

      Get out of here, Chloe, or you’ll end up at his place. This can’t go anywhere.

      I grab the door handle.

      “Chloe.”

      I take a deep breath then turn toward him.

      “I’m sorry I was a dick to you earlier today. I didn’t mean all the things I said. I know you were just doing your job.”

      “Thanks. I’m sorry I had to ask you those questions.”

      “I know.” Ryland splays his hand on the back of my head and gives me a slow, sensual kiss that gets my pulse beating harder once again.

      “Come home with me,” he mumbles against my lips.

      “I want to, but I can’t.”

      He closes his eyes, inhales, then slowly releases me, peering out the window while I get out of his truck and run back into the house.

      I was wrong about Ryland Brooks. He’s better than I thought he would be.

      And I know I don’t know how I’ll ever get him out of my system.
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      Ryland

      

      Chloe shuts the door and runs through the storm into the house. My heart is still pounding, and her scent and the smell of sex lingers in the truck.

      I bang my head against the back of the headrest.

      I knew it wasn’t a good idea to screw her, but now that I’ve had her, there’s no going back.

      Pulling the condom off, I grab a napkin from my console and wrap it up. Then I put my shorts back on. I debate about going home, but then I think of Chloe inside wearing her soaked white see-through cover-up.

      That thought alone makes me jump out of the truck and run back inside the house.

      The party has cleared out slightly due to the rain. There are still a lot of people, but it isn’t wall-to-wall anymore. I nod to those I know as I walk by, but I am hunting for Chloe.

      I enter the kitchen to find Mia in Beckett’s lap, and Hudson has some brown-haired girl flirting next to him. Connor is making drinks and appears pretty tipsy.

      Both Beckett and Hudson raise their brows to me when I walk in, but I ignore them and turn to see Gracie lip-locked with some guy I’ve never seen before.

      I turn back to my brothers and point to them, giving them a ‘who the fuck is this guy’ look.

      They shrug, and Mia starts to giggle.

      I tap Gracie’s shoulder.

      She ends her kiss and raises her eyebrows in annoyance.

      “Where’s Gabriella?”

      “I don’t know. Wasn’t my turn to watch her.”

      Okay, good. She isn’t drunk.

      The guy whose lap she’s sitting on nods at me with a dopey grin. “Hey, man.”

      As much as I hate to not yank Gracie off him, I remind myself she’s twenty-six. The last time I did that, she didn’t talk to me for two months, so I take a deep breath and decide to let her be. She seems sober, and Beckett and Hudson are in the room. So I resist my urge to beat the dude and leave the kitchen.

      Where is Chloe?

      With the rain, no one is outside. I scour the downstairs and when I can’t find her, I head upstairs.

      I hear noises in my parents’ room.

      Did Gabriella not lock their door?

      I groan when I open it to find two women and a man having a threesome on my parents’ bed.

      “Out, now,” I bark, but the music is loud, and they don’t seem to notice.

      I flip the light switch on, and they jump.

      “What the fuck,” the man growls.

      “You have two seconds to put your clothes back on.”

      “Or what,” he says, standing up and walking toward me as the women roll over and lay naked, staring at us.

      He’s big, built like a brick house, and has tattoos all over his body. His head is shaved.

      “Leave and take your friends with you.”

      He snickers. “I’ll leave when I’m good and ready. Now get the fuck out before I hurt you.”

      “Seems like you were asked nicely to go,” I hear Javier’s voice from behind me.

      I don’t turn around, and I keep my gaze on the man who’s still naked and sporting a hard-on.

      Something catches the man’s eye and a grin forms on his face. “Ladies, come in and join the party.”

      I turn. Gabriella and Chloe stand in the doorway, Gabriella wearing her next to nothing swimsuit and cover-up and Chloe with hers drenched with rainwater and outlining every curve she has. “Get out of here,” I tell them.

      “Get out of my parents’ room.” Gabriella points to the man.

      The man starts to move toward her, and Javier steps in front of him. “Step back.”

      The man scowls and that’s when I notice it on his chest—a tattoo of two twisted hearts. My gut drops.

      What is a twisted heart gang member doing in my parents’ house? I’m going to kill Gabriella.

      He steps closer to Javier, and Chloe glances from his tattoo to me. I mouth to her to go.

      She swiftly grabs Gabriella and drags her out.

      “Ow. What are you doing, Chloe?” Gabriella cries out.

      “Go downstairs,” Chloe tells her.

      “Why?”

      “Go,” Chloe insists as the man steps up to Javier’s face.

      I grab his shorts off the floor and thrust them at him. “Put your clothes on and get out.”

      He lets them fall and jerks his fist back. It comes at me, but I duck and knock him to the floor.

      The next few minutes are chaotic.

      The girls on the bed are screaming, Javier and I are trying to pin the guy down, and Gabriella is yelling Beckett and Hudson’s names.

      Beckett suddenly appears, along with Connor, and we pin the guy down.

      Beckett stiffens. “Triker?”

      A sick grin grows on his face. “Brooks.”

      I’m about to punch him when Beckett holds my hand back. “Get the fuck out of here, Triker.”

      “Since when are you in a position to call the shots, Brooks?”

      “He said get out,” Hudson barks from behind us with his gun pointed at him.

      “Give me the gun,” Chloe demands.

      He ignores her.

      Triker’s sinister laugh echoes in the room. He sneers at Beckett. “Okay. I guess we’re going to take this up another time, Beckett.”

      “I guess so.”

      “Get your clothes on, ladies,” Triker orders.

      They quickly put their clothes on.

      “You, too. Put your clothes on and get out of here,” Hudson says, while the women obey.

      He snorts, puts on his swim trunks, and the women come stand next to him.

      “Stacy?” Beckett gasps.

      The dark-haired woman sways, her gaze unfocused.

      “Get out,” Hudson repeats.

      “Time to go, ladies.” Triker saunters past us.

      “Don’t test me. I have no problem shooting you,” Hudson barks.

      He sneers. “You should come work with me, then.”

      “Get the fuck out.”

      He stops near the door to check out Chloe and Gabriella. Chloe moves Gabriella further behind her.

      Javier shoves him out. “Keep moving.”

      Hudson follows, still holding the gun.

      “Stay inside with them,” Javier tells Chloe and points at Gabriella, Gracie, and Mia.

      Stacy spins and puts her hands on Beckett’s chest, giggling. “I remember you now.” She pats his pants, over his cock. “We had a good time, didn’t we?”

      Disgust washes across his face, and he grabs her hand. “Don’t ever touch me again.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Mia wince, and Gracie puts her arm around her.

      “Dude, what’s going on?” The guy Gracie was making out with enters the hall.

      “Stay out of our business,” I growl.

      Stacy turns to the other woman, pointing at Beckett. “If you want a good fuck, he’s almost as good as Triker.”

      “Get out.” Hudson waves the gun.

      A tear drips down Mia’s cheek, and my heart sinks.

      Great. That’s all Beckett needs.

      Beckett, Hudson, Connor, Javier, and I all follow them outside.

      Triker turns to Beckett. “I’ll be in touch, pretty boy.”

      “Don’t waste your time.”

      “Get the fuck off my lawn, or I’ll shoot you right now,” Hudson says.

      “Another time, boys.” Triker leads the girls to a car parked down the road. We don’t go inside until they drive away.

      Turning toward Beckett, I ask, “Who was that?”

      “One of Skates higher-ups. We were in prison together. He must have just gotten out.”

      “Who was the girl?” Javier asks.

      Beckett’s face falls. “I have to talk to Mia. I can’t believe she heard that.”

      “Who was she?” Javier repeats.

      Beckett grimaces. “Clay introduced me to a girl named Veronica. She was her friend. We got together a few times.” He starts walking into the house and we follow.

      “Mia,” he calls out when we walk in.

      “She’s upstairs with Gracie,” Gabriella says.

      Beckett runs up the stairs.

      “Everyone out,” Hudson shouts.

      When everyone outside of our little group is gone, I ask Gabriella, “How did they get in here?”

      She blinks. “How would I know?”

      “It’s your party,” I accuse her.

      She glares at me. “Seriously, Ryland? You think I would invite those types of people to my party?”

      “Why were they here, then?”

      “I don’t know!” she cries out.

      “Okay, why don’t we all calm down,” Javier says.

      I look at him. “Don’t.”

      He glares at me. “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t butt into our business.”

      “Jesus, Ryland. You’re such an asshole. Javier totally had your back up there,” Gabriella says. “Besides, why don’t you tell me why Hudson has a gun at my party?”

      Hudson’s jaw clenches.

      “So you’re just going to stand there and say nothing?” Gabriella asks.

      “Yep. That’s what they do,” Connor chimes in and scowls. “I’ll be having a drink if anyone wants one. I’m tired of this bullshit where the three of them know what’s going on but we don’t.” He walks out of the room.

      Gabriella points at Javier and Chloe. “Are you two going to tell me what it is you really do and why you are here?”

      Javier takes a deep breath.

      Chloe says, “You invited us. That’s why we are here. I want to be friends with you.”

      Gabriella gives Chloe and Javier an icy stare. “Friends don’t lie to each other. All you’ve done is lie to me since I met you. And you”—she points to Javier—“you’ve been lying to me all night as well.”

      “It’s better off not knowing some things,” I tell her.

      Softly, she says, “You know, I think I’m done with all of you. You’re all liars. There is no other way to spin it.” She turns and walks in the direction Connor went.

      “Gabriella,” Chloe calls, but she doesn’t turn around.

      Great. We’ve hurt Gabriella and Connor, but telling them what’s going on isn’t going to help them.

      “Why don’t you tell her?” Javier asks.

      Anger flares through my bones. “And what good would that do?”

      “Maybe they should know what’s going on so they are aware of what to watch out for.”

      “I think it would be best if you stopped trying to get in my sister’s pants and used your brain,” I hurl at him.

      “Ryland!” Chloe cries out.

      Javier scowls. “Really?”

      “Why were you upstairs with my sister in the first place?” Hudson asks.

      “Not that it’s any of your concern, but she was showing me the restroom. The two down here had lines.”

      “Not my concern? That’s my sister,” I bark.

      “Yeah, and she’s an adult.”

      “Best if you stay away from our sister,” Hudson says.

      He snorts. “Like Ryland is staying away from Chloe?”

      Chloe’s green eyes widen. “Javier!”

      “Chloe’s able to handle herself,” I tell him.

      “Ryland!” Chloe walks out of the room.

      Now I’ve done it. I go after her. Javier and Hudson follow me as Gracie comes down the stairs.

      “What’s going on?” she asks.

      “Nothing. Keep out of it,” Hudson says.

      “Really, Hudson? You bring a gun into Mom and Dad’s house, and we’re supposed to forget it happened?”

      We ignore her.

      “Gabriella, I want to be friends with you. Nothing about that was a lie,” Chloe tells her.

      She’s sitting on an island chair, drinking a fishbowl with Connor. “Whatever,” she says, clicks her solo cup with Connor’s, and they chug back their drinks.

      “You’re going to be wasted drinking that,” I tell her. Gabriella hardly drinks. Connor’s fishbowls are known to make an alcoholic get a quick buzz.

      “There goes Dad again,” Connor snarkily tells her.

      She spins in her seat. “Stop trying to tell me what to do all the time.” She points at Hudson and me. “I’m so sick of you two and Beckett always acting like you’re my bosses. You’re not.”

      “Someone needs to be if you’re going to have parties where Twisted Heart gang members show up.” Hudson glares at her.

      The color drains from her face. “What are you talking about?”

      “That guy had the tattoo on his chest. I want to know how they got in here,” Hudson barks.

      Gracie walks over to Gabriella and Connor and points to us. “They didn’t come from one of us inviting them, so that leaves one of you.”

      Beckett and Mia come into the kitchen. “What’s going on?”

      “Ryland and Hudson are trying to blame us for gang members being at my party.” Gabriella shoots daggers at Hudson and me.

      “Well, how did they get here?” Beckett asks.

      “Seriously? You’re the one who knew them!” Gabriella exclaims.

      “I think we should all take a breather,” Chloe says.

      “Stay out of this,” Beckett barks at her.

      “Don’t talk to her like that,” I tell him.

      Beckett’s eyes turn into slits. “I think it’s time we head home, Mia.”

      “I’ll drive you home, just in case they’re still around,” Hudson says.

      “Gee, who’s going to protect us since your gun won’t be here?” Gabriella snottily says.

      Hudson snorts. “You know what, you’re right. I’ll be back after I drop Beckett and Mia off.”

      “But who will protect them?” Gabriella bites back.

      “Jeez, you’re a bitch when you drink.”

      Javier steps up to Hudson. “Don’t call your sister that.”

      “What are you going to do about it?”

      Chloe tugs on Javier’s arm. “I think we need to call it a night.”

      Javier and Hudson stare at each other.

      “Hudson, let’s go,” Beckett says.

      Hudson exhales and leaves the room. Beckett and Mia follow and the door slams shut.

      Gabriella stands up. “Well, I’m not staying here to put up with him all night.”

      “Me, either,” Gracie says.

      “Count me in.” Connor nods at them.

      “You’ve all been drinking. You’re staying put,” I tell them.

      Gabriella stabs me in the chest with her finger. “You aren’t my boss.”

      I grasp her arm. “You need to stay here. You aren’t used to drinking.”

      She shrugs out of my grasp and leaves the room with Gabriella and Connor.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Out,” Gracie calls.

      “Then why are you going upstairs?”

      “To get changed, Einstein,” Gabriella calls down.

      “I’m going with you, then.”

      “No. You aren’t. Don’t come near us, Ryland,” Gracie yells.

      I rub my hand in my hair, practically yanking it out in frustration.

      “I’ll go with them,” Javier says.

      I glare at him.

      Chloe grabs my arm and softly says, “Let him go with them, Ryland.”

      Javier turns to Chloe. “You want me to drop you off first?”

      “Ryland can take me home, right?”

      I hesitate then address Javier. “Gracie and Connor handle their alcohol better than Gabriella. That fishbowl she drank is going to hit her hard in a little while. Don’t let her drink anymore. She’s pissed and that’s why she’s drinking. She’ll regret it in the morning. And Gracie can get a bit wild, so if any dudes get on her, pull them off because Connor will probably be too busy trying to get laid to watch out for either of them.”

      He nods at me. “Got it.”

      “You aren’t going to take advantage of my sister’s state, right?”

      “Are you seriously asking me that?”

      I hold my hands up. “I had to ask.”

      My three siblings come down the stairs. Gabriella hands Javier a shirt. “Here’s your shirt back. Although I prefer you without it.” She giggles and puts her hand on his chest.

      “Why do you have his shirt?” I growl.

      “Calm down. Gabriella made him take it off at the door to get into the party. She had it in her bedroom so he wouldn’t lose it,” Chloe says.

      “Not that it’s any of your concern,” Gabriella adds.

      Javier puts his shirt on. “I’m going with you three if that’s okay?”

      Gabriella puts her finger on his nose. “I don’t know. Are you going to play good cop or bad cop?”

      Javier and Chloe both shift at the mention of cop.

      Javier’s expression when he stares at Gabriella makes me want to punch him.

      “To be determined. Let’s go.” He leads her to the door.

      “No more drinks, Gabriella.”

      “Mind your own business, Ryland.” She bounces out of the house with the rest of them.

      Chloe puts her hand on my arm.

      “He’d better not take advantage of my sister.”

      Her green eyes flare. “Stop it. Javier is a really good guy.”

      I grunt.

      “Honestly. Your family is in good hands.”

      “They’d better be.”

      A car door slams. Within seconds, Hudson walks in. “Where is everyone?”

      “Out. Javier is making sure they come back in one piece,” I inform him.

      “Javier?”

      “He’s a great guy. They are in good hands,” Chloe protests.

      Hudson cracks a beer open. “You would say that.”

      “What’s your problem with us? We’re here to help you.”

      Hudson sits down at the barstool. “You don’t know how to help very well, from where I’m sitting.”

      “What’s that mean?” Chloe asks.

      Hudson sits back and takes a big gulp of his beer. “Three years.”

      Chloe reddens. “I wish you would all stop blaming me for that. I only got down here.”

      Hudson snorts. “Like you’re going to be able to change anything. You should go back to Virginia. No use for you here.”

      I’ve had enough. “Hudson! Knock it off.”

      “And why do you have a gun?” Chloe asks.

      “It’s registered. I have my permit. Mind your own business.”

      “Enough,” I bark.

      He squints at me. “Use your head and not your dick, Ryland.”

      “I think it’s time to go, Chloe.”

      She shakes her head at Hudson and leaves the room.

      “See you later.” He waves us off.

      I ignore him and am quickly at Chloe’s side. We leave the house and climb into my truck. “I’m sorry about that.”

      She stares out the window. I brush her hair behind her ear, and she closes her eyes.

      “Hey.”

      She faces me.

      “My family can be a lot. Tomorrow everything will be calm again. They don’t mean to be nasty.”

      Her green eyes sear mine. “Why don’t you want us here? We’re trying to help keep you all safe.”

      Skates and Henry are both dead. We kept ourselves safe.

      “We can handle our own safety.” I instantly regret the comment.

      “By waving guns around?”

      Not anymore. My gun is on the bottom of the ocean in pieces.

      “If Hudson didn’t have a gun tonight, who knows what would have happened.”

      “Something bad could have happened as well.”

      “It’s our house. We have a right to protect it.”

      “It’s your parents’ house. Hudson could have gone to jail if something happened.”

      Rage flies out of me. “And that would have been just? A gang member is in the house we grew up in, with my sisters and brothers, and we’re not supposed to protect them?”

      She sighs. “I didn’t create the law. It’s not my choice to decide what happens when people take matters into their own hands.”

      And this is why you shouldn’t have touched Chloe. She’s bound by the law, and it’s black and white to her.

      I rub my face then start the truck and pull out into the road.

      “You know Triker isn’t going to let this go. The Twisted Hearts seek revenge, no matter how small the matter. He’s as vindictive as Skates and one of his top thugs.”

      It’s never going to end. Skates and Henry are dead, and my family is still in danger. My sin didn’t save us.

      Chloe puts her hand on my thigh. “You and your family need to let us help you. I don’t want something happening to one of you.”

      “No one can help us.”

      “You’re the one who got us involved. Have you lost all faith in us?”

      Chloe is talking about the FBI, but all I hear is faith in us. I want to have faith in Chloe and me. That no matter what happens if she finds out about what I did, she won’t hold it against me and we can get past it. But I know that’s wishing too much.

      If I had met her before I killed a man, would that have made a difference? Would she be able to turn a blind eye to my darkness?

      Once again, I can’t look at her. She represents the type of person I thought I was. Chloe Drake is light and goodness. I should stay away and not touch her ever again, but when she scoots closer to me and puts her hand on my cheek, all I can think is how much I want to prove myself wrong about what she might think of me.

      And I wish she could help us, but she can’t. What’s done is done, and there’s no going back.
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      Chloe

      

      Ryland’s jaw clenches when I put my hand on it. His eyes harden, and I get the feeling once more that he’s hiding something from me. The rain is coming down hard, and I don’t want to upset him while he’s driving.

      When he parks in the garage, I hesitate, debating about asking him what’s wrong and throwing my resolve not to get personal with him again out the window.

      “Good night. Thanks for the ride,” I tell him.

      “Anytime.” He doesn’t move.

      He’s not going to try anything?

      As much as I’ve been grappling with myself to get Ryland out of my system, disappointment shoots through me.

      “See you later.” I open my door and get out.

      I’m halfway through the parking garage when he is at my side.

      “What are you doing?” I ask him.

      “Walking you to your place.”

      Flutters erupt. “I’m an FBI agent. Think I can handle walking to my unit.”

      He puts his hand on the small of my back. I should move out of it, but I don’t. Instead, I sink into his strong arms.

      “Did you not hear me? I can take care of myself.”

      “Yep. I heard you. Still walking you to your place.”

      We’re both still in our swimsuits. Ryland’s warm skin penetrates all my cells, sending little shock waves through my system.

      I huff like I’m annoyed, but I’m not.

      Outside my door, I’m on the fourth digit of the code for the keyless entry when I spin on him. “I know you’re keeping something from me, Ryland.”

      He turns away.

      I cup his cheeks and put my face close to his. “You can trust me. Tell me.”

      “I can trust you?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you trust me, Chloe?” He raises his eyebrows at me. “Hmm?”

      My mouth opens to say what, I don’t know, and then shuts.

      “That’s what I thought.”

      “It’s not in my training to trust people,” I blurt out.

      Ryland grasps my waist, drawing me to his flesh. His other hand turns the knob of my door. “But I bet you trust me in your bed.”

      I inhale sharply as his erection hardens against my stomach, and he walks me backward into my condo, shutting the door and locking it behind him.

      The brown of his eyes turns golden, filling with heat, locking with my own.

      “Tell me to go, Chloe.”

      Nothing good can come of this. Tell him to go.

      I swallow hard and say nothing, my heart pounding, the scent of his skin flaring in my nostrils, creating a new pool of dampness in my bikini bottom.

      “Last chance, then I’m staying, and you’re mine. You’re going to be begging me, Chloe. So tell me you don’t want it, and I’ll go. Because once I start, I own you for the entire night.”

      I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes out.

      No man has ever spoken to me the way Ryland does, and it makes my insides quiver.

      Oh God. There’s no going back if he stays, Chloe. Tell him to go. You’ll regret it in the morning.

      “It was a mistake earlier,” I whisper.

      “Yeah. You’re my mistake, Chloe.” He slowly unties the string to the top of my bikini. “My sexy, hot-as-fuck, feel-good mistake. And I’m claiming you as mine in five seconds.”

      A lump rises in my throat.

      As my loins pulse against Ryland’s muscular thighs, he murmurs in my ear between licking and sucking my lobe, “Five...four...three...two...one.”

      I freeze, holding my breath as he says the last number, and he softly laughs, gently biting my ear.

      Lightning cracks in the sky, causing me to jump as the windows shake and rain pounds on the tile roof.

      He steps back, eyes full of flames. “Take your top off.”

      I slowly lift my cover-up over my head. My bikini top falls, exposing my breasts.

      Ryland slowly ogles me, inch by inch, until my cheeks feel so hot, I’m sure they’re maroon. He steps forward, grabbing the white material I realize I’m clutching. He throws it across the room and snakes his arm around me to release the tied string on my top. It falls to the floor.

      “Why are you breathing harder, Chloe? I haven’t touched you yet.” He cockily smirks at me.

      I bite down on my lip, waiting, watching, wondering when he’s going to touch me.

      He tugs at the string on the right side of my bottoms, then the left, and they drift to the floor next to my top.

      One lonesome finger trails from my lips, down my neck, through my cleavage, and over my torso before he strokes the outside of my slit.

      “How wet should I make you before I really touch you?” he quietly asks, circling the top of my mound then petting my slit again.

      I refocus as energy buzzes in every cell.

      His lips lightly graze mine. He wraps his arm behind me and drags his fingers down my spine.

      My nipples harden against his pecs. My lip trembles. Air enters my lungs in small bursts.

      “Take my pants off,” he demands.

      I pull his drawstring for the second time tonight and shove his shorts to the floor. I stare down at his enormous erection as he sweeps his finger over my ass crack. “Oh God,” I whisper.

      He places his hand over mine and guides it to his cock, stroking it several times with me. “Like what you feel?”

      I nod and lick my lips as if in a trance. His cock is smooth, long, and wide. Harder than anything I’ve ever touched before.

      I want to lick it.

      I want to suck it.

      I want to graze it with my teeth.

      “Where do you want my dick?”

      “In my mouth,” I breathe.

      “Then ask me, Chloe.”

      I gape at him.

      He cockily raises an eyebrow.

      I have to have it.

      “Let me suck your cock, Ryland.”

      He leans down. “I’ll let you suck my cock, but don’t forget you don’t come until I tell you.”

      Don’t come? I’m going to make him come. What’s he talking about?

      “Tell me, you understand.”

      “I understand, Ryland.”

      “Good.” He grabs my ass and the back of my head, pulling me into him, roughly kissing me and parting my lips with his tongue.

      My knees go weak from his kiss. I moan in his mouth.

      He ends the kiss and spins me so he’s standing in front of the bed instead of me. With a hungry look, he growls, “My cock is yours.”

      Grabbing both sides of his torso, I kneel then stick my tongue out, caressing his cap that already is full of precum then repositioning my hands to stroke him.

      When I take all of Ryland in, a low, throaty groan escapes him as his dick pulses in my mouth. “Fuuuuuuck.” He grasps my hair but doesn’t shove me onto him, letting me stay in control.

      In a swift move, he grabs my torso, stands me up, and sits on my bed. Lying back, he swings my body into the sixty-nine position.

      A few licks, and he nips at my clit with his lips and teeth.

      I whimper loudly, sucking him hard, then squeezing his face with my thighs and sinking against his mouth, on the brink of climaxing.

      He slaps my ass, and I jump. “Not yet, Chloe.”

      “Oh God,” I cry out as adrenaline is already creeping through me.

      I forgot how good a real man felt.

      He blows on my pussy, and I deepthroat him while he flicks his tongue hard.

      I groan, pulsing, grazing my teeth on his shaft before his cock slips out of my mouth. Flames torch my nerves. “Ryland...don’t stop...please!”

      He groans then takes his mouth off me, sticking his fingers inside me, slowly twirling them.

      I resume my duties, and he kisses me, then roll my clit as his tongue once again rages on me.

      Buzzing, I shake, sucking harder, moaning and panting while shoving my body into his face as hard as possible.

      I quiver faster, and he slows down. I yank my head up. “No! Ryland, keep going. Oh God. Please.”

      “Sit up.”

      “What? No. Finish. Please.”

      He commands, “Put your knees against the headboard and sit on my face.”

      “On your face?”

      “Yeah, Chloe, sit on my face.”

      I crawl over his body, shaking, desperate for it. Placing my legs over his shoulders, I gaze down at him.

      Smoldering desire is on his face. He rubs the top of my thighs with his calloused hands. “Reach for the headboard.”

      I grasp the velvet fabric on the top of the oversized board.

      Ryland grabs my ass and repositions my sex on his face, holding me steady as he flicks his tongue throughout me.

      My cries are loud, uninhibited, and desperate. I circle my hips, grinding into him, my thighs weak and smashing my body against the headboard.

      Every time I think he’s going to let me orgasm, he eases up, taking me right to the very tipping point then bringing me back down.

      “Ryland, please!” I hoarsely plead.

      He reaches up and pinches my nipples, sending a new set of tingles straight to my core.

      I’m gripping the headboard so tight, I’m sure my knuckles are white. My skin is full of sweat, and I am in a constant state of adrenaline surges. I don’t know how long it goes on, but, not able to take anymore, I reach down and grip his head, pushing it as hard into me as possible, begging him not to stop.

      He smacks my ass, and I arch.

      “I didn’t say you could come, Chloe,” he growls.

      I’m a shaking mess, drowning in a never-ending ocean of need.

      “Please,” I whisper.

      “Put your hands back,” he growls.

      I grip the headboard again as he rubs over the spot he smacked me, sending new shock waves to all my nerve endings.

      He latches back on me, bringing me back up, and then down, over and over.

      “Please. I need it...so bad,” I cry out.

      “Okay, baby.” He smacks my ass again and growls, “Come!” His mouth becomes a tornado, sweeping through my pussy, sending me higher and higher, over the edge. I soar into a state of multiple climaxes as pleasure crashes through my atoms.

      Hardly able to hold the headboard anymore, I think it’s over, but he sends me into another round of earth-shattering ecstasy.

      White light.

      Stars.

      More white light.

      I think I may pass out from my inability to focus on anything besides the rush of endorphins I’ve never felt before.

      I collapse over him, trying to breathe, still pulsing but totally spent.

      He sweetly kisses my thighs. His lips buzz on my skin, and he caresses my back, giving me time to return to planet earth.

      When I roll off him, he takes his arm and wipes his face. I’m lying on my back, still breathing hard, my lip shaking, and insides like a bowl full of bouncing Jell-O.

      His mouth crashes into mine, his tongue full of my orgasms, the scent flaring in my nostrils. Latching his fingers through my hair, he moves his body so his cock is pressing on my thigh.

      “You did good, baby,” he murmurs. “So good.”

      I can’t speak. My head makes quick little bobs, still not sure how my body could have possibly orgasmed so many times.

      I don’t remember sex being this good.

      “You did so good, I’m going to let you come as much as you want now.”

      “I can’t,” I whisper, sure my body can’t take anymore.

      He presses his forehead to mine. “You can, and you will.” It’s not an order, more like a promise.

      I gape at him, not sure how it’s even possible. “How?” my raspy voice asks, still not believing there is any adrenaline left in me.

      He caresses my cheek with the back of his fingers. “I know what you need and how to take care of you. That’s how.”

      “What I need?” I murmur.

      “Yes,” he states as if there is no room to question it.

      “Ry—”

      He puts his finger over my lips. “I’m going to get a condom out of my swim trunks. When I get back in this bed, you’re going to tell me to stay. And then you’re going to tell me who you need.”

      I swallow hard, scared of admitting anything to him.

      His lips sweetly brush mine. “I need to hear you say it, Chloe.” He closes his eyes briefly, almost like he’s afraid I won’t tell him what he wants to hear. “I’m not going to pretend this is a superficial fling...that this isn’t real between us. It can’t be this good and not real.”

      I inhale sharply.

      And I know I shouldn’t. I’m playing with fire and about to get burned.

      He kisses my forehead, gets off the bed, and removes a strip of condoms from his pocket. Lying back down, he stares at me, waiting.

      Don’t tell him. This can’t go anywhere.

      “Stay. I need you, Ryland.”
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      I’m afraid she’s not going to tell me. Then she says what I want her to.

      “Stay. I need you, Ryland.” Her voice is hoarse from begging and crying out. Her green eyes slightly scared.

      I shouldn’t go down this path with her, but I can’t help myself. She’s like a drug. An addictive, highly potent, life-altering drug that once you take it, there’s nothing else you crave.

      Without thinking about all the reasons I should stay away from her, I crush my lips to hers, wrapping my arms tight around her, positioning my body to feel every inch of her still-warm and trembling flesh.

      “Don’t regret me tomorrow,” I murmur between her lips.

      “I don’t want to,” she whispers.

      “Then don’t,” I sternly tell her.

      Her hands move across my back, and nothing has ever felt better than being in her arms.

      And I wonder if she has the power to be my salvation. To make me forget about what I did and bring me back to the man I always was before I made that decision—a decision I would make again if I had to, but a choice that has changed who I now feel I’ve become.

      She grabs the strip of condoms, rips one off, and opens it behind my back.

      “You get an A for that,” I tease.

      She softly laughs and inserts her hand between us, rolls the condom on my throbbing shaft.

      “Add some plus signs to your A.”

      A sweet smile crosses her face, and I steal her lips as she widens her legs and wraps them around me, bucking her hips up.

      I groan as I enter her tight flesh, and she presses her fingertips into my shoulders.

      “Ryland,” she moans, and her face flushes with new heat.

      “I got you,” I say, keeping still for a moment so she can get used to me.

      “Why do you feel so good,” she breathes. “Oh God.”

      I tug her lip between my teeth then move across her jaw and neck as I thrust inside her.

      She’s so good, and she doesn’t even know it. Chloe’s whimpering, circling perfectly to meet my movements, creating a fire in my veins so hot, Satan himself couldn’t stand in it. And she’s already on the verge of another climax, her walls gripping my cock in desperation.

      “Ryland,” she softly cries into the curve of my neck. “Oh yes...yes...oh.”

      Stroking her hair, I keep my thrusts steady, knowing if I go any faster, I’m going to explode too soon.

      “Let go, beautiful,” I tell her, and almost instantly, she shakes hard in my arms, her eyes rolling, her luscious mouth in an O, gasping for air and crying out my name.

      Her nails dig into my back, clawing and grasping me, slipping on the sweat from my skin.

      The arch of her back falls back into my palms as she comes down from her orgasm, and then it jerks back as she screams, “Oh fuck. Ryland. Oh fuck,” and her body convulses hard under me.

      My arms draw her closer to me. “I got you, baby.”

      Watching her unravel is better than I thought it would be. Feeling her body, listening to her sounds, tasting her skin, smelling her scent—it’s like a never-ending gift that keeps on giving.

      Testosterone races through me, my balls shrivel, and I no longer can hold myself back.

      I thrust faster in her as the room becomes an echo chamber of our uninhibited cries and moans through the rain.

      “Fuuuuuuck,” I cry out then groan as my body explodes into hers, pumping my seed, and sending her into another explosive state.

      We collapse together, flesh to flesh, breath heaving, holding each other tight.

      I roll to the side, still holding her as we lay on the pillows face-to-face.

      Chloe doesn’t say anything. She gently strokes my cheek, her skin flushed, and her chest rising and falling quickly. Her mouth opens to speak, but she hesitates then closes it.

      “Are you already regretting me?”

      She furrows her brow. “No.”

      “Then what is it?”

      Biting her lip, she moves her face on my pillow. “Do you think the same bad thing could ever happen twice to one person?”

      I run a hand through her hair. “I don’t know. I would hope not. Why do you ask that?”

      To my surprise, her eyes fill with tears. She scrunches her face and focuses on the ceiling.

      I turn her chin back to me. “Chloe, what’s wrong?”

      A tear drops down her cheek. She quickly wipes it away. “Ugh.”

      I sit up and pull her into my arms. “Hey. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing. I’m sorry.” She presses her palms against her eyes, and hot tears fall on my arm.

      I kiss the top of her head. “Tell me what’s happening right now.”

      “Oh God. I can’t believe I’m doing this.” She still has her hands covering her eyes.

      I hold her tighter. “Did I do something wrong?”

      “No. Not at all. It’s...oh God, this is messed up.” More tears drip on me.

      “Shh. It’s okay. Just tell me what’s wrong.”

      “I can’t,” she whispers.

      “Why not?”

      “I...I don’t know what to even say.”

      I had to have done something wrong.

      “Take a breather and then tell me whatever comes to your mind first. Please. Tell me.”

      “This is so embarrassing. I just met you.” She wipes at her face.

      I tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. “I think we’ve crossed the line of I hardly know you at this stage. I did make you orgasm so many times I lost track.”

      She softly laughs and nudges my chest.

      Kissing her cheek, I wait for her to talk.

      She blows out a big breath. “I’m going to sound like a complete psycho.”

      “You have met my family, right?”

      She chuckles again and sighs. “You know how you asked me how long it had been since I had a boyfriend?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I lied.”

      I peck her on the lips. “Okay. It’s all right.”

      Awesome. She just got out of a relationship. I’m the rebound.

      “It’s been almost two years.”

      “Why?”

      Pain crosses her face. Her eyes stay shut for quite a while, and she says, “Because he got shot and died.”

      If she ever finds out what I did, she’s going to hate me.

      “He wasn’t my boyfriend. He was my fiancé and died two months before our wedding.”

      And you made a point of saying she wasn’t married. You’re such an asshole, Ryland.

      As tight as I can hold her, I do. “I’m sorry. I was such an ass the other night.”

      “No. You didn’t know.”

      “So, you haven’t been with anyone in almost two years?”

      Her cheeks flush crimson and she puts her hands over her face.

      “Hey. You don’t have anything to be embarrassed about.”

      Slowly, she removes her hands from her face.

      “Do you feel guilty about being with me or something like that?” I ask her.

      “No.” Fresh tears stream down her face.

      I wipe at them with my thumbs. “Chloe?”

      “I just...I don’t know why I’m crying over this...I’m a total psycho.”

      “You aren’t. It’s okay. Just tell me.”

      She takes a shaky breath. “No one’s held me in so long...or...or touched me. I just... I’ve felt so dead.” The dam breaks, and tears fall everywhere.

      I tug her onto my lap and pretzel my body around her. My heart bleeds, watching her cry, thinking about her being alone these last few years and all she’s gone through.

      “I’m sorry. I’m a total psycho,” she repeats.

      “No, you aren’t. Stop saying that,” I sternly tell her.

      “I’m like one of those stories people tell about bad dates they’ve been on.”

      “Technically, we’ve never been on a date. We just had the best sex ever several times tonight.”

      “Okay, then I’m one of those sluts guys tell stories about.”

      I snort. “No. You aren’t.”

      Several minutes pass before she quietly says, “You can go if you want. You don’t have to stay. I’m fine.”

      “Are you kicking me out?”

      “Um...no, I’m—”

      “Then scoot down under the covers. I wake up early and require food and coffee. I’m assuming you have nothing in this place, so I’ll be dragging you to breakfast in the morning.”

      “In your swimsuit?”

      “I have a change of clothes in the truck.”

      “You do?” She peers at me curiously.

      “Yeah. I threw it in there in case I got to Gabriella’s party and people were actually dressed.”

      “I like your sister. I hope she still isn’t mad at me tomorrow.”

      “Don’t worry about Gabriella. She’ll get over it. That’s how us Brookses roll. Fight today, friends tomorrow.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Now scoot down. I’m an excellent spooner.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yeah. And I’m guaranteeing to help you get in a workout before breakfast tomorrow, so rest up.”
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      When I wake up, the sun is streaming through the window, and I’m pretzeled into Ryland’s body.

      I freeze, while the events of the previous night flash in my mind.

      I told Ryland about Peter and cried. Ugh. How could I have done that? He must think I’m a total psycho girl throwing my baggage at him.

      He’s not even your boyfriend, and you laid all your crap on him.

      “Ugh,” I moan out loud by accident.

      Ryland’s arms grip me tighter. “Are you regretting me?” His deep voice alone shoots my hormones in overdrive, never mind his hard erection stabbing my hip.

      I roll over into him. “No.”

      His hair is messy from me gripping it during my orgasms and him sleeping on it. Stubble darkens his face. His lips turn up, and he murmurs, “Good,” before kissing me as if his life depended on it.

      I’m left breathless and don’t have time to worry any further about how I cried last night. Within seconds, he’s worshipping my body, and we’re going at it again.

      After making me beg for what feels like hours, he once again gives me so many intense orgasms, my head is spinning.

      He jumps up and throws on his swim trunks. “I’m going to get my bag, and then I’ll be back to shower with you. Don’t you dare get out of bed until I return.”

      I salute him, and he winks at me and leaves.

      He doesn’t take long to return, and, after an intense shower, we get ready and emerge just as Connor and Gracie come out of Javier’s unit.

      “What are you doing here?” Ryland demands.

      Gracie puts her finger to her lips. “Shh. You don’t need to be so loud.” She presses her hands to her head.

      “Bad hangover?” I ask her.

      She nods then winces.

      Connor breaks into song.

      “Are you still drunk?” Ryland chides.

      “Maybe.” Connor laughs.

      Ryland shakes his head. “Where’s Gabriella?”

      Gracie points down the hall.

      Ryland reddens. “I’m going to kill him.”

      I grab his arm. “Don’t jump to conclusions.”

      He shakes my grip away and bangs on Javier’s door.

      Javier opens the door. “Ryland—”

      “Where’s my sister?”

      “Chill out. She’s really sick, and she finally fell asleep.”

      “You got her wasted?”

      “No, I did not. Your brother and sister fed her shots when I went to the restroom.”

      Ryland storms past him.

      I wince. “Sorry, Javier.”

      He ignores me. “Ryland, let her sleep.”

      “In your bed?”

      Javier groans. “Man, let her rest. I was up all night with her while she puked. She finally got to sleep.”

      I put my hand on Rylands arm. “Ryland. She’s in good hands. Javier wouldn’t hurt her.”

      He lets out a big breath. “I’m sorry. Thank you for taking care of her. I’ll get her home.”

      Javier steps in front of his closed bedroom door. “No. Let her sleep. I’ll bring her home when she wakes up and isn’t puking anymore.”

      Ryland hesitates. “You sure?”

      “Yes. Let her rest. I’ll text you when I drop her off.”

      “She’ll be fine here. Let her rest, Ryland,” I reiterate.

      His shoulders relax a bit. “Okay. We’re going to breakfast. Do you want anything?”

      Javier shakes his head. “I’m good. Thanks though.”

      We start to leave, and Ryland stops and turns to Javier. “I appreciate you taking care of Gracie and Connor last night, too.”

      “No problem. You have a nice family.”

      “Thanks.”

      I can’t tell if Javier still disapproves of me with Ryland, or after all the craziness of last night, he doesn’t care anymore. Either way, I know I’ll find out when we’re alone next.

      Connor and Gracie are nowhere to be found.

      “Where would they have gone?” I ask Ryland.

      “I’m sure they hopped on the trolley.”

      “You aren’t worried about them?”

      “Not as much as Gabriella.”

      “Because she’s sick?”

      “No.” He opens the door of his truck, and I get in.

      When he gets in, I turn in my seat. “Is Gabriella your favorite or something?”

      He veers out of the parking garage and into the street.

      Before he can answer, I point. “You were right. Connor and Gracie are getting on the trolley.”

      He lets out a sigh.

      How much stress does he feel thinking it’s his responsibility to watch out for his siblings?

      I rub his shoulder. It’s tense again. “Hey.”

      He mistakes my gesture. “Gabriella was there the night Clay and Mia got shot. The four of them—Clay, Beckett, Mia, and Gabriella—went to the bonfire together. Gabriella convinced Mia to lie to her grandparents and go to the party. She saw my brother being taken off the beach in handcuffs. They told us Mia died. Gabriella blamed herself for that and also for not looking out for Beckett and Clay.”

      “That must have really affected her.”

      Ryland briefly glances at me and then back at the road. “She had nightmares for years. She and Beckett bicker more than any of us, and I think a piece of her died when he went to jail because they were also the closest in some ways. And Mia was her best friend. We all lost so much that night, but Gabriella lost three people she loved.”

      “She has a great personality. I loved the thought of being friends with someone fun like her.”

      “Believe it or not, her personality has sparked back to life since Beckett got released, and Mia showed up. She doesn’t drink a lot or go to many parties. I was surprised when she planned that one last night, but I think she was trying to do something fun for Mia and Beckett. Maybe give them something they didn’t get to have all these years.”

      “She has a good heart.”

      He nods and parks in the lot across from a restaurant on the beach.

      When we get out of the truck, he holds my hand and guides me to the other side of the street.

      The restaurant has outdoor seating on a patio, a covered porch, and tiki huts. The hostess seats us on the patio right next to the sand. The ocean breeze is refreshing, and it isn’t too muggy, surprisingly, after the previous day. Turquoise waves crash on the white sand shore.

      “Do you come here a lot?”

      “Not during tourist season but now and then.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “You haven’t experienced the beach yet, have you?”

      “No.”

      “You need to.”

      “I won’t argue with that.”

      A server comes over, and we order coffee. He quickly returns with two cups, and we both select omelets.

      Ryland opens his mouth then closes it.

      “What?”

      He strokes my hand. “I haven’t asked you if you’re doing okay today.”

      Heat rushes to my face. “I was hoping you forgot about that.”

      He tilts his head at me. “Chloe, you shouldn’t be embarrassed.”

      I squirm. “Can we not talk about this?”

      “But if you want to—”

      “Please drop it.”

      He stares at me but finally says, “All right. I only want to make sure you’re okay.”

      “Thanks, but I’m fine.” I grab my cup of coffee and take a sip while peering out at the yachts several hundred feet from the shoreline. “Do you think Skates is on one of those boats?”

      Ryland lifts his hand off mine, and I turn to him. His eyes darken.

      Why does he seem spooked?

      There is something he isn’t telling me about Skates.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up a bad topic.”

      “It’s fine. I just hope he gets what he deserves.” He picks up his coffee cup and takes a sip, continuing to observe the water.

      “You and me both.”

      Ryland turns to me. “What do you know about this Triker guy?”

      “His name has come across the radar a few times. He’s one of the top leaders in Skates’ gang. But he’s been in jail for a while. He must have gotten parole. He was serving a thirty-year sentence.”

      Ryland snorts. “Nice justice system.”

      “It’s not perfect, I’ll agree. But that system got your brother released early.”

      “My brother, who didn’t hurt anyone and shouldn’t have been there,” he snarls.

      I shift in my chair then drink my coffee.

      Ryland rubs his hands over his face. “Why do you think Triker was in my parents’ house?”

      “I think we should talk to Beckett about that.”

      “You think Beckett has something to do with this?” He scowls.

      I hold my hands in the air. “Whoa. Can you try to not jump to conclusions and remember we’re on the same team?”

      “I want Beckett and Mia left alone.”

      “He’s the only one who has spent any time with Triker.”

      “My brother didn’t hang out with him in prison.”

      “I’m not insinuating that. But if Triker is free, he’ll be the one in charge while Skates is hiding out. Beckett may know information that can help us take them both down.”

      Ryland looks away.

      I put my hand on his arm, and he turns back to me. “I’m not out to hurt your brother. It’s too coincidental Triker showed up last night. Your entire family could be in danger. Skates could be planning something.”

      “It’s never going to be over,” Ryland mutters.

      I move my chair closer to him. “It will. We will figure this out. I think we can even clear Beckett’s name.”

      Ryland arches a brow. “How’s that?”

      “Now that Mia is back, she could testify against Skates and Henry. Beckett and Mia could help us lock them up.”

      Ryland’s eyes become slits. “There is no way Mia or Beckett will ever do that. Nothing has changed, Chloe. Instead of focusing on Mia or Beckett, why don’t you focus on Triker and get him thrown back in prison for violating his parole or some other crime I’m sure he’s committed? Do that and my family will be safe. Leave my brother and Mia alone.”

      But Skates and Henry are still out there.

      I glare at him.

      “Don’t act like I’m in the wrong here.”

      “What about Skates and Henry?”

      “What about them?”

      “You said if Triker goes away, your family will be safe. Skates and Henry are still out there. You will all still be in danger.”

      Ryland swallows hard and stares at the sea. His leg bounces.

      We’re interrupted when the server brings our omelets to the table. I scoot my chair back and observe Ryland. His expression on his face is similar to the one he had the day I met him. He seems unaware our food is on the table he’s so lost in thought.

      Something happened. He’s hiding something.

      “Can I get you anything else?”

      “I’m good. Ryland?”

      He turns. His eyes widen as if he’s noticing the food for the first time.

      “You need anything else?”

      “I’m good. Thank you.”

      The server leaves, and I put my hand on his.

      “Tell me what’s bothering you.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Something is.”

      He picks up his fork. “Everything is fine. Eat your breakfast. I’m sorry if I’m moody. I don’t function well without food.”

      You seemed to function fine in my bedroom for a few hours this morning.

      I take a few bites, but my appetite is gone. Ryland is hiding something. I know it. He won’t tell me. I play with the potatoes on my plate.

      Ryland sighs, puts his silverware down, and moves his chair next to mine. He grabs my fork.

      “What are you doing?”

      He scoops a bite of my omelet on the fork and brings it to my mouth. “Eat.”

      “I can feed myself.”

      “I’m a jerk. Forgive me and eat. Don’t let me ruin your breakfast.” He holds the food closer.

      I try to take the fork away from him, but he shoves it into his mouth.

      “Hey!”

      “Mmm,” he moans while chewing.

      I elbow him in the stomach.

      He raises another portion to me.

      I smirk.

      Before I can get it, he gobbles that up, too.

      “Stop eating my food!”

      He grins. “You have to move fast. I’m serious about my breakfast.”

      I point to his plate then mine. “That’s yours. This is mine, hands off.”

      Another bite goes on the fork, and this time I let him feed me.

      “Pretty good, huh?”

      I nod.

      “Jelly?” he asks.

      I shrug.

      He spreads it on my toast. As soon as I swallow, he holds it up.

      “I really can—”

      He takes a bite.

      I grab both pieces of his toast and the rest of mine.

      “You aren’t going to eat seven pieces of bread.”

      “It’s technically three and a half pieces. They’re cut in half.”

      “You still aren’t going to eat all of those.”

      “Watch me.” I stuff half a piece into my mouth.

      He tries to grab it from me, but I stick my neck out and take a bite of the jelly piece still in his hand.

      “Don’t eat my—”

      Ryland’s phone rings. He puts the toast down and glances at his cell. “Sorry, it’s Hudson.”

      “Go ahead.” I stuff another piece of buttery carbs into my mouth.

      He puts his hand on my leg. “What’s going on?” He inches his fingers to the inside of my thigh.

      My loins turns to Jell-O once again.

      “You want to do what?”

      I try not to listen to his conversation, but between being an FBI agent and sitting next to him, it’s nearly impossible.

      “Beckett, too?” His hand freezes on my leg. “No, I’m at Gulf Drive Cafe with Chloe.”

      I wave a piece of toast in front of him then bite down on it.

      “Yeah. Connor is still wasted, Gracie is hungover, and Gabriella puked all night. She’s sleeping right now. She’s at Javier’s—”

      I put my hand on top of his.

      His jaw clenches. “The three of them stayed the night there, and he took care of her. She’s sleeping. Javier said he would bring her back when she wakes up and isn’t sick anymore.”

      He takes a sip of coffee and then barks, “You don’t think I made sure he wasn’t going to?” He tilts his head to the sky then says, “Fine. Shoot me the time when you decide,” then hangs up.

      “Everything okay?”

      “Another fun day in the Brooks family.”

      I wave a piece of toast in front of him. “Trade you. You tell me what that means for this.”

      He grunts. “Hudson is calling a family meeting to tell the others that you are FBI agents and they need to be aware of the Twisted Hearts.”

      I add jelly and hand the slice to him. “Are you telling them what happened the night of Clay’s murder?”

      “Beckett is still deciding.” He takes a big bite.

      “I think it’s a smart decision. They need to be extra cautious.”

      Ryland swallows. “It won’t be until later tonight. Hudson wants to have a sunset cookout.”

      “On the beach?”

      “Yes. It’s a private spot where the ocean meets the bay on the point.”

      “Sounds nice.”

      He leans in and puts his hand back on my thigh. “I’m assuming you have no plans.”

      “Gee, thanks. I appear to be that big a loser, huh?”

      He holds up his hands. “Hey, it’s Saturday, you just got here, and your only friends are probably Javier and my little sister.”

      I bat my eyes at him. “What about you? Aren’t you my friend?”

      “Nope.” He steals several potatoes off my plate.

      “Then what are you?”

      He growls, “I’m your man.”

      I slap my hand over my mouth, trying to stifle a laugh while flutters take off in my gut. “My man?”

      “Yep.” He feeds me a forkful of omelet.

      What does that mean?

      “As your man, it’s my duty to give you a proper beach day.”

      I chew and swallow. “A proper beach day?”

      He winks. “Swimsuits in the water or sun tent are optional. Sunscreen is a must.”
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      I choose a secluded, tree-shaded stretch of beach, and when we arrive, I set up a sun tent. Chloe and I spend the day in and out of the sea, with our hands all over each other.

      Neither of us brings up the topic of Skates or anything to do with the Twisted Hearts. I’m relieved. I hate lying to Chloe, and she isn’t stupid. She knows I’m hiding something from her.

      Hudson and Beckett aren’t happy I’m with Chloe. They’re right. It’s safer for me to stay away from her. But I can’t. And now that I’ve had her, there’s no turning back.

      Hudson sent a joint text to all my siblings and me to meet for dinner around six at the spot where Chloe and I are spending the afternoon. There are metal grills and picnic tables under the trees. Hudson shows up when Chloe and I are sticking the sun tent into the carry bag.

      I had already texted him and Beckett to be nice to Chloe and deal with it. He curtly nods when he approaches. “Chloe.”

      At least he isn’t scowling.

      “Hey, Hudson.” She smiles, likely relieved he isn’t behaving nasty like last night.

      “Ryland, come help me unload my truck.”

      “Chloe, why don’t you go get the sand off at the outdoor shower and get changed?”

      She slings her bag over her shoulder. “Okay.”

      When Hudson and I get to his truck, he lowers the gate. “You’re putting all of us in danger.”

      “I have it handled.”

      “I know you like her. I’m sure she’s great, but this affects all of us.”

      “I said I have it under control. Stop worrying. I’m not going to say anything.”

      He crosses his arms.

      “What did Beckett decide? Is he going to tell everyone what happened the night Clay died?”

      “Yeah. He decided that since Skates and Henry are dead, there is no more risk if they know. But they have to promise not to tell Mom and Dad. Dad won’t forgive himself if he knows Henry was involved.”

      I pick up the cooler, and he grabs several canvas totes full of food and paper products. We set them on the picnic table. Hudson puts coals on the grill and lights it up.

      Chloe joins us and helps get everything set up. “Javier and Gabriella are here.”

      I turn around. Gabriella has a Gatorade in her hand and is wearing sunglasses. She’s walking slowly. Her face is pale. Javier gives a small wave.

      I put my arm around her shoulders. “You okay?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      She grimaces.

      “She’s kept down Alka Seltzer and a few Saltines,” Javier informs us.

      “Thanks again for taking care of her.”

      “No problem. Have a good night.”

      “Javier,” Hudson calls out.

      He raises his eyebrows at him.

      Hudson throws him a beer, and he catches it. “Stay. Unless you’ve got a hot date.”

      Gabriella’s head moves up. She stands straighter.

      Great. I hope she isn’t developing feelings for him.

      I point at the table. “Sit. Have some drinks and food, Javier. I think you’ve earned it.”

      “Ha, ha,” Gabriella mutters then walks over and sits on the table.

      Chloe sits next to her.

      Gracie, Connor, Beckett, and Mia eventually arrive.

      Beckett scowls at Javier and Chloe, but Mia nudges him and he says hello.

      Once the food is cooked and everyone’s plates are full, Gracie asks, “Are you going to tell us why you summoned us here?”

      Connor snorts and mumbles, “Probably to lecture us.”

      Beckett smacks his head but not hard. “Stop whining, or I’ll tell everyone except you.”

      He elbows him. “Don’t be a bigger dick.”

      “Can’t help it if my dick is bigger than yours.”

      “Ew. You’re disgusting.” Gabriella scrunches her face.

      “Totally gross,” Gracie confirms.

      “You wish,” Connor says.

      Hudson clears his throat. “Before we discuss anything, we need your word this never leaves this table. Mom and Dad are not to find out. You take this to your grave.”

      They give their word. Gabriella shoves her plate away. “Can we get this over with quickly? I don’t know how long I can sit here.”

      Javier gets up and grabs a bottle of water, pops a tablet in it, shakes it, and it fizzes. He hands it to Gabriella. “Drink this.”

      “Ugh. It’s so gross.”

      “I know. It’s been a while since you had the last one.”

      She reluctantly takes it, and he sits back down next to her.

      “Chloe and Javier are FBI agents,” I blurt out.

      Gabriella spins to Javier. “I knew you lied to me.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “You did.”

      “We didn’t mean to hurt you. It’s not something we run around telling people,” Chloe gently states.

      “Why do you need to hang around FBI agents?” Gracie crosses her arms, and her face hardens.

      Beckett puts his burger down. “The leader of the Twisted Hearts is a guy named Skates. He is the son of Casey Cline, who is also Mia’s father.”

      “What?” Connor’s head snaps up.

      Mia looks down.

      Beckett puts his arm around her. “Clay took a job from Skates, not knowing what he was getting involved in. Skates murdered him and shot Mia. Henry was there. He’s on his payroll. They threatened to kill all of you if I didn’t take the fall for it.”

      Gracie and Connor gape at us in shock.

      Gabriella covers her mouth, jumps up, and runs toward the trees. All of us guys stand.

      “I got her.” Javier is already following Gabriella.

      We take our seats. He holds her hair back and rubs her back while she pukes.

      “You should have told us, Beckett.” Gracie glares at Hudson and me. “You, too.”

      “Did you not hear what Beckett did to keep you two safe?” I bark at them.

      Gracie blinks hard. “You both let him rot in prison instead of helping him?”

      Anger fills me. Heat rushes to my cheeks. “How dare you. You don’t think it killed us? We did it to keep you safe and because it was what Beckett wanted.”

      Chloe puts her hand on my leg.

      Gracie stands. “You two think you get to make all the decisions. You should have told Mom and Dad and let them figure out how to help him.”

      “We promised Beckett. Dad would have killed Henry and ended up in a cell, too.”

      “I don’t care!”

      Beckett slaps his hand on the table. “Enough.”

      Gracie spins to him.

      He points and through clenched teeth commands, “Sit down.”

      She glares at him and doesn’t move.

      “I said sit down.”

      Gracie reluctantly does as told.

      “Tell me what you know about the Twisted Hearts or Skates,” Beckett asks her.

      She scrunches her face. “Nothing.”

      “Exactly. So shut your mouth and stop blaming people for things you know nothing about. Ryland and Hudson did what they needed to do—what I wanted them to do. Everyone is still alive. It’s the only thing that matters.”

      She swallows hard.

      “You all need to be aware of the Twisted Hearts. The Triker guy from last night is one of the leaders. Skates is hiding out on the ocean right now, and Triker is just as dangerous. If you see anyone with a twisted heart tattoo, stay away and let us know,” Hudson says.

      “And us,” Chloe chimes in.

      “So, Casey and Henry are involved in this?” Connor asks.

      “Casey was forced into his role, but Henry is bad,” Hudson replies.

      “How could you let Henry stay friends with Dad all these years?” Connor throws us all daggers.

      Beckett groans. “Can you both please try to understand we did what we needed to keep you all safe?”

      “No—” Connor starts.

      “You weren’t there. Stop judging what Beckett did. Show some gratitude,” Mia snaps.

      “So, you did know what happened and were lying, too?” Gracie scowls.

      Mia shakes her head. “No, I didn’t know until Beckett told me, and my memory came back. And if you were there, you would understand why he did what he did—for you.”

      “All of us, including Dad, are supposed to just continue to be friendly with Henry?” Connor asks in an angry tone.

      “That won’t...” Hudson turns away.

      Beckett’s eyes grow wide.

      Chloe’s body stiffens against me.

      “Yes. Until he is caught and locked up,” I interject.

      Connor stands and asks Gracie. “Think I’ve heard enough. You ready?”

      “Yep.” She goes over to Beckett and kisses his cheek. “I love you, but you made the wrong choice.”

      He grasps her waist as she turns to leave. “Everyone is alive.”

      “Shouldn’t have been your burden to carry.”

      “Gracie—”

      “I need to process this, Beckett. Thank you for finally telling us the truth.” She removes his hand from her body.

      Connor shakes his head at Beckett.

      “Connor—”

      He puts his hand up. “Don’t. Ten years of lies, and it’s our fault you lost your freedom?”

      “That’s not what any of us are claiming,” I bark.

      Connor waves and walks away with Gracie in tow.

      “Ungrateful kids, that’s what they are,” I mumble.

      “They’re hurt,” Chloe says quietly.

      Beckett picks up his fork to eat then throws it back on his plate and scrubs his hands on his face.

      “I’m taking your sister home.” Javier returns, his arm around Gabriella, and she appears as if she can hardly stand by herself.

      “I’ll take her.” Hudson gets up.

      “No, you won’t.” She pats Beckett on the shoulder. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “Get better,” he says.

      Javier puts his hand on her back and guides her to his car.

      “Well, that didn’t go the way I thought it would,” Hudson mumbles.

      “What were you going to say about Henry?” Chloe directs to him.

      He takes a sip of his beer. “Nothing.”

      Her eyes become slits.

      “You have something you want to say to me?” Hudson chides.

      “Hudson,” I warn.

      “What are you all hiding?” Chloe asks.

      I stand. “Nothing. I think I’m over this family dinner. You ready?”

      She picks her plate up and throws it in the trash. “I’ll see you all later.”

      “Won’t hold my breath,” Hudson mumbles.

      “Jesus, Hudson. Knock it off,” I grumble.

      “Bye. Have a good night.” Mia smiles at her.

      Chloe waves to Mia, and we get in my truck.

      “I’m sorry again for my family chaos.”

      “What are you not telling me, Ryland?”

      I lie to her again. “Nothing. Stop thinking we are hiding something from you.”

      “You are.”

      “I’m not,” I insist and cringe inside.

      She doesn’t respond to me, but I’m sure she doesn’t believe me. I turn onto Pine Street and then Gulf Drive, close to her house. I grab her hand. “Want to stay at my place tonight?”

      She yanks her hand away. Her tone is flat and emotionless. “No. Please drop me off at my place.”

      “Are you upset with me?”

      She snorts and avoids me.

      Shit.

      I park in the space in the garage reserved for her unit. “You mind telling me what I did to piss you off?”

      “I can’t do this.”

      My gut flips. “This as in us?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I thought we had a pretty good time together. You didn’t?”

      “It’s not about that.”

      “Then what is it about?”

      She takes a deep breath and exhales. “You say you want to be my man.”

      “I do.”

      “I don’t want a man who lies to me, Ryland.”

      No, no, no!

      Tell her.

      You can’t. She’ll throw you and everyone else you love in jail.

      I stare at the concrete wall.

      She puts her hand on my thigh. “You’re in some kind of trouble. I can feel it. Tell me what is going on so I can help you.” Her green eyes are glassy.

      “I’m not hiding anything. Come stay with me.”

      Disappointment crosses her face, and she blinks hard. She opens the door and grabs her bag. “I can’t. I’d rather be alone than lied to.”
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      Beckett texts all of us the next day. “Heads-up. Mia and I are getting married today. I know you’re all pissed at me, but if you want to come, meet us on the beach in our spot at four.”

      As messages start flying back and forth, I pick up the phone and dial him. “Is that a serious message?”

      “Yep.”

      “You’re getting married today?”

      “Yep.”

      “Without Mom and Dad in town?”

      “Yep.”

      “They are going to kill you.”

      “Yep.”

      “Why don’t you just wait for them to come home?”

      “Because their schedule isn’t going to affect me marrying the woman I love. The officiant had a cancelation, and we took it.”

      I whistle.

      “I’m not going to ask what that means.” He sounds annoyed.

      “Nothing, Bro. Congratulations. I’m happy for both of you. Mia is a great catch.”

      “Thanks. I agree.”

      “When did you get engaged?”

      Beckett quiets. “That night.”

      No other words are needed. I know what “that night” refers to.

      He clears his throat. “So, are you joining us?”

      “You know I wouldn’t miss this. You need me to get or do anything?”

      “Nope. Just show up.”

      “Okay. Are you nervous?”

      “Nope.”

      “Good. I’ll see you later.”

      I scroll through the messages where mostly my sisters are going crazy with Mia. I call Hudson.

      “Beckett is going to get married without Mom and Dad? Is he nuts?” Hudson barks.

      “I guess so. Mom is going to be livid.”

      Hudson groans. “You’re all killing me this week.”

      “You need to relax. This is Beckett’s decision, and he can deal with Mom and Dad. You shouldn’t be stressing over it.”

      He grunts. “Easy for you to say.”

      “Are you okay? I know things have been stressful, but—”

      “I’m fine. I need to go. I’ll see you later.” He hangs up.

      I stare at the phone in my hand.

      What the fuck is going on with him? Hudson has always kept a watchful eye on all of us, being the oldest, but lately, he seems to be snapping a lot more.

      You did murder a guy, and he had to carry you off the boat and into his house practically.

      Fuck.

      I need to make sure he’s okay. I’ve never even asked how he’s handling all this.

      If it weren’t for Hudson, I’d probably be in jail. He was the one who took charge and made us shower, change clothes, and doused the boat with gasoline so the flare would blow the boat up. Then he held a gun to Triker and had to take the brunt of my sibling’s backlash. And Chloe questioned him about his gun.

      Chloe.

      All night, I thrashed around in bed, holding myself back from being a psycho and going over to her place. I know the code. I could have easily gotten in and made her talk to me, but that wouldn’t have been the right or fair thing to do to her.

      Thank God you didn’t act like a complete moron. She probably would have filed a restraining order against you.

      I lay awake thinking about Chloe, damning myself for lying to her. Normally, I wasn’t a liar. Committing a murder seemed to have turned me into one. My lie hurt her.

      And I hate myself for it.

      If anyone deserves not to be hurt, it’s Chloe.

      You’re the first guy she slept with after her fiancé was shot, and you lie to her. God, you’re a douchebag.

      Chloe crying in my arms after we slept together at her house would have sent most guys packing, but all it did was make me want to protect and care for her more.

      But you blew it.

      I throw on my workout clothes and gloves and go into the private area of the parking garage that the residents have turned into a mini-gym. There are several different types of bags, and I punch, kick, and do other exercises, trying to get Chloe off my mind.

      It doesn’t work.

      No matter how much sweat pours out of me, she doesn’t disappear. What I feel for her is way deeper than what I assumed.

      You should have stayed away from her.

      You always have to go after everything you want instead of thinking before you act.

      I shower, get changed, and still have a few hours to kill, so I text Hudson. “I’m coming over. Get a cold one ready for me.”

      Without waiting for him to respond, I drive over to the beach house he bought and remodeled. Initially, it was a surprise for his girlfriend, Kate. He was going to propose to her, but he caught her cheating on him with a local fisherman in Cortez. It took him a few years to fix it up, and he said he was going to sell it but hasn’t put it on the market yet.

      When I walk into the house, he looks at me in surprise. “Ryland. What are you doing here?”

      “You didn’t get my text?”

      He pats his pocket. “I must have left my phone upstairs.”

      I go to his fridge, grab two beers, and toss one to him. I crack it open, take a long chug, and sit at the bar.

      He opens his beer and takes a swig.

      “I didn’t thank you for taking care of me,” I tell him.

      He raises an eyebrow like he isn’t sure what I’m talking about.

      “That night.”

      “Oh. Don’t mention it again. All good.”

      I peer at him. “Something going on with you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You seem extra stressed.”

      He snorts. “Well, it would help if my little sister didn’t have the hots for an FBI agent, if one brother wasn’t screwing an FBI agent, and my other brother wasn’t getting married without my parents present when they already lost out on ten years of his life. Not to mention my other two siblings think I’m a complete douchebag.” He takes another long drink.

      “First off, Javier took care of Gabriella. We’re lucky he was there. He also made sure Connor and Gracie were safe. Nothing is going on between them.”

      He grunts. “Gabriella is interested. He doesn’t stand a chance.”

      I ignore him. “Connor and Gracie don’t think you’re a douchebag. They will get over their attitudes.”

      “Please. They are always pissed at me.”

      “No, they aren’t.”

      “Yeah, they are.”

      “They aren’t. You’re being overly sensitive. And Beckett is making his own bed with Mom and Dad. Just be happy for him and enjoy today.”

      He scowls at the ceiling, shaking his head in anger.

      “And Chloe’s pissed at me, so you don’t have to worry about that anymore.”

      His head jerks toward me. “Why is she pissed?”

      “I lied to her.”

      “Since when do you lie?”

      “Since I killed a man.”

      We stare at each other.

      “What did you tell her?”

      “She asked what I was hiding from her, and I told her nothing. But she knows I’m lying.”

      He finishes his beer and throws the can in the recycle bin. “You need to stay away from her.”

      “It’s not that easy. I have feelings for her.”

      He steps forward. “You’re playing with fire. There is no way you can be with her and not tell her. At some point, she will wear you down, and you’ll cave.”

      “I won’t cave. I’m going to take to my grave what happened on that boat.”

      He points to me. “Good. You better.”

      “You really think I would ever put you in harm’s way?”

      “This isn’t about me. This is about you and Beckett and Mia.”

      “And you.”

      “It’s never about me, Ryland.”

      “Stop being a martyr.”

      His face hardens. “This is about you doing what’s right for this family.”

      Anger stirs in my blood. “Since when haven’t I?”

      “When you decided to get in bed with an FBI agent after what we did.”

      “I told you to stop worrying.”

      He scrubs his face with his hands.

      I glance at my watch and stand. “Let’s change the subject. We need to go.”

      “Fine. You drive?”

      “Sure.”

      We leave his house and get to the private beach where Beckett is talking to the officiant. Connor is standing next to him.

      “Nice outfit. Very touristy.” I wink at Beckett. He’s wearing khaki pants and a white linen shirt.

      He rolls his eyes. “I shouldn’t have texted Gabriella and Gracie.”

      “Why?”

      “They have Mia doing God knows what and took her away from me all day.”

      “It’s your wedding day. You’re not supposed to be together,” Hudson states.

      “Yeah, well, if you haven’t noticed, nothing about Mia and me is the normal way.”

      I chuckle. "Maybe it's a good thing your wedding is."

      “Gabriella better not try to change how she looks,” Beckett grumbles.

      “Relax. She’s beautiful,” Connor says.

      Beckett’s face scrunches. “You saw her already?”

      “Sure. Gabriella’s door was open. They were doing her hair and makeup.”

      Beckett groans again. “They better arrive soon.”

      “Chill out. She’ll be here,” I say just as a horn beeps.

      Gabriella and Gracie get out, and they open the door, and Mia steps out. She’s wearing a white, sleeveless sundress and has pink flowers in the side of her curled hair.

      I pat Beckett on the shoulders. “Told you.”

      His eyes light up, and they are smiling at each other. When she approaches him, he grabs her hands and whispers something in her ear.

      She giggles.

      The officiant tells everyone where to stand, and the ceremony begins.

      This is why you did what you did. So they could have the future they deserve.

      I blink back tears watching them. Their love is pure and kind. It’s honest and raw. There is nothing materialistic or egotistical about it. Besides my parents, it’s the only time I’ve ever experienced two people so devoted to the other.

      For everything they’ve been through, this is what they deserve—each other.

      Watching, hearing, and feeling the love they have for each other is a double-edged sword. I want what they have. And I want it with Chloe. The only problem is she has to want it back, too.

      I’m not sure how to resurrect myself in her eyes. But I vow to find the way and, when the moment comes, not to screw it up ever again.
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      Pure white sand stretches in front of me. Multiple shades of blue sparkle in the water. I gasp to breathe in the humid air as my feet hit the wet sand during my morning run.

      There is so much beauty around me, but I don’t even notice it. All I can focus on is Ryland. No matter how much I want him, I won’t be with someone who lies to me and won’t trust me.

      You should never have slept with him or spent the day with him.

      Everything became apparent at the cookout. Ryland and his brothers are hiding something. No matter how much he denies it, I can’t ignore it.

      You’re an FBI agent. Start using your skills, Chloe, and stop thinking with your hormones.

      But no one has ever made you feel like Ryland does. Even Peter.

      Peter never lied to me.

      I run harder. Guilt crashes through me like the waves hitting my feet. Peter and I were inseparable. We went to Quantico together and graduated in the same class.

      Then he went undercover to take down a Twisted Hearts pocket that was getting strong in Virginia, and they murdered him.

      In the last two years, I’ve only thought of him. No one has come into my life I cared to pay any attention to, and it’s been a roller coaster of ongoing pain.

      Too many times to count, I’ve cried myself to sleep, remembering all the ways he used to make me laugh or take care of me.

      And beating myself up for what I didn’t do to save him.

      I’ve spent every waking hour seeking revenge for his death by working nonstop on the Twisted Hearts cases.

      Several days ago, I had only one focus—to put Skates in prison, or preferably see him dead, along with anyone else in his gang.

      Loneliness always swallows me up at night, but during the day and most of the time, until my head hits the pillow, I can concentrate on work and my mission without thinking about what I was missing out on or my lack of a personal life.

      Then Ryland Brooks had to pursue me.

      It’s been a week since I last saw Ryland and I miss him. He’s complicated, and I like that. His many layers make him interesting. I love how he’s a protector, controlling in the bedroom, and not shy at all about telling me what he wants from me.

      I’m your man.

      If only that could be the reality.

      I want him to be my man. He’s so many things I’ve always wanted, but if he can’t trust me, then it’s never going to work.

      Before Ryland, Peter consumed every free thought I had. Now I feel like I’m back in isolation, but it’s not with thoughts about Peter. All I obsess over is Ryland.

      Why does this have to hurt? I just met him. Ugh!

      The harder I run trying to erase my emotions, the worse it gets. My eyes fill with tears, and I don’t pay attention to where my feet land. In an instant, I fall to the ground as a sharp sting starts in my foot and travels up my calf.

      “Ow!” I cry out and reach for my foot. My hand that hit the sand has the same pain shooting through my palm and up my arm. The floodgate opens. I sob and notice I’m surrounded by translucent, circular blobs dug partly into the ground.

      “Chloe!”

      I shield my eyes from the sun, but I know it’s Ryland. And he’s already picking me up and carrying me before I can even register how he’s here or what’s happening.

      “Shh,” he murmurs as I cry into his sweaty, bare chest. Pain and emotion are a potent combination, and I forget I’m supposed to stay away from him.

      “I don’t know what’s happening,” I cry out as my limbs burn.

      “Jellyfish.”

      “What?”

      “Shh. It’ll be okay.” He carries me to a building and hits the elevator button.

      “It hurts so bad,” I wail.

      “I know, baby. Hold on.” He kisses the top of my head.

      I bury my face into his pecs, tasting the salt on his skin. The elevator moves up and dings, and there are four beeps similar to the lock on the door to my condo.

      He sets me on his couch and puts a blanket over me.

      I turn into the pillow as sharp spasms take over my leg and arm.

      “I’ll be right back.” Ryland leaves the room then comes back and picks me up. He takes me to the bathroom. The jacuzzi tub is filling with water, and a big bottle of vinegar is on the ledge. He sets me on the tile and pours the vinegar on my foot.

      I cry out in pain and bury my head in his stomach.

      “Sorry.” He holds my hand and pours it over that sting. Then he removes the armband holding my phone along with my workout shirt and sports bra before releasing my shorts and underwear. Sliding his arms under my body, he places me in the warm water. After a few minutes, he asks, “Any better?”

      I nod and take a shaky breath. “Thank you.”

      He kneels next to the tub and tucks my hair behind my ear. “First time being stung?”

      I sniffle. “Yeah.”

      “They usually aren’t on the beach, but this summer they seem to be abundant. You should wear shoes for the next month or so.”

      “Or always.”

      “That’s an option, too.”

      “How did you find me?”

      “I just finished my run.”

      I peek over the ledge of the tub. Ryland is covered in sweat and sand. He’s wearing a pair of sneakers and shorts. “Lucky me.”

      A sad grin forms on his face, and he stares at me. “I miss you.”

      Fresh tears fall down my cheeks.

      He wraps me in his arms. “Please don’t stay away from me, Chloe.”

      In the curve of his neck, I murmur, “Then don’t lie to me.”

      “There are things I can’t tell you. I would, if I could, but I can’t. It’s not just about me.”

      I lift my head. “You lied to me.”

      He closes his eyes. When he opens them, they’re wet. “I don’t want to lie to you.”

      “Then don’t.”

      “I can’t tell you. I’ll go to my grave with it.”

      I cup his face. “Are you in danger, Ryland?”

      He sternly says, “No. I promise.”

      I let out another shaky breath. “Okay.”

      “Okay?”

      I stroke his cheek. “You don’t have to tell me, but can you not lie to me anymore? I can’t do this with you if you’re going to be untruthful.”

      He nods. “I promise I won’t do that again. I didn’t want to. It’s not who I am.”

      Please don’t be dishonest right now. Don’t prove me to be a fool.

      “So you admit something happened, but you can’t tell me what?”

      He doesn’t answer at first. He finally says, “Yes. I can’t give you more than that.”

      Okay, he’s not lying now.

      “Chloe, is that enough? Please tell me it is.”

      “No more lies?”

      “No.”

      I blurt out, “I got you dirty. You should get in.”

      Heat fills his eyes, and within seconds, he removes his clothes and scoots me forward so he can lie behind me.

      I snuggle into his arms and whisper, “My heart can’t handle any more cracks, Ryland.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” He tightens his arms around me.

      We lie quiet for several moments, and I listen to the beat of his heart.

      “How’s your foot and hand?”

      “My limbs feel numb.”

      “Let me see.” He sits up and examines my hand and foot. “You have some swelling. Do you feel dizzy or have a headache?”

      “No.”

      “Feel nauseous?”

      “No.”

      “Good. If you do, let me know right away.”

      “I will. I’m mostly tired. But I didn’t sleep a lot last night.”

      He kisses my head. “I didn’t, either. I kept thinking of you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I’m sorry you got stung, but I’m glad you’re here.”

      “I’m glad I’m here, too.”

      “Have you eaten breakfast?”

      “No.”

      He wiggles his brows. “I make some mean toast.”

      “With or without jelly?”

      “Whichever you want.”

      I yawn.

      “Why don’t you lie down in my bed, and I’ll make you breakfast. After you eat, you can take a nap.”

      “Don’t you have important things to do today?”

      “Yeah. Be your man and take care of you.”

      I rotate so I’m facing Ryland and brush my lips against his. He slides his hand through my hair and locks it on my head, kissing me deeply. The pulse of his erection throbs against my sex, and I straddle him.

      He holds me tight but pulls out of the kiss. “Let’s get you dried off and in my bed. If you keep kissing me like that, I’m not going to get to your breakfast.”

      “I’m okay with that,” I murmur and swipe my tongue in his mouth.

      He groans. “You’re hurt. You haven’t eaten. Let me take care of you. We’ll finish this later.”

      Your foot and arm are numb and swollen. Probably smart to take the rain check.

      “Okay.”

      After Ryland helps me out of the tub, he dries me off, tucks me into bed then hands me a TV remote. “Watch something so you don’t fall asleep. I want you to have some food and then take some Benadryl for the swelling first, just to be safe.”

      “All right.”

      “You want scrambled eggs with your toast?”

      “Sure.”

      He bends down and kisses my forehead. “You look good in my bed. I think you’re going to need to be here more often.”

      Yes, please.

      “Is that what you want?”

      “Yes.”

      Flutters erupt.

      “Don’t fall asleep yet.”

      “I won’t.” I hit the power button, and an episode of Law and Order comes on.

      He raises a brow. “Why do I have the feeling this is one of your favorite shows?”

      “Am I that predictable?”

      He pecks me on the forehead again. “Watch your show. I’ll be back.”

      About halfway into the episode, Ryland returns with a tray holding two cups of coffee, and a plate of eggs, toast, and a side of jelly. I sit up, and he fluffs the pillows behind me and places the tray on my lap.

      “Are you going to eat?”

      “I did earlier. But I’ll have coffee with you.” He sits next to me and lifts a cup.

      I put jelly on a piece of toast and hold it up to his mouth. “I know you want this.”

      He quickly takes a bite then moves my hand to my lips, and I eat it as well.

      I finish my breakfast, he removes the tray, comes back to the bedroom, and gives me a Benadryl.

      “You’ll probably sleep a while.” He removes his shorts and T-shirt, climbs in bed next to me then slides his arms under me.

      “You always smell good...like raw man.”

      He grins. “Raw man?”

      “Mm-hmm.” I giggle, the effects of the Benadryl making me giddy but trying to keep my eyes open. I shimmy my hand over his cock. “Don’t forget our rain check.”

      He groans and locks his fingers through mine so I can’t molest him any further. “Sleep.”

      I fall asleep in his arms, feeling safe and loved, wanting nothing more than to stay with him forever.
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      Chloe

      

      A bolt of lightning cracks through the sky, and I jump up in bed.

      Ryland stirs next to me. “You okay?”

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “I must have dozed off.” He sits up and looks toward the balcony door. It’s pouring outside.

      “Does it rain every day here?”

      “In summer it can. It doesn’t usually last too long, maybe a few hours if that, and not during the rest of the year. How are you feeling?”

      I flex my foot and hand. “Normal again.”

      “Good.”

      A long clap of thunder rolls through the air, and the TV goes off.

      “Shit. Power is out,” Ryland mutters.

      “What do you do when the power is out?”

      “Hope it comes on soon.” He gets up and lights candles that are sitting on his dresser.

      “Guess you’re always prepared?” I tease.

      “Something like that.” He sits next to me and strokes my face. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Hundred percent. No numbness or stinging, and I think the swelling is gone.”

      He inspects my limbs. Then a smoldering expression fills his face.

      “What?” I nervously ask.

      Ryland checks out my body, focusing on my chest.

      I had forgotten I’m naked, and heat rushes to my cheeks.

      He brushes his finger around my areola. “Do you trust me with your body, Chloe?”

      My loins quiver, and I shakily breathe then whisper, “Yes.”

      The lightning outside lights up the room. Ryland reaches for his drawer. He takes out three unopened black boxes wrapped in plastic. “Pick.”

      “What’s in each of them.”

      “I’m not telling you. Pick one.”

      I reach for the middle one. He sets it aside, puts the other two back in the drawer then opens his second drawer. Three more packages now lie in front of me.

      What the hell am I choosing?

      “Which one?”

      I pick the one on the right.

      He sticks the unchosen ones back in the drawer and removes three smaller ones. This time I point to the left one.

      After everything is put away, he hands me the biggest box. “Open it.”

      Trembling with anticipation, I tear off the clear plastic and open the lid.

      They’re handcuffs like I’ve only seen in pictures before. Three inches wide of black leather ornate with silver studs form the outside of the cuffs. I hold them. They’re sturdy like my work handcuffs, but the cushion on the inside is sure to make them more comfortable.

      Ryland snatches them and the key out of the box and points. “Open that one.”

      I bite my lip, unwrap it, and discover two silver ovals. There is a cross pattern over the top but bowed so something can sit inside the oval. The same colored chain connects both.

      Nipple clamps?

      I swallow hard and ask Ryland, “Is this going to hurt?”

      “They’re beginners. If you don’t like them, or anything else I do, say jellyfish.”

      “Jellyfish?”

      He shrugs. “Choose a different word if you want.”

      “Jellyfish is fine.”

      So we need a code word. Okay...

      He hands me the final carton. “Don’t forget this one.”

      Inside is a tiny cordless bullet with a remote.

      “You ready to get started?”

      My insides shake. The anticipation of not knowing what I’m getting myself into makes me hesitate for a brief moment. “Umm...okay.”

      An amused expression crosses his face. “Good. Get up.”

      I stand. He guides me to the middle of the room. “Stay.” He walks to his bed and slides the bottom drawer out and removes a thick rope with metal circles on each end, medical tape, a stick with leather pieces attached to it, and a bar with cuffs similar to the ones I opened on both ends.

      He throws one end of the rope up in the air. Circular bars are spaced every few feet from one wall to the others. The rope comes down, and he throws it several more times over the bar so it’s wrapped, and the two ends hang several feet away from each other.

      Ryland is still naked, and his erection is growing. I lick my lips, and he catches me. Pressing his body against mine, he glides his fingers on the side of my head and parts my lips with his. His tongue swirls in my mouth, and I wrap my arms around him.

      “You like my cock,” he murmurs.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      “You make it like this. When I’m controlling you, I want you to think about how hard you’re making me.” He steps back, grabs the handcuffs, and latches them onto my wrists then secures them to the metal ends of the rope so I’m stretched out.

      The bar with two cuffs attached to it is soon spreading my legs out. My breathing is already increasing, and my heart is racing. Ryland traces my nipples. They pucker and harden.

      “Good girl,” he praises me and attaches the clamps then lightly tugs on the chain.

      I gasp.

      “What do you say if you want me to stop, Chloe?”

      “Jellyfish.”

      He kisses me, and I want to reach around him, but I can’t due to the restraints. Grabbing something off the bed, he moves his hand over my sex and places the bullet over my clit, presses the folds of my skin together, and puts several pieces of tape on the top.

      “Wh...what are you doing?”

      “Don’t ask questions, Chloe,” he growls. “You will keep your eyes open at all times and not come until I permit you. Do you understand?”

      Flutters take off in my stomach.

      He grabs the flogger and smacks my thigh with it. “Answer me.”

      “Yes. I understand.”

      “You understand what?”

      “Eyes open, don’t orgasm unless you tell me.”

      He checks me out again then brushes his lips to mine. “Good girl. If you disobey me, there will be consequences.”

      What does that mean?

      I nod.

      He walks into his closet and steps out wearing a belt that has the remote for the bullet clipped to it, and the flogger looped through it.

      The candles flicker and rain pounds loudly on the tiles. The temperature rises with the air conditioner not working due to the outage.

      Ryland’s eyes blaze golden brown, filled with lust and power. “Let’s get started.”

      A slow vibration buzzes on my clit, and I pulse against it. Ryland walks behind me. His lips move across my flesh, down my spine and thighs. He licks the back of my knee, and I whimper.

      He does it to my other knee, and the speed on the vibrator increases.

      “Oh...”

      “Don’t forget the rules, Chloe.”

      My breathing intensifies, his tongue hits me again, and my knees buckle.

      I tremble, ready to orgasm, and he stops the vibration. “I didn’t give you permission.”

      Crack. Crack. Crack.

      “Oh God!” I cry out as the bullet pulses against my clit in a new pattern, and the leather of the flogger hits my ass cheeks three times before Ryland’s warm hand is rubbing it.

      He moves my hair and licks behind my ear, pressing his dick against my back, wrapping his arm around my body, and tugging at the chain.

      “Ryland...oh...” I jerk as intense sensations surge through my breasts, lower region, and fire up all my cells.

      “Are you wet for me, Chloe?” He nibbles at my ear.

      “Yes.”

      His finger fills my pussy, and he curls it then inserts two more and pumps in and out of me. The speed of the vibrator intensifies, and adrenaline surges through my body.

      “Please, Ryland. Oh God. Please,” I desperately plead.

      Pellets of sweat break out on my skin.

      He growls, “Not yet,” and yanks gently at the nipple chain.

      “Please. I have to. I can’t...I...oh...oh...” My eyes roll, and my knees buckle. I grab the rope above with my hands to support me, and Ryland’s arm holds tight at my waist while I convulse.

      When my climax is over, he spins his body to the front and dips his head to mine. “I didn’t say you could come, Chloe.”

      “I...I couldn’t—”

      He crushes his lips to mine. The speed of the vibrator changes to a new rhythm, and he smacks my ass with his hand, then rubs it as before.

      I gasp.

      He rips the tape off and throws the bullet on the bed then falls on his knees.

      In a ferocious movement, he flicks his tongue on my swollen clit. Bursts of heat ignite in my cells, and I’m instantly back to the edge.

      I yank at the rope attached to my handcuffs, but I can’t move very far.

      “Please...”

      He moves his mouth off my clit and kisses my trembling torso then licks around the nipple clamp and sucks on it.

      I moan, and he does the same to my other breast.

      He rotates behind me, ducks his head between my legs, and positions my thighs on top of his shoulders. “You’re like a goddam dessert, Chloe.”

      Sweat drips down his back. It could be mine or his. Both our bodies are glistening in the soft glow of the candlelight.

      He sucks me soft then hard then soft again.

      I beg so much, my voice becomes raspy.

      “Come,” he demands, and I buck hard into his face, flying over the edge and seeing stars.

      Ryland releases my legs and stands flush behind me as I shake in my aftermath.

      He licks a drop of sweat off my neck, removes his belt, and throws it on the floor. “You want my cock?”

      “Yes.”

      His hands slide up my arm. He unlocks one cuff and guides my fingers to my pussy.

      “Make yourself come first.”

      “Wh...?”

      “Do it,” he growls and spins to the front of me.

      I rub my clit and close my eyes.

      “Open your eyes.”

      My lids fly open.

      “Now, Chloe,” he demands.

      I circle faster and throw myself into another spiraling sea of pleasure. He holds me to his body as I lose the ability to stand once more.

      “Good girl.” Grabbing my fingers, he sticks them in my mouth. “Suck and moan. Let me hear how much you love the taste of yourself.”

      I stare at him, and he smacks my ass, and I whimper.

      “Louder.”

      I suck harder and obey.

      He unlocks the other cuff and guides my hand down to his smooth shaft, helping me pump it to the rhythm of my moans.

      A deep, throaty groan fills the air as heat blazes in his eyes.

      “Get on your knees.”

      I drop to the floor, and he tilts my chin up and holds a condom to my mouth. “Put this on.”

      I attempt to reach for it, and he lightly smacks my hand.

      “With your mouth.”

      I take a deep breath and move my mouth toward the condom while he guides the tip of his cock to it. My lips shimmy the rubber over him, and when he’s satisfied, he helps me up.

      “Good girl. Now you get a reward.” His head dips down, and he releases one of the nipple clamps with his mouth.

      “Ryland,” I cry out, my arms collapsing over him as he sucks on my tit and sends me into another quivering state.

      What the fuck just happened? That came from my nipple.

      A cocky expression appears on his face, and he kisses me then nips at my bottom lip. “You want more?”

      I nod like a greedy girl. “Yes.” The weight of the released clamp pulls at the one still attached to my breast, and I glance at it.

      He grunts. “Not yet. Kneel at the end of the bed.”

      I position myself, and he reaches for the chain, holding it taut.

      “What’s the code word?”

      “Jellyfish,” I tell him.

      “Every time you move, you’re going to feel this. Say the code word if you need to.”

      “Okay.”

      “Hands down.”

      I palm the bedspread.

      He kisses my ass cheeks and his lips are like lightning bolts to my nerves. He enters my sex in one thrust.

      “Oh shit!”

      He groans. “I love how tight you are.”

      “Ryland,” I whimper as I try to accept all of him.

      “Shh. Relax.” He stills and caresses my back.

      I take a few deep breaths.

      “That’s my girl.” Both his hands grab my hips. The chain is taut in his grasp and he slowly thrusts in me.

      With every thrust, adrenaline surges through my nipple and loins. “Yes...oh, yes...don’t stop Ryland...oh please...”

      “Louder.”

      I raise my voice. “Please...don’t...oh...”

      He thrusts faster and the chain tugs tighter. His balls slap against me, sending shocks waves through my veins.

      “Yes. Harder. Please.”

      “You want this, Chloe?” He rams into me and hits my G-spot.

      “Yes!”

      He does it repeatedly, and I spasm on his cock, unraveling, and shaking into an orgasm so intense, my arms collapse under me.

      “Come again, Chloe.” He reaches up and removes the clamp then rolls my nipples with his fingers, as he pumps hard into me and we both orgasm together.

      Ryland’s torso lies on my back, and we try to find air. He stands and unlocks my feet, throws the bar on the floor then rolls me over. Sheathing me into his arms, he kisses me like I’m the only thing that matters to him.

      “You did good, baby. So good.”

      I lock my hands in his hair, keeping my lips pressed to his as he pretzels his limbs around mine.

      And I wonder if this is real and if it is how it can be. Ryland Brooks is more than I bargained for and everything I could ever want. So I pray that what’s happened in the past stays in the past, and nothing bad will happen to him as it did to Peter. But when I say that prayer, it nags at me, and I snuggle into Ryland, trying to make it go away.
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      Ryland

      

      It had been a week since I last saw Chloe and when morning came, I tried to run her out of my system, but it was impossible. I resolved to do whatever I had to and try to make her mine again, but I wasn’t sure how, when I still couldn’t tell her the truth about what happened.

      If it only involved me, I would tell her and take my punishment. But this was bigger than just me.

      When I bumped into her on the sand, it was a sign from the heavens I could get a second chance.

      She’s lying on top of me, my body twisted into hers, kissing me and making me feel like I’m the only person she could ever want.

      I want it to be true. She’s all I want and need. It doesn’t matter that I haven’t known her long. I’ve been with enough women to know Chloe and I belong together. If it weren’t for this investigation, we wouldn’t have any hurdles to get through.

      I slide my hand between us and play with her nipple, and she whimpers in my mouth, so I roll it some more.

      Her lids flutter, and her face flushes again.

      God, she’s a gorgeous piece of perfection.

      I don’t deserve her, but I have to have her. And I’ll be damned if I don’t do everything in my power to keep her.

      “Oh...”

      Her wet heat sits against my cock, and I harden again. I fumble to open my drawer and snatch another condom out of it. I yank the other one off and tie it then toss it in the trash can I keep next to my bed.

      “Put it on and ride me.”

      Her lip is still trembling from her orgasms. She should be spent, exhausted from what I just put her through, but she does as I ask.

      Another reason she’s perfect.

      She sinks on me in a fluid motion, moaning with closed eyes.

      I groan once again from her tightness then sit up, sucking on her breasts as her fingertips grip the flesh on my back.

      Her walls are already spasming around my cock.

      “Fuuuuuck,” I mumble.

      “Ryland...oh God...please let me,” she begs me with her eyes shut.

      “Okay, baby, but open your eyes.”

      Her mouth forms an O, and her green orbs roll as she spirals forcefully against me.

      “Don’t stop what you’re doing,” I tell her as she circles her hips through her orgasm, and I hold her tighter against me.

      “So...oh...,” she pants.

      A drop of sweat drips down the curve of her neck and I lick it then behind her ear.

      “You’re perfection,” I murmur to her.

      “You feel so good,” she breathes, coming down from her high.

      “Love it when you ride me, baby.”

      “You do?” she whispers.

      “Yeah.” I steal her lips for a kiss and try to stop myself from having an orgasm as she rolls her hips faster on me and moans in my mouth.

      Our flesh shimmies against the other, slipping from sweat.

      “Oh God...Ryland...can I—”

      “Not yet,” I sternly tell her. If she trembles against me one more time, I’m going to blow my wad.

      She bites down on my collarbone, trembling, and I groan as her pussy grips and releases my cock in a fury.

      A bolt of lightning shoots through the sky over the ocean, and the room briefly lights up, illuminating her skin, hair, and freckles on her face.

      “Don’t cover your freckles up anymore,” I growl at her.

      “Let me come...please.”

      “Not yet,” I tell her, wanting her to beg me some more.

      She doesn’t disappoint me. “Please. Ryland. Please...I have...oh—”

      “Come, Chloe,” I command her as my balls tighten and I start pumping hard into her.

      We convulse together, and she screams out my name, digging her fingernails deep into my muscles.

      Our limbs are still gripping each other and lungs trying to get air. I move the hair off her face. “I mean it. Don’t cover your freckles.”

      She blinks a few times. “I don’t like them.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugs.

      “I love them. They’re sexy and adorable.”

      “Sexy?”

      “Yeah. Everything about you is sexy.”

      She snorts in disbelief.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “Tear yourself down.”

      “I’m not—”

      “And don’t act like you can’t believe what I’m saying.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “And don’t break up with me again.”

      Her head bobs. “I didn’t know we were together to break up.”

      “I told you I want to be your man.”

      “Okay...”

      “What do you think that means?”

      She nervously scans my eyes. “I... I’m not sure to be honest. I don’t want to assume anything either way.”

      “It means you’re mine, and I’m yours. No one else. You and me. And I take care of you.”

      She twists her fingers and focuses on them.

      My heart races. I tilt her chin up. “Do you not want that?”

      “It’s not...” She takes a deep breath. “Ryland, I don’t know how long the FBI will keep me here. It could be days or years.”

      My gut flips. “Tell them you want to stay.”

      She rolls off me. “It doesn’t work that way.”

      “They’ll just alert you one day to go back to Virginia?”

      “Or somewhere else.”

      My pulse beats in my neck. “How are you supposed to have a life like that?”

      She runs her hand through her hair and holds it at the ends, twisting it. “That is my life.”

      “You said you were going to get married. Out of curiosity, how was that going to work?”

      “We were both agents.” She closes her eyes as if in pain. “We were partners.”

      “So, you only get a life if it’s with your partner?”

      She looks away.

      Minutes pass, and I say, “I don’t get it.”

      “What?”

      “If you’re working with Javier right now, where is your partner?”

      Her face hardens. “I don’t have a partner. I’m a sweeper.”

      “What is that?”

      “I go where needed in relation to the case I’m working on.”

      “But, you didn’t use to be a sweeper?”

      “No.”

      “So, you could ask to have Javier as your partner and stay here?”

      She firmly says, “No. I’m a sweeper.”

      “But, it’s possible?”

      “No. I won’t.”

      “Why not?”

      She covers her face and says through her fingers. “Let’s change the subject.”

      Why doesn’t she want to tell me?

      But if she changed back, she could stay here and we could be together for the long term.

      “Chloe—”

      She drops her hands off her face. “Please, stop!” Tears well in her eyes.

      I pull her on my lap, and she buries her face in the crook of my neck. “I’m sorry. Don’t cry.”

      Hot tears roll down my chest.

      “Shh.” I caress her head. “I’m sorry. I only want us to be together.”

      She pries out of my arms and goes into the bathroom then comes right back out. “Where are my clothes?”

      “I’m washing them.”

      “Can you get them for me? I need to go.”

      I get up and walk toward her, and she steps back. Every inch I move, she retreats until she’s up against the wall. “Chloe, what’s going on?”

      “Where are my clothes?”

      “Full of soap in the washer. The power’s out.”

      She puts her hands over her face again.

      I take them in mine and remove them. “Tell me what’s happening here.”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      I press my body on hers. “You’re not fine.”

      “I am.”

      “No, you aren’t,” I sternly tell her.

      Tears fall. “I don’t want to get into this, Ryland. You of all people should understand what that means.”

      I have a secret. She wants hers.

      I don’t like it. I hate secrets. But I’m in no position to demand she spill hers.

      I cup her face. “Okay. Let’s drop it and go back to—”

      The power comes back on right as the beginning Law and Order music plays. I peer out the window, and it’s still raining.

      I grab her hand and lead her to the bed. “Well, that’s a sign.”

      “What?”

      “I’m ordering delivery for dinner, and we’re watching the rest of this marathon. You’re staying the night.”

      She scrunches her face as if debating.

      I wrap my arms around her and kiss her. “I’ll even make you toast tomorrow.”

      She softly laughs through a sniffle then blinks at me.

      I pick her up and place her on the bed. “No more questions tonight, I promise. Let me take care of you, and you can have full remote power.”

      She raises her eyebrow at me. “Full power?”

      “Only for the TV.” I wink at her and vow to make sure I stay away from anything that isn’t light and easy. But I know at some point, I’m going to have to approach this topic with her again.

      One thing is certain. I want Chloe Drake for the long haul. Whatever it takes to make her see that I’m meant to be her man and take care of her, I’ll do.
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      Chloe

      Two Years Ago

      

      “Two months to go, and you’re stuck with me forever,” Peter leans down and murmurs in my ear as I’m covering the freckles on my nose.

      “Are you about to run?” I tease him.

      He leans over my head. “Nope.” He pecks me on the lips. “Hurry up, or we’ll be late.”

      “I’m almost done.” I spend another two minutes camouflaging my dots then belt my holster to my hip.

      Peter hands me my gun. “I cleaned it while you were sleeping last night. It’s all loaded and ready to go.”

      “Well, aren’t you chivalrous.” I pretend to swoon.

      He slaps my ass. “Let’s go. Jeffries just sent a message Skates finally arrived and should be meeting Leeland at the bowling alley around ten. I think it’s time we had a little chat with our boy Skates.”

      My pulse increases. We’ve been waiting for months for him to arrive. He’s been dodging the FBI for years. There isn’t enough evidence to convict him at the moment. He covers his tracks well and always has a fall person, whether it’s a man or woman. His gang is growing faster than any other and is connected to thousands of murders around the United States. The Twisted Hearts make most of their revenue through drugs, with heroin as the main money driver.

      Over the last few months, Peter and I have collected sufficient evidence to bring him in for questioning, and we’re confident once we do, it will lead to his arrest. “Let’s nail him.”

      Peter winks at me. “That’s my girl.”

      We leave our apartment and get into our car. I clear my throat. “Hey, I forgot to tell you that your mom called.”

      Peter groans. “What now?”

      I roll my eyes. “She thinks that the flowers should have more of a butterscotch color instead of a bright yellow. And we should get Parrot Tulips instead of Garden Tulips.”

      “You have to be kidding me.”

      “Nope.”

      “I’m sorry. You know you’re the world’s best fiancée for not leaving me, right?”

      I laugh. “I’ll remind you of that next time you have to listen to another one of my dad’s military stories.”

      “Deal. So what did you tell her?”

      I shrug. “I don’t care. Pick what she wants.”

      “You shouldn’t give her that much power. She’s going to want to do something else now.”

      I wave my hand. “Let her. As long as you’re there when I walk down the aisle, I don’t care about the details.”

      He stops at a red light and leans over. “You, Chloe Drake, are not only sexy as sin but the coolest girl ever. I think I’m going to have to give you some extra attention tonight.”

      Flutters of anticipation erupt in my stomach. “What would that entail?”

      He puts his lips on my neck, right below my ear. “A little bit of this...” His lips brush my skin before he sucks on my lobe.

      A car honks, and I giggle. “You better pay attention.”

      Peter returns to driving.

      My cell rings. “Agent Drake.”

      “It’s Jeffries. Intel just informed us Skates has arrived.”

      Goose bumps pop out on my flesh. “Two hours early?”

      “Yes. You need to go now.”

      “On our way.” I hang up. “Skates is there now. We need to go.”

      Peter flips the switch for our siren, maneuvers into the righthand lane, and increases the speed of our vehicle.

      Two blocks away from the bowling alley, he turns off the siren. As we near the building, my gut starts to flip but not from my usual adrenaline. It’s a feeling that something terrible is about to happen.

      You’re just nervous since Skates is the head of the Twisted Hearts.

      I shove my anxiety to the side and read the text message that beeps on my phone. I turn to Peter. “Intel just messaged that they are in the back. Let’s park in the alley.”

      Once the car stops, we get out and release the safeties on our weapons. Peter knocks on the back door and when no one answers, we walk in.

      “It needs to move faster,” a man with a gruff voice I assume is Skates’ instructs.

      “We’re moving it as quickly as possible. Any faster and the operation will blow,” Leeland responds.

      Peter motions for me to follow and steps into the small office. Leeland and Skates are at the desk.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Skates mouths off.

      I hold out my badge. “FBI. Agent Drake and Carter. You are both required to come in for questioning.”

      Skates snickers. “Says who?”

      “The FBI. Hands in the air and get up,” Peter demands.

      “Make me,” Skates cockily says.

      Well, we knew he wasn’t going to come without a fight. I guess we’ll have to cuff him.

      “We will arrest you if you don’t come with us willingly,” I state.

      Skates checks me out. “Someone needs to show the pretty bitch who she’s talking to.”

      “Put your hands in the air and get the fuck up.” Peter waves his gun.

      I aim mine as well. “Move.”

      Skates sits back and crosses his arms over his chest. He nods his head at Leeland.

      It seems like it’s slow motion, but it’s a quick move. I freeze as Leeland spins and shoots a gun that must have been sitting in his lap at Peter.

      The sound of the bullet cracks through the air, and I take Leeland out with one shot to the head. He falls to the floor at the same time Peter does.

      “Peter,” I cry out as blood gushes out of his chest. He catches my eye before all the life leaves him.

      Skates stays in his chair, not moving an inch, with a sinister expression. I keep my weapon on him, crouched over Peter, tears streaming down my cheeks. I hit the button on my phone, and it feels like hours, but within minutes, the place is swarming with police and FBI agents.

      I don’t remember the rest of the day or the agent who took my gun from me.

      I don’t remember Skates leaving in cuffs or my boss telling me that he once again got off on a technicality. All the evidence we collected over the last few months was thrown out when Skates’ attorney got involved. And there wasn’t any legal way to book him for anything to do with Peter’s murder.

      I don’t remember anything except Peter’s dead eyes.

      There was time for me to shoot Leeland, but I froze. Instead, he shot Peter. My world has fallen apart, and I’m as much to blame as Skates.

      I vow if the opportunity ever arises, I’ll kill Skates. He deserves death, not the luxury of living longer, even if it is in prison.
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      Ryland

      

      Bright sunlight warms my face, and I inhale the sweet smell of Chloe.

      Please tell me I’m not dreaming.

      I open an eyelid, and giddiness fills me.

      Chloe’s red hair is next to my face and her body spooned into mine. She’s sleeping peacefully.

      I move her hair aside and kiss her neck, near her ear, and caress her hip and outer thigh.

      Her skin is so smooth it’s like satin.

      She stirs with a tiny whimper, and it’s like Christmas morning when you first discover your gifts.

      “Good morning.” I dip in and kiss her cheek.

      She turns slightly, and her lips turn up. “Morning.”

      I move my hands between her thighs, stroking her slit a few times before sliding a finger into her.

      Her chest rises as she inhales a big breath of air and her mouth opens.

      “Relax, baby.” I crush my lips to hers and fall into the spell of all that is Chloe as she once again makes me feel I’m the only person she could ever want or need.

      I open her wider by positioning her leg over the top of mine and lock her foot between my calves. My fingers slip in and out of her, and I circle my thumb on her clit as her eyes flutter.

      “No one is as beautiful as you.” I peck her freckles that I love so much, gently then more intense suck on the curve of her neck, and nibble on her earlobe. And she’s exactly how I want her.

      Her creamy skin flushes, her lips form an O, and her breath labors.

      My pace is steady, keeping her on edge. “You like that,” I murmur.

      “Yes. Please don’t stop,” she breathes.

      I want to watch her beg.

      “Look at me.”

      She slightly turns her head and locks her green orbs with mine.

      I accelerate the speed of my fingers.

      “Oh God,” she moans.

      I study her face, watching every expression.

      “Ryland...faster...please,” she begs, and my dick throbs against her ass.

      I return to my steady pace and lick the glistening skin on her shoulder.

      “Know what I love, Chloe?” I slightly speed up.

      “What?” she breathes and swallows hard.

      “Being your man and taking care of you.”

      Her bottom lip shakes.

      “Do you like that?”

      “Yes.” She brings her lips to mine, circling her tongue urgently around my mouth and moaning.

      “You want me to take care of you?”

      “Please...” she pants.

      “I will, baby. I always will.”

      Her head bobs, and her cheeks redden.

      God, I love her like this. She’s so ready to pop.

      “Please let me...I need...” She gulps and blinks.

      I speed up further and curl my fingers in her.

      “Oh fuck...don’t stop...oh...yes...oh!” she screams as her body ricochets against mine, and her eyes roll.

      I release her foot from my calves, and she turns to me, locking her fingers behind my head and rolling me over so she’s straddling me.

      She pecks me then slides down my body and licks my shaft, taking little sucks of my cap every now and again.

      “Jesus you’re good at that,” I growl as the heat in my veins begins to boil. I lace my fingers through her hair.

      She reaches as far up my torso as she can, palms me, then scratches her nails down my torso while taking all of me in her mouth.

      “Fuck, Chloe.”

      She softly laughs. Her thumb and pointer finger grip my cock under her lips, while her other hand massages my balls that are already turning into raisins.

      I groan as her teeth graze my flesh.

      God, this woman drives me crazy.

      And she’s mine.

      Not until you get her to stay.

      I force the thought of Chloe leaving away and gaze down at her, catching a glimpse of her sexy freckles through her red hair falling in her face.

      She sucks harder and deepthroats me.

      “I’m going to come,” I warn her, expecting her to remove her mouth, but she doesn’t.

      “Baby...” I nudge her head back, but she swats at my hands.

      “Oh fuuuuuck,” I grunt as adrenaline bursts in every cell of my body, and I detonate in her mouth.

      As I pump ferociously, she swallows every drop.

      Fucking A! I thought she was perfect before, but this is just a bonus.

      Chloe shimmies her way up my body with a cocky smirk on her face as I’m trying to catch my breath.

      “You’ve been holding out on me!”

      She laughs.

      My phone rings, and I groan. I grab it from the table. Hudson’s name pops up on the screen, and I send it to voice mail.

      “What are you doing today?” I ask her.

      “I need to get some more clothes. I can’t keep rotating the few things I bought, and everything I packed is too hot.”

      I wiggle my brows at her. “Can I go with you and watch you try stuff on?”

      She pinches her eyebrows. “You want to go shopping?”

      “Yeah. Why do you seem surprised?”

      “I guess I didn’t think Ryland Brooks would be into fashion.”

      “I’m not. I’m into you and anything you’re going to put on your hot little body.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay. You can come shopping with me. But I need to stop at my place and get some shoes first.”

      I jump off the bed and pick her up.

      “What are you doing?”

      “You get your blow job prize in the shower.”

      “My what?”

      “You moved into first place.”

      “First place?”

      “As in best one.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep.”

      “Do you keep a chart or something?”

      “Funny.” I set her down and turn the shower on before guiding her in with me and making her orgasm so many times, the hot water turns cold.

      When we get out, I dry her off. She bites down on her lip.

      “What’s up?”

      “I think I’m going to have to give you more blow jobs.”

      Oh hell yeah.

      “I’m always available whenever you feel the urge.”
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      Chloe and I spend several hours shopping, and I take every opportunity to ogle her.

      “Is Gabriella working today?”

      “I don’t know. Why?”

      “Can we see if she is? They had cute clothes there, and she acted like my personal shopper.”

      I snort. “That would be Gabriella. She’s the fashion queen.” I head down Gulf Drive towards her store.

      “Are Gracie and Connor still upset with you?”

      I shrug. “I haven’t seen them since last Sunday at the wedding. They were fine there.”

      “Oh. Who got married?”

      “Beckett and Mia.”

      “Really? I didn’t know they were engaged.”

      I grunt. “I didn’t, either. Beckett just sent a text the morning of telling us to meet on the beach if we wanted to come.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yep. When my mom and dad return from their trip to Europe, they’re going to be livid.”

      “So, they had it on the beach, and you were the only ones there?”

      I flip on my turn signal. “Yep.”

      “That sounds a lot nicer than a huge wedding with stupid details that don’t matter,” Chloe mutters, gazes out the window, and fidgets with her fingers.

      “Were you going to have a big wedding?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t want that, but our families did. Five hundred people were invited.”

      I whistle. “Did you both have large extended families?”

      She snorts and keeps staring out the window. “No. My dad is a high-ranking military officer. Peter’s dad is the head of the FBI. Our mothers are both very involved in the country club. I only knew about thirty people who were on the list.”

      “That sounds stressful.”

      “Stressful, impersonal, not what the day should be about.”

      “I haven’t planned a wedding before, and maybe I’m ignorant, but isn’t the bride supposed to determine all the details about the wedding?”

      Chloe snorts. “That wasn’t my experience.”

      If we get engaged, you’re only having a wedding that you want. I’ll put an end to that bullshit.

      I park in a space outside of Gabriella’s shop. We get out of the truck, and I clasp Chloe’s hand. Right outside the door, I spin her and draw her into me.

      I slide my hands through her hair then kiss her slowly then more intensely, until my cock is pressing so hard against my zipper, I’m in agony.

      “What was that for?” she asks breathlessly.

      I peck her freckles that she didn’t cover up today. “My lips missed yours.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes. And you’re amazingly sexy, incredible in all ways, and I’m crazy about you.”

      She blushes.

      “Come on.” I put my hand on her back and guide her inside the shop.

      The store has been expanded over the years and takes up several postal addresses. During expansion, they opened up the walls but only a portion so you can’t see the entire store when you walk in.

      Normally, Gabriella or another employee would be at the register. No one is there.

      “Where’s Gabriella?” I say and scan the perimeter. No one is in the store.

      “Maybe she’s in the back or on another side?” Chloe replies.

      The hairs on my neck stand up as I don’t see her anywhere. I let go of Chloe’s hand and quickly walk around. “Gabriella.”

      Chloe searches as well.

      My gut flips. “Something is wrong.”

      “Where else could she be?”

      The exit sign catches my eye, and I practically run toward it. I fling open the door, and Gabriella is standing against the brick wall with tears in her eyes. Triker has his hand on her throat.

      “What the fuck. Get off my sister!” I land a punch on his face, and he releases her. She chokes, and he comes flying at me.

      We’re wrestling on the ground when a gunshot is fired. We both freeze.

      “Put your hands on the ground where I can see them,” Chloe demands.

      I roll off him and pull Gabriella into my arms. “You okay?”

      Her body shakes in sobs.

      Triker’s hands clench in fists on the ground.

      “Don’t move,” Chloe barks. She yanks out her phone and punches a button.

      “What happened?” I ask Gabriella.

      She peeks at Triker and shakes harder.

      “Gabriella. Tell me what happened,” I say.

      She buries her head into my chest and sobs.

      “I need assistance outside Fun Times. We’re in the back,” Chloe instructs in the phone.

      I hold Gabriella tighter and catch Chloe’s eye.

      Triker moves slightly.

      “I said don’t move,” Chloe reminds him through gritted teeth, and he freezes again.

      Sirens wail through the air, and the police soon arrive. They handcuff Triker. He’s put in the police car. I’m about to take Gabriella inside while Chloe is talking to the cops when Javier arrives.

      “Gabriella! What happened?”

      She pushes out of my arms, goes flying into his, and weeps.

      He puts his lips to her head. “Shh. It’s okay, I’ve got you. Tell me what happened.”

      Hudson was right. What exactly has gone on between those two?

      The cops leave, and Chloe stands by me. She exchanges a glance with Javier.

      He strokes her head. “Let me take you home.”

      “I have to work,” she sniffles.

      “You’re done working today. Go get your stuff.”

      “I can’t. No one else is here.”

      “They have you working by yourself?” he snarls.

      “It’s not tourist season.”

      “Not acceptable.”

      Well, at least Javier and I are on the same wavelength.

      “Gabriella, we need to know what happened for the report with the police so they can hopefully hold him,” Chloe says.

      Hopefully?

      Javier picks Gabriella’s chin up. “Tell me what happened.”

      She takes a shaky breath. “I broke down the box from restocking some T-shirts and came to throw it out in the dumpster. I was walking back in, and...and he must have been behind me because he grabbed me and spun me into the wall.”

      Javier cups her face. “What else?”

      She shuts her eyes.

      “Tell me.” He strokes her cheeks with his thumbs.

      She opens her eyes. “He said I’m juicy plus I’m a Brooks, so that makes me extra tasty, and he’s claiming me as his.”

      As rage boils in me so does fear.

      Javier’s face hardens. “Get your stuff, Gabriella. We’re leaving now.”

      “I can’t leave the store empty.”

      “You’re done working here.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. It’s not safe. Go get your stuff.”

      “Javier, calm down,” Chloe tells him.

      He glares at her. “Don’t tell me to calm down, Chloe.”

      I point to the door. “I agree with Javier. Get your stuff, Gabriella.”

      “I’m not quitting my job.”

      “Everyone stop. Gabriella, lock up. You can’t stay here today, but you don’t have to decide on your work right now. Javier, take Gabriella home, and Ryland, you come with me.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “We’re going to the station. Gabriella, you’re going to need to make a statement, but you can do that tomorrow if you want. Triker is out on parole, so this incident may be enough to throw him back in prison.”

      “Fine,” I gruff.

      Gabriella shakes her head and opens the door. “My boss is going to be pissed at me for closing the store.”

      “Yeah, well, they can deal with me, then.” Javier follows her.

      I point inside and say to Chloe, “What’s going on with those two?”

      “I don’t know, but your sister could do a hell of a lot worse than Javier.”

      I snort. She’s right, but I don’t want to admit it.

      Hudson is going to be pissed.

      Chloe grabs my hand, leads me through the door, and locks it. “Come on. Let’s go tell the police what happened.”

      “They’d better lock him up and throw away the key this time.”

      “That would be nice, but don’t hold your breath.”
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      Chloe

      

      “Ryland, you need to calm down before we go in there, or stay in the truck.”

      He scowls at me.

      I put my hand on his leg. “Are you ever going to trust me?”

      He jerks his head back. “What makes you think I don’t trust you?”

      I tilt my head at him and raise my eyebrow.

      His jaw clenches. “I do trust you, Chloe.”

      Not totally, or you would tell me your secret.

      “Then I need you to take a few breaths and stay calm. Let me do the talking and stay in control of your emotions. Keep it factual.”

      “Fine.” He opens his door and steps out.

      Please don’t go crazy in there.

      I grab the back of his arm, and he spins. I put my hand on his heart, and it’s beating fast.

      He closes his eyes. “It’s my baby sister, Chloe. He put his grimy hands on her.”

      “I know. That’s why you need to trust me and let me handle this. It may be better if you don’t come in.”

      “No. I need to go in.”

      I put my arms around his waist. “Facts only. If I tell you to stop talking, I want you to remember I’m on your and Gabriella’s side.”

      He takes a big breath and exhales. “Okay. You’re the boss.”

      I put my hand to my ear. “What did you say? I can’t hear you?”

      “Funny.”

      I peck him on the lips. “Come on.” Grasping his hand, I guide him into the station.

      Officer Hess, who cuffed Triker, is consoling a woman.

      “Mary?” Ryland says.

      She wipes her eyes with a tissue and runs over to him. “Henry’s missing. Have you or your parents seen him? I tried calling them, but their cells go straight to voicemail.”

      She must be Henry’s wife.

      Ryland’s face hardens at the mention of his name. “No, I haven’t. My parents are in Europe.”

      “Oh. I forgot about their trip. Well, it’s been a few weeks. He’s never been gone this long,” Mary cries.

      Ryland’s hand stiffens, and I squeeze it.

      It must be hard for him to pretend Henry isn’t a sleazeball.

      “Mary, you know that when he goes undercover, he can’t communicate with you. I’m sure he’s fine,” Officer Hess sternly says.

      “Something is wrong. I can feel it. He’s never left his truck at the marina before. What if something happened to him in one of these storms we’ve had?”

      “Now there haven’t been any reports of any boats missing in the last few weeks. You need to relax. He will be home soon I’m sure,” Officer Hess tries to assure her.

      “You need to search for him,” Mary insists.

      Officer Hess puts his hand on her back and leads her out of the station. “Go home, Mary. I’ll have him call you as soon as he arrives back from his undercover duties.”

      Ryland shifts and lets go of my hand.

      Officer Hess comes back inside. “Sorry about that. Ryland, where’s your sister?”

      “She’ll come in tomorrow and file a report. In the meantime, we can fill you in.”

      He crosses his arms. “What did she say happened?”

      “That asshole—”

      “Ryland.”

      He scowls.

      “Triker snuck up behind her when she was returning to the building from taking a box to the dumpster. He grabbed her, shoved her up against the wall, then told her that she was juicy plus she’s a Brooks, so that makes her extra tasty, and he’s claiming her as his,” I tell him.

      Ryland exhales loudly, and anger is all over his face.

      I hold his hand again.

      “How does Triker know her?”

      “He doesn’t know her,” Ryland snarls at him.

      I squeeze his hand.

      Officer Hess points at me. “She just said that he knew she was a Brooks.”

      “Beckett was in prison with him. Triker showed up at a party Gabriella threw last weekend at their house. We were all there, and no one knows how or why he got in. It’s my belief from that incident he only met her that evening,” I inform him.

      “He didn’t know her before,” Ryland sternly insists.

      Officer Hess licks his lips and squints at Ryland. “Your brother get involved with Triker while he was in prison?”

      “My brother has nothing to do with this.” Ryland glares at him.

      “He doesn’t,” I interject.

      Officer Hess glances at my hand, which is gripping Ryland, trying to keep him calm, and back in my eyes. “Are you a little biased, Agent Drake?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “We need to make sure whatever we do here is following protocol. I don’t want to throw a man back in prison if the information isn’t true and accurate.”

      Ryland releases my hand and points to Officer Hess. “My sister got threatened and physically assaulted—”

      “Physically assaulted? I didn’t see any bruising, blood, or marks on her.”

      I step in front of Ryland in the fear he may punch Officer Hess. “He had his hand on her neck and her up against the wall when we found them. That is assault.”

      Officer Hess shakes his head. “This is the problem with no marks. He said, she said. No one knows the truth.”

      Ryland steps to the side, and I move with him as blood boils in my veins.

      Stay calm, Chloe.

      “Excuse me? I’m an FBI agent, and I’m telling you what I witnessed.”

      “No disrespect, but you’re obviously in a personal relationship, and there is bias involved.”

      “You mother—”

      “Can I see your sergeant?” I quickly say and lean back against Ryland. His heart is beating so hard I feel it against my back.

      “That’s Henry. I’m in charge while he’s gone.”

      My gut flips. I need to get Ryland out of here before he does something stupid.

      “Are you telling me you’re going to let Triker walk and not contact his probation officer?”

      Officer Hess’s arrogant expression fills his face. “I didn’t say that. We will question him and find out his side of the story and do things lawfully. Only after we’ve done that will I make the decision.”

      “Let me question him with you.”

      “No.”

      “I’m the FBI. I have a right—”

      Officer Hess leans into my face. “Until you give me written notification that this is your case, you have no rights.”

      Ryland grabs my waist to move me, and I grasp at his hands and spin into him. “We’re leaving.”

      His face is red with rage, and he stares into my eyes.

      “Now. Let’s go.” I put my hands on his chest and press on him to leave.

      He scowls at Officer Hess. “You’d better do the right thing.”

      “Are you threatening an officer of the law?” he replies.

      I put my hand on his cheek. “Ryland, just go.”

      His jaw clenches, and he turns. I walk behind him, and once we are outside and in the truck, he slams his hands on the steering wheel. “Triker is going to get away with it. He’s going to come after Gabriella.”

      “He may just have been on a power trip. He could lock him up.” I suspect Officer Hess is as dirty as Henry and in bed with the Twisted Hearts. But I don’t want to rile Ryland up further.

      Ryland starts his truck and tears out of the parking lot.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I need to get a new gun.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand up.

      “A gun?”

      “Yeah, Chloe. I have a right to protect my family. If you hadn’t grabbed your gun and thrown it in your bag before we left your place, who knows what would have happened to Gabriella today.”

      “You can’t just go carrying a gun around—”

      “I have a permit.”

      My heart beats faster. “You said a new gun? What happened to your old one?”

      Ryland’s face hardens. “I lost it.”

      “Did you report it?”

      “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Chloe, stop asking questions, please. I need to protect my sister and the rest of my family.”

      Think, Chloe.

      “Ryland, can you pull over a minute?” I ask him calmly.

      “I’m replacing my gun, and nothing you say will stop me.”

      I put my hand on his arm. “Please?”

      He glances at me quickly then grunts and veers off into a parking lot of a Mexican restaurant. He turns to me. “What?”

      “Can we take a breather for a moment?”

      He crosses his arms.

      I get out of the car, walk around to his side, and open his door.

      “Chloe, what are you doing?”

      I unfasten his seat belt.

      “Chloe? Stop messing around.”

      “It’s after five. They won’t be open by the time we get there.”

      He reads the clock on the dash. “Shit.”

      “Get out, Ryland.”

      “Why?”

      I point to the deck of the restaurant, which overlooks the water. A two-person band is playing music in the corner of the patio. “I’m going to have a beer and eat a ton of chips and some tacos.”

      “I need to go check on Gabriella.”

      “She’s with Javier.”

      “So?”

      I pick up my phone and dial Javier. I put it on speaker.

      “Chloe,” he answers.

      “How is Gabriella doing?”

      “Better. Let me put her on.”

      “Hi, Chloe,” she answers.

      “Gabriella, are you all right?” Ryland says.

      “Yes. Stop worrying. I’m fine. No injuries.”

      “You at home?”

      “No. I haven’t eaten, so I made Javier take me to dinner. Stop worrying. Honestly, I’m fine.”

      Ryland blows out a big breath. “Okay.”

      “We’re going to have a beer and dinner. Call if you need us,” I tell them.

      “We won’t, but thanks.” Gabriella hangs up.

      I take Ryland’s hand. “Come on. I’ll buy you dinner.”

      He grumbles, “My woman doesn’t buy me dinner. I buy her dinner.”

      I bite back a grin. “Then be my man and buy me some dinner.”

      Reluctantly, he follows me into the restaurant, and we get seated on the deck. I order two Coronas.

      The music is a reggae mix, and the water is sparkling across the road. Only a few couples fill the tables.

      Ryland doesn’t say anything, and when the waitress sets our beer and a basket of chips down, I snag one, dip it in salsa then hold it to his lips. “Eat,” I tell him.

      He opens his mouth, and I shove the entire chip in it.

      A bit of salsa sticks to the side of his mouth, and I stand, lean down, then lick it off him.

      His eyes widen, and he puts his arm around my waist. “Did you just lick food off me in public?”

      I smirk at him and turn to sit back down.

      He drags me onto his lap. “That was pretty dirty hot.”

      “Dirty hot?”

      “Yeah.”

      I grab my beer and hold it to his lips. “Drink.”

      He takes a gulp. I pull the bottle away, slide my tongue into his mouth, and make out with him until the waitress clears her throat.

      “Sorry to interrupt. Did you know what you want to order?”

      “Beef hard tacos, please,” I say. “Oh, and can you bring guacamole for the chips?”

      “Sure.” She stares at Ryland and waits for his order.

      He holds up two fingers. “Same.”

      She picks up our menus and leaves.

      I jump off Ryland’s lap and sit in my chair next to him. Dipping a chip in salsa, I stick it in my mouth and chew the salty, spicy deliciousness. Then I take a sip of beer and sing along to the Bob Marley song the band is playing.

      “Hess is just as dirty as Henry, isn’t he?” Ryland asks.

      I stop singing and pause. “Possibly, but I’m hoping not.”

      “Gabriella can’t go back to work.”

      “That’s going to be hard for her. She’s good at it and loves it,” I tell him.

      “If Triker doesn’t go back to prison, how am I supposed to keep her safe?”

      “Let’s see what happens. Hess could have been on a power trip.”

      “Chloe, what’s going on with Javier and Gabriella?”

      I stare at him. “I know as much as you do.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.”

      “How did he even get there?”

      “I don’t know. He’s been gone all week in Miami for training.”

      “You were on your own all week?”

      “Yep.” I stick another chip in my mouth.

      “What did you do all week?”

      Think about you.

      “Work.”

      “By yourself?”

      “Yes. I’m used to it.”

      “You didn’t miss hanging with Javier all week?”

      I laugh. “Are you a big Javier fan now?”

      He shrugs. “He’s grown on me, I guess.”

      “Enough that you don’t care if he’s seeing Gabriella?”

      Ryland’s face scrunches. “You just told me you didn’t know anything.”

      I hold up my hands. “I don’t. I’m asking hypothetically.”

      He sighs. “Okay.”

      “So? You would care or not mind?”

      He clenches his jaw and doesn’t answer right away. “She’s my baby sister.”

      “She’s twenty-four.”

      He scrubs his hands on his face. “She could do worse.”

      I pat his leg. “Aw. That was an excellent first step.”

      “First step?”

      “Letting your sister have a life.”

      “Funny.” He sips his beer. “You didn’t answer my question. Did you miss Javier?”

      “Sure. It’s more interesting with him.”

      Ryland taps his beer bottle.

      “What?”

      He softly says, “Maybe you should consider requesting him to be your partner.”

      I focus on the waves.

      The waitress comes out with our tacos and sets our plates down.

      Ryland leans into me. “Chloe.”

      I turn. “Hmm?”

      “I don’t like to think of you leaving.” He scans my eyes.

      I don’t, either.

      “Then don’t think about it.” I pick up my taco and take a bite.

      Ryland groans and slides back in his chair. He takes another sip of beer.

      I point to his plate. “Eat your tacos. They’re good.”

      He quickly reaches over to my plate, snatches up my taco, and takes a huge bite.

      “Hey! Hands off!”

      He chuckles. “Mmm.” He puts the taco back on my plate. “If you leave, who’s going to steal all your food?”

      “And this would be a bad thing?”

      He winks at me and drinks his beer. After a few moments, he says, “If you stay—”

      I put my finger over his lips. “If you drop it, I’m coming home with you. If you keep talking about it, then I’m staying at my place alone tonight.”

      He scrubs his hands on his face. “Okay, you win. I’ll drop it.”

      “Good choice.” I run my hand through his hair. “Now tell me what else you think is dirty hot.”
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      Ryland idles into my parking spot and leans over. “Better make it a good one.” He puckers his lips.

      “There is no way I can kiss you when you look like a fish.”

      He makes smacking noises.

      I try not to laugh and pretend to get out of the car.

      His arm flies to the door. He yanks it shut and kisses me so hard, I’m breathless and wanting more.

      “What time are you done with work tonight?”

      “Honestly, no clue. It depends on what happens today.”

      “We won’t need reservations anywhere. Can I take you to dinner?”

      “Maybe if you give me one more of those kisses,” I tease.

      “Done.” He draws me back into the steamy world of Ryland Brooks and melted panties.

      “I think I need to sniff you before I go, too.” I inhale dramatically, and he gets a boyish grin on his face.

      Leaning over, he props the door of the truck open. “Get out before I take you back to my place and make you call in sick.”

      I giggle and step out, go directly to my condo unit, and throw all my shopping bags in it. I already showered with Ryland this morning, so I catch up on my phone messages. Javier knocks on my door, and I sling my bag over my shoulder.

      “Glad you’re back. It was boring without you around. How was Miami?”

      He grunts. “Miami sucks in summer.”

      “Worse than here?”

      “Makes this heat feel cold.”

      “That sounds like hell on earth.”

      “Good way to put it.”

      “Well, I’m glad you’re back. You ready?”

      “Yeah. Did you have a good weekend?” He raises his eyebrows at me, and I know he’s referring to my relationship with Ryland.

      “Say what you want to say.”

      He holds his hands up. “Nope. I’m not falling for that trap.”

      “Trap?”

      “Yeah. Where I warn you to be careful, and you tell me you know what you’re doing, and we go back and forth. Nope.”

      “So, you do have a problem with it?”

      He sighs. “I don’t want you to get hurt, Chloe.”

      “I won’t. Anyways, what is going on with you and Gabriella?”

      He shifts. “Nothing.”

      I tilt my head at him. “Javier. Don’t bullshit me.”

      “She’s a sweet girl. But I’m not going down that road. I’ll let you do that for both of us.” He winks at me.

      “You seemed pretty protective of her.”

      He clenches his jaw. “Just friends.”

      “Okay. If you say so. Let’s go.”

      I’m not buying your story at all.

      We get to the parking garage and in the car. When we’re pulling out, Javier says, “I got a call yesterday that we can go get the video footage from the marina. We should see if Veronica is back working today, too.”

      “Casey left a message he’s back from Orlando. We need to question him.”

      “I think we’re going to have a full day.” Javier turns into a gas station. “Coffee?”

      “Yes.”

      We grab our coffee and get to the marina. When we walk inside, we’re escorted back to the manager’s office.

      “I’m Carolyn.” She holds out her hand.

      “Agent Lopez.” He shakes her hand.

      I do the same. “Agent Drake.”

      “Please, have a seat.”

      We sit across from her, and she loads the footage the day before I got to Florida. It’s the day Ryland called Agent Daniels.

      Casey Cline’s yacht that Skates is rumored to be hiding out in motors up to the dock. Veronica is sitting on the platform waiting, and Skates and her have a pretty heavy makeout session for several minutes before they go into the cabin. Not much happens after until the storm hits. A truck tears into the parking lot, and Javier and I glance at each other. It’s Henry’s truck.

      The rain is pouring down, and it’s hard to see through the pellets, but he surprises me when he gets out and goes to the passenger side. He opens the door and practically yanks a woman out.

      “Who is that?” Javier asks.

      “I don’t know,” Carolyn says.

      I peer closer to the screen. When the woman gets on the dock, her face becomes clear, and I get the chills.

      What is Mia doing with Skates and Henry? Why didn’t they tell us about this?

      Damn you, Ryland.

      Javier arches an eyebrow.

      “Can you email this to me, please?” I ask Carolyn and hand her my card.

      “Sure.”

      Javier and I both stand. “If that boat docks here again, please call us immediately.”

      As soon as we get into the car, I turn to Javier. “That was Henry and Mia.”

      “And Skates and his girlfriend Veronica.”

      “Mia looked like Henry was dragging her,” I say.

      Javier taps the wheel. “Same day Ryland Brooks calls. This isn’t coincidental.”

      “I think it’s time to visit Veronica.” Javier starts the car.

      My blood is boiling, and I hold myself back from calling Ryland and questioning him about this.

      It’s less than a mile to the shop Veronica works at, and when we question the manager about when she will be in, she sneers. “Never. She hasn’t shown up for any of her shifts in over a week with no phone call, text, nothing. She’s done here.”

      I hand my card to her. “If she shows up, can you have her call us please?”

      She snorts. “Sure, but don’t hold your breath.”

      We leave and get back in the vehicle.

      “Veronica, Skates, and Henry are missing, and the last person who was with them that we are aware of is Mia,” Javier says.

      My phone pings with a message, and the video from the marina pops up. I rewatch it and am about to turn it off when the hair on the back of my neck stands up.

      “Is that...”

      I can’t tell if it’s Ryland or Hudson’s truck at first. The rain stops, and Beckett jumps out then slams his hand into the hood. Hudson’s head pops out the window. Beckett gets back into the truck.

      “Why did they hide this from us?” Javier asks.

      “I don’t know. But how was Mia on the boat, and she’s here in one piece? Why wouldn’t they have killed her?”

      “Is she somehow part of the gang or on Skates’ payroll?”

      “No way,” I insist.

      “I don’t think she is, but we need to keep an open mind. She also threatened Casey with a gun in daylight,” Javier reminds me.

      I blow a breath of air out. “Let’s go pay Casey a visit and see if Mable Anderson remembers anything else about that day.”

      On the way to Casey’s, I pick up my phone.

      “Don’t call him,” Javier says.

      “I’m not buying that he doesn’t know about this,” I mutter under my breath.

      “I’m sure he does, but let’s get our facts in line before you talk to him.”

      I put my hands in my face. “I’m such an idiot.”

      “Let’s not jump to any conclusions. We don’t know what to make of any of this yet.”

      I turn to Javier. “I knew Ryland and his brothers were hiding something.”

      Javier groans and veers onto the grass. “Stop beating yourself up, Chloe.”

      “I shouldn’t have—”

      “I crossed the line with Gabriella.”

      “I thought you said nothing was going on?”

      “I’m sorry. I lied.” He puts his hands over his face. “What is with the Brooks family? Why can’t we keep it in our pants?”

      “Javier—”

      “I’m not going to get into details. All I’m going to say is give yourself a break. The moment I laid eyes on Gabriella, I wanted her. There have been several incidents I shouldn’t have allowed.”

      “When Ryland and I were in your unit, she wasn’t sleeping?”

      “No, everything about her being sick and sleeping it off was true.”

      “And yesterday?”

      “I spent all weekend with her. I only dropped her off for work and then at her house this morning.”

      I gape at him. “Her brothers are going to kill you.”

      He scrubs his face. “I can handle them and am telling you this so you give yourself a break. Besides, I’m sure you haven’t been super active in the dating world since Peter died.”

      I turn away.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have brought him up.”

      “Let’s just go question Casey.”

      “Okay.” He puts the car in drive, and the remainder of the trip is quiet until Javier parks in Casey’s driveway next to his Porsche.

      “I guess he’s back,” I say.

      We get out, and Mable yells, “Detectives.” She’s waving her hands.

      We walk over to her rose bushes that she’s trimming.

      “Ma’am,” Javier nods.

      “Ms. Anderson, good to see you again.” I pat her back.

      “I’m glad you’re here. I was going to call you today because I didn’t want to appear like a gossip the other day, but it’s been bugging me. I didn’t tell you everything.”

      “Oh? What’s that?” I ask.

      “The day after that girl waved a gun on Casey, two of those trucks were in his driveway all day until after dark.”

      “Which trucks?”

      “The construction truck that had the two lads in it.”

      My heart sinks. What are you hiding Ryland?

      “The young man that took the gun from that girl arrived first. He and Casey went down to the dock, and shortly after they uncovered the boat, the other two lads showed up and got on. I only know this because the one tore into the driveway like the house was on fire. They left quickly and didn’t come back until it was dark.”

      “Did you see them come back, or the boat was just docked when you woke up?” Javier asks.

      She points her finger toward the water. “I saw them. It was dark, but I had to let my poodle, Missy, out. All of them came back, and the girl was with them, too.”

      My pulse beats in my neck. “The girl who waved the gun at Casey the prior day?”

      She scrunches her face. “Yes. The girl and young man that held her crying got into one truck. The man who took the gun from the girl seemed like he was in a bad state. The young lad who drove the other truck had to put him in the truck practically.”

      Ryland. What happened to you?

      Mable points to the bonfire pit in Casey’s yard. “A little while after they left, Casey had a bonfire. I came out and asked if he was okay. I was worried about him being with that girl since she threatened him with a gun.”

      “That was nice of you. What did Casey say?”

      “He didn’t say much of anything. He seemed like he was in shock. There was a lot of smoke, and he was burning clothes. When I asked him about it, he muttered something about fish guts, and the clothes had ripped, so he didn’t want to get maggots in his trash can waiting till garbage pickup. But we have our trash days twice a week, and the next day was one of them. He acted like he didn’t know what day of the week it was.”

      Javier glances at me. “Thank you, Ms. Anderson. Is there anything else?”

      She puts her hand on her forehead. “There’s something else I’m trying to remember.”

      “It’s okay. Take your time.”

      She snaps her fingers. “Yes. The girl and boy came back together the next day sometime after lunch hour. They went inside and visited with Casey.”

      After Javier and I visited the jobsite the first day I arrived? Then Casey takes off for Orlando?

      “The same boy who held her while she cried?” Javier asks.

      “Yes. That was him.”

      “Anything else?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “That is everything. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you everything sooner. But please don’t tell anyone I told you. It’s not good to be known as the island gossip because then no one tells you anything.”

      “No worries. We’ll keep it between us,” I assure her.

      “Thanks, ma’am,” Javier says, and we leave, stopping at the car before going up to Casey’s door.

      “Mia gets manhandled onto Skates’ yacht. Beckett and Hudson show up to the marina as the boat is taking off and then end up here, where Ryland is already on the boat with Casey.”

      My heart plunges when I hear Ryland’s name. “And Mia comes back with all of them, but Ryland gets helped into Hudson’s truck. Beckett and Mia take Ryland’s truck. Casey burns clothes in a bonfire.”

      “And after we visit the brothers, Mia and Beckett end up spending the next afternoon with Casey before he takes off for Orlando?” Javier crosses his arms over his chest.

      We stare at each other.

      “How do you want to play this with Casey?” Javier asks.

      I sigh. “I’ll be the bad cop. He already reamed me out when I questioned if he left town because of Mia.”
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      When I arrive at the jobsite, Beckett and Hudson are standing next to the truck with their arms folded, deep in conversation.

      Shit. They better not start on me.

      All weekend I ignored Hudson’s text messages and phone calls. He knows the only reason I would have done that is if I was back with Chloe.

      Beckett still hasn’t gotten used to using a cell phone the way the rest of us do, and he probably spent all weekend engrossed in Mia.

      Hudson needs to get a life so he can do something besides worry about all of us.

      I understand why they don’t want me with Chloe, but there is no way I’m giving her up. Besides, she told me as long as I don’t lie to her anymore, which I don’t want to anyway, I don’t have to tell her my secret. So, if she isn’t going to ask about what happened, then I have no reason to lie to her.

      You only need to figure out how to get her to request a transfer. That solves all the issues. We can be together for the long term and work on our future.

      My brothers scowl at me as I get out of my vehicle.

      “Don’t start,” I grumble.

      “Have you lost your mind?” Hudson asks.

      “Not smart.” Beckett shakes his head at me.

      I glare at them. “Hooking up with Mia while Skates and Henry were alive was brilliant, too, right, Beckett?”

      “That’s different.”

      “Bullshit.”

      Hudson points at me. “You need to stop seeing her. There is no way she’ll stop prying.”

      “No. It’s not happening.”

      “Are you trying to ruin all our lives?”

      “Shut up, Hudson.”

      “Stop thinking with your dick. You can get ass from anywhere.”

      I step closer to him. “Chloe isn’t a piece of ass. Don’t talk about her like that ever again.”

      “You’ve known her for two seconds.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” I snarl.

      Beckett steps between us. “Enough.”

      I step back. “The next time you disrespect Chloe, I’m going to break your nose.”

      Hudson snuffs at me.

      “Calm down, Ryland. Hudson and I are only trying to protect everyone involved.”

      “She isn’t a problem. Leave it at that. And don’t either of you ever disrespect my woman again.”

      Hudson bangs his hand on the truck door. “She’s your woman? What the fuck is the matter with you?”

      “Yeah, and you’ll treat her like anyone else who is part of our family, just like I treat Mia or have treated Kate or any of the numerous girls you’ve brought home, Hudson.”

      He grits his teeth. “Really? You’re going to bring Kate into this?”

      “Yeah. I spent years treating her like she was my sister. I expect the same courtesy toward Chloe.”

      He snorts. “I’m finished with this conversation.” Hudson takes a step then turns back. “On second thought, there is one more thing I have to say.”

      “Gee, what’s that?”

      “I’m done watching out for your ass. If you want to put this family in danger, then you’re on your own.”

      I glare at him. “Stop acting like you’re the boss of all of us. It’s getting old.”

      Beckett growls, “Stop it, both of you. That’s enough. We stick together, so cut the threats and ego talk.”

      “If you want to worry about something, Hudson, why don’t you worry about Triker coming after Gabriella.”

      The color drains from both Beckett’s and Hudson’s face.

      “What are you talking about, Ryland?” Hudson snarls.

      “Chloe and I went into work to see her yesterday, and Triker had her up against the wall out back. He told her he’s claiming her as his own.”

      Beckett’s eyes widen. “No.”

      “If Chloe hadn’t been there with her gun, either I or he would be dead right now.”

      “Where is Triker?”

      “Officer Hess wouldn’t say what they were doing with him. The way he acted, he could be involved with the Twisted Hearts. Oh, Mary was in the station flipping out about Henry missing. Hess claimed he was ‘undercover.’”

      “He’s not throwing him in jail?” Hudson growls.

      “I don’t know.”

      “And you just are telling us now?” Hudson points at me.

      “Yes. It happened last night. There is nothing you could have done.”

      “Where’s Gabriella?” Beckett asks.

      “I haven’t seen her since she left with Javier yesterday.”

      Hudson scowls at me. “Javier?”

      “Calm down. She could do much worse.”

      “So, they are seeing each other?” Beckett asks.

      I hesitate. “I don’t know for sure but I’m inclined to say yes. But Javier’s a good guy.”

      Hudson slams his hand on the truck. “Are you listening to yourself?”

      “Hudson, you need to take a breather,” Beckett tells him.

      “You think Gabriella dating an FBI agent is a good thing, too?”

      “I didn’t say—”

      “All of you have lost your minds. This is real life. What we did has consequences.”

      “Gabriella doesn’t know what we did. It has nothing to do with them.”

      Hudson tugs at his hair. “I’m done with this nonsense.”

      Beckett says, “We need—”

      Our phones all beep loudly. I read the message.

      “When did the hurricane turn?”

      “If you got your dick out of your head, you would know what’s going on,” Hudson mutters.

      “Enough,” Beckett barks.

      I tap the radar app again. The hurricane was projected to hit Texas and changed direction. It should be hitting land in the next few days, depending on if the speed changes or stays the same. And it’s going to be strong.

      My gut flips. Hurricanes are something you deal with when you live in Florida. This one is going to be extra nasty. “It’s expected to be a category three. We need to make sure the jobsites are all secured.”

      “I’m already on it. If you had answered your phone this weekend, you would know. Everything is done except for the house in Bradenton Beach and this one,” Hudson says.

      “I’ll go take care of it.” I open the door to my truck.

      “Beckett, go with him.” Hudson motions.

      Beckett hops in the passenger side, and I reverse out.

      “Hudson’s only trying to protect the family,” he says.

      I sigh. “Can we end this conversation? I’m not breaking up with Chloe. When I say I have the situation covered, you should both trust me.”

      “How? She’s an FBI agent. You’re sleeping with her.”

      I turn to him. “Could you have my back on this? I had yours when you got with Mia even though that could have had worse consequences. I didn’t question you or try to get in your way.”

      He lets out a big breath. “You know I always have your back.”

      “Then stop acting like Chloe is the enemy. The Twisted Hearts are. We should be focusing on helping Chloe and Javier bust Triker’s ass, not debating who I should be seeing.”

      He processes what I said for a moment. “Okay. You’re right about Triker.”

      I nod. “How do you think he knew about the party?”

      Beckett shrugs. “I can’t figure that out. I spoke with Connor and Gracie yesterday. Neither had any ideas.”

      “Are they still angry?”

      “They aren’t happy with me or you two, that’s for sure.”

      “Great.” I put my turn signal on and turn right on Gulf Drive. “What about Gabriella? Have you talked to her?”

      “She avoided me all week.” He pauses then says, “How serious is this between her and Javier?”

      “Beckett, he’s a good guy. You know what Gabriella’s been through. She deserves to be happy and date who she wants.”

      “Ryland, he’s FBI. We need to know if they’re together.”

      “I’m not positive they are. I would be surprised if they aren’t, but I didn’t ask either of them. Things happened pretty fast yesterday.”

      “I’m gonna kill Triker for touching her,” Beckett seethes.

      “Did anything happen in prison between you and Triker?”

      Beckett snorts. “I had to stitch him up. His bunkmate went rogue and stabbed him in his sleep. Other than that, I stayed as far away as I could from anyone connected to the Twisted Hearts.”

      “Would hate to have been his cellmate.”

      Beckett’s face hardens. “The next week, the guy was found dead, stuffed in a dryer in the laundry room.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Just another shitty day in hell.” Beckett looks out the window.

      I turn left down a side street. “I never asked what happened to Mia when they kidnapped her? Did they do anything to hurt her?”

      He taps his fingers on his thigh. “This stays between us?”

      “Bro code is in play.”

      “Skates and Veronica tried to force her to take heroin.”

      The hair on my neck stands up. “Those mother—”

      Our phones beep with the weather warning alarm again. Beckett snatches it.

      He groans. “There’s no way this isn’t hitting us.”

      “How much time does it say we have?”

      He studies the radar. “Maybe forty-eight hours if we’re lucky.”

      “Are they issuing evacuations?”

      “Only a due diligence one but not mandatory yet.”

      I grip the wheel tighter. “Mom and Dad’s house is hurricane-proof, so is my place and Hudson’s. I don’t think you should stay at Mia’s when this hits. I know we’ve done a lot of work to the place, but it’s not something I would bet money on.”

      “Thank God I have my own room at Mom and Dad’s, then.”

      I grunt. “Sorry to say I won’t be joining you. I’m pretty sure if we were all cooped up together right now, we might kill each other.”

      “Guess I get to have all the fun. Maybe I’ll lock Mia and me in my room and only come out for food and water.”

      “That’s one way to pass the time.” I turn into the jobsite. “Let’s get this boarded up. I’m sure the stores are already empty, but we should double-check Mom and Dad’s hurricane closet. I filled mine a month ago, but I don’t recall them mentioning it.”

      Beckett takes his phone out of his pocket. “I’ll have Mia go check.”

      “Sounds good.” I pull my cell out as well and text Chloe.

      “Hurricane on the way and should hit within the next forty-eight hours. We may need to evacuate. I’m keeping an eye on it.”

      The message says delivered, but she doesn’t text back. I don’t think much of it since she’s working.

      Beckett and I take plywood and nail it over the windows. We make sure anything outside of the house goes inside so it doesn’t blow away. It takes a few hours.

      When we get done, I check my phone, but Chloe still hasn’t text me back.

      Why hasn’t she texted me back?

      Settle down. She’s working. Don’t be a psycho.

      I turn to Beckett. “Did Mia get back with you?”

      “She said we’re good on drinks, but someone got into the food.”

      “You’re kidding me?”

      “No. Probably some idiot at the party. She said there were open boxes of crackers and ants everywhere. She and Connor are cleaning it up right now.”

      “We’re going to need to run to the store.”

      “Gracie is there with Gabriella right now. They had to go an hour away. People already cleared out the grocery store.”

      I pick up my phone and call Gabriella.

      She answers after one ring. “Ryland.”

      “Where did you have to go?”

      “Brandon.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yep. Gracie and I had to call around. It took us two hours to get up here.”

      “They should be evacuating north, so coming home shouldn’t be as bad.”

      “There’s no gas. The stations all have signs they’re empty.”

      “We stored enough for the business. Everyone will be fine. You have enough to get home, right?”

      “Yes. We had a full tank.”

      “All right. Do me a favor and don’t hang around up there. Get back to the island as soon as possible, okay?”

      “We will.”

      “Thank you. How are you feeling?”

      “Fine.”

      “We’ll talk later about what happened yesterday, okay?”

      “Mm-hmm. I have to go. We’re here now.”

      “Let me know when you’re back.”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Funny.” I hang up. When hurricanes appear, the general public tends to freak. Food and water become scarce. The hurricane weather can last for hours or days, but a significant threat is the loss of power during or after the storm. Fights can occur over a bottle of water or a bag of potato chips, so I don’t like my sisters being that far away from home during these scenarios.

      I fill Beckett in on what Gabriella said.

      “Connor just texted Mom and Dad don’t have full tanks of gas for the generator,” he informs me.

      “Let’s go grab them from the storage unit, then.”

      “Mom and Dad sure picked the right time to go on vacation.”

      I chuckle. “Yep.”

      Another loud beep comes through my phone. Beckett grabs it. “Same message. Nothing different.” He tosses the phone in my cupholder.

      “Text Hudson we’re going to the storage unit for fuel.”

      He does then reads the reply. “He already went and is at Mom and Dad’s now.”

      I turn the truck around and head back to the northern end of the island.

      My phone vibrates. Beckett picks it up. “Chloe sent a message.”

      I grab my cell from him.

      “Can’t go out tonight. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      No reason? No response to my text about the hurricane? My gut drops.

      Beckett’s cell rings. “Casey—”

      I turn to him.

      He glares at me. “What did they ask you?”

      Goose bumps pop out on my skin. Beckett listens for what seems like hours.

      “Thanks for letting me know.” He hangs up and scowls. “Seems like your girlfriend didn’t stop asking questions.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Chloe and Javier just questioned Casey for over an hour. They told him not to leave the island. They want to know how Mia went from being on a yacht with Skates to arriving back on Casey’s boat.”
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      “How did Mia end up on your boat?” I ask Casey again.

      He sits and says nothing.

      “Mr. Cline, it’s in your best interest to answer our questions,” Javier nicely tells him.

      “I’ve told you to leave my daughter alone. You seem to be obsessed with trying to harm her. Maybe I should call my friend, Senator Wombold, regarding this harassment?” Casey raises his eyebrow at us.

      I smile at him. “You can call whomever you choose, but your connections at the state level are not going to help you. We are the FBI. No amount of politicking will stop us from questioning or arresting you if we find a cause, so I suggest you answer our question.”

      “Am I under arrest?”

      “Now, now, no one is arresting anyone,” Javier jumps in. “Agent Drake, why don’t you go grab a glass of water or something. Would that be okay, Mr. Cline? Then we can have a man-to-man conversation.”

      Good move, Javier.

      I glare at him. “How dare—”

      “In the kitchen, the cupboard on the left above the sink.” Casey points to the kitchen.

      I huff and stomp off.

      It’s an open floor plan. I can hear everything Javier is asking Casey and all of his answers. I take my time finding a glass and filling it with water then sip it.

      “Let’s go through this again, Mr. Cline. The video recording shows Mia arriving at the marina with Henry. She didn’t appear as if she wanted to be there. Now, Agent Drake thinks she could be part of the Twisted Hearts dealing heroin with Skates. Is that true, or did she not want to be there?”

      “What? My daughter has no part in that gang or drugs.”

      But your son runs it, and you’ve been allowing him to run drugs through your restaurants because you’re too big of a coward to stop him.

      “Okay. That’s good to hear. She doesn’t seem like that type of girl.”

      Casey sternly says, “No, she is not. She is a very good person. Decent, like her mother was.”

      Javier nods. “So Mia was forced onto the yacht. Where did Skates take her?”

      He shrugs. “How would I know?”

      “You picked her up somewhere. She came back in your boat, remember?”

      “I never said that.”

      “Yes, but your neighbor saw it.”

      “Mable Anderson is the island gossip. You can’t trust anything she says. She needs excitement in her life and is creating this story.”

      “Are you claiming Mia didn’t come back with you?”

      “Back from where?”

      “Your boat trip.”

      Casey shifts in his seat. “I never said I took my boat out.”

      Javier smiles bigger. “Mr. Cline, you do realize that obstructing an investigation is a crime, correct?”

      “Do I need to call my attorney?”

      “That’s your right, but I’m here on a friendly visit. I prefer to keep things like that, don’t you?”

      Casey taps his fingers on the armchair and leans into Javier. “You know what I think?”

      “What’s that?”

      “I think you want to persecute me because you can’t do your job and put my son in prison. Instead, you are attempting to frame my daughter for something she would never do so you have something to show your boss.”

      I walk back into the room. “Where is Skates?”

      He shrugs. “No idea. It seems like you don’t have one, either.”

      “It’s your yacht. We have it on video. You are harboring a wanted man. Time’s up,” I snap at him.

      Cocky amusement crosses his face. “Do you think you scare me? You aren’t the first FBI agents to roll in here and question me. You think I don’t know who or what my son has become?”

      “You must be so proud.” I smirk at him.

      He stands. “No. I’m not. But I’m not him. I don’t make decisions for him or watch over him. What he does is his business. I have no idea where he is, but you’re the FBI, so why don’t you figure it out?”

      “Oh, we will, Mr. Cline. Don’t you worry about that,” I promise him.

      He glares at me.

      Javier pats him on the back. “You know what I want to know? Why were you burning clothes that evening?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Javier chuckles. “I think you do. Come on, you can tell me.”

      “Never happened.”

      I point to the glass overlooking the bay. “You brought Mia back with the Brooks brothers in your boat. You and Ryland Brooks were both in shock from something that occurred at sea. Since Mia had been on Skates’ yacht, you had to pick her up somewhere. What happened that you had to burn your clothes?”

      Casey shakes his head. “Crazy stories that woman next door creates in her head. I can’t believe two FBI agents would believe her tales. What a shame. You both seem intelligent. I guess I overestimated you. That or you’re so desperate to arrest someone to save your ass with your boss, you’re willing to fall for ridiculous scenarios.”

      I turn to Javier. “Since Mr. Cline isn’t cooperating, I think it’s time we paid Mia Crimson a visit.”

      Casey points at me. “You leave Mia Crimson alone.”

      “Then start talking.”

      He folds his arms over his chest.

      “Maybe we should discuss the heroin you’re running out of your restaurants?” I suggest.

      His face hardens. “I think it’s time I call my attorney.”

      Shit.

      “Agent Drake, can you go to the car, please?” Javier asks.

      Let’s see if this works this time.

      I scowl at him. “Are you seriously asking me this?”

      He points to the door. “Go to the car.”

      I roll my eyes and slam the door on the way out.

      Instead of getting into the car, I stare at the street, imagining the scene Mable Anderson described when Mia waved a gun at Casey. Then I study all the different angles from which Mable can view Casey’s property.

      Are there any obstructed views?

      I knock on Mable’s door.

      “Agent Drake.” She opens the door.

      “Ms. Anderson, would you mind if I walked around on your property? I need to check a few things out.”

      Her face scrunches. “Is everything all right?”

      I pat her shoulder. “Yes. It would be helpful for me to visualize some things if I could see them from your perspective.”

      “Do whatever you want to do.”

      “Actually, would you show me exactly where you were standing during the different events you described?”

      Her eyes light up. “Sure.”

      I spend the next fifteen minutes standing in every spot Mable did when Mia threatened Casey, Hudson pulled into the driveway, all four men left the dock, their arrival back, and Hudson helped Ryland into the truck.

      Nothing stands in the way of Mable’s view. As she guides me through her property, I imagine every scene. My heart aches thinking of Ryland on the dock and coming back from their trip at sea.

      When she describes again how distraught he seemed, the first day I met him and the sad expression on his face plagues me.

      If he only would tell me what happened.

      He told me he wasn’t in danger. I think I asked the wrong question.

      I get back to the car where Javier is waiting.

      “Did you get anything?”

      “I asked him why he thought Henry would be dragging Mia onto his yacht with Skates and Veronica.”

      “What did he say?”

      “It wasn’t what he said. It’s how his facial expression changed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Javier shifts and turns more in his seat. “When I said Veronica, his face changed. He seemed sad or regretful, maybe? His eyes fluttered when I said her name, and I thought he was going to cry.”

      “What the hell happened out there?”

      Javier shakes his head. “I don’t know, but everyone comes back except Henry, Skates, and Veronica. Either the captain of the ship knows how to hide well, or we’ve got several murders on our hands.”

      Chills run through my body, and I close my eyes.

      I can’t deny it. Everything points to that. But there are no bodies or witnesses. It’s all speculation.

      And I have no doubt Ryland won’t tell me what happened.

      I can’t tell you. I’ll go to my grave with it. Ryland’s voice echoes in my mind.

      I open my eyes. “If they are dead, who do you think murdered whom?”

      “Mia and Hudson have both been seen in public with guns. Well, Hudson at Gabriella’s party.”

      “Casey burnt his clothes.”

      “Ryland was in shock.”

      “Beckett would do anything to save Mia. He’s also been in prison for ten years for a crime he didn’t commit. I’m sure revenge weighs on you.” I assume if I were in prison on a false charge, I would seek it.

      My phone vibrates in the cupholder, and I read a message from my boss and another one Ryland sent earlier. “Hurricane on the way and should hit within the next forty-eight hours. We may need to evacuate. I’m keeping an eye on it.”

      My heart hurts, but I can’t be around Ryland while trying to figure out what happened. I already know he isn’t going to tell me anything, and so I’m going to have to figure it out. Being with him is only going to distract me from finding out the truth.

      I reply to Ryland, “Can’t go out tonight. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      Why can’t you just tell me what happened?

      I blurt out, “Do you know we’re going to get hit with a hurricane?”

      He gapes. “No. How did I not know that?”

      I rub my forehead. “I think we’ve both been distracted this weekend.”

      “Shit. How many times can I curse myself for letting my dick rule my brain?”

      “I think you should tell me more about what happened between you and Gabriella.”

      “Not going there.”

      “Okay. Have you been through one of these before?”

      He starts the car. “Yes. Several. What category is it going to be?”

      I tap on the app with the radar, and my gut drops. “Cat three possibly.”

      “That’s not good. When is it supposed to hit?”

      “Ryland text says forty-eight hours, and he’s watching to see if we will be required to evacuate.”

      Javier grips the wheel harder. “I’m not prepared for this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I didn’t prepare a hurricane survival kit. I kept putting it off. I bet money the stores are going to be out of everything.”

      Panic grips me. “I don’t have anything, either.”

      He accelerates the car. “Let’s go see what we can find.”

      “If a hurricane is coming, assuming Skates is still alive, he won’t have an option but to come to shore, correct?”

      “What direction is the storm coming from?”

      “Southwest, and it’s supposed to hit the panhandle, too.”

      “He’s trapped. He has no option but to come in.”

      “Would his ego be big enough to try and ride out the storm?”

      Javier grunts. “Wouldn’t put it past him.”

      “Can’t say I wouldn’t be happy if his ship toppled, and he drowned.”

      “World would be a better place,” Javier agrees.

      “Although I would rather watch him slowly die,” I mutter.

      Javier is quiet for a few moments. “Chloe, are you doing okay? Being on this case with everything that happened to Peter?”

      I turn to stare out the window. “Yeah, fine.”

      He puts his hand on my arm. “You sure?”

      I spin toward him. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “When you were in the military in Afghanistan, did it get easier?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Killing people. The other night, you told me you were killing people in Afghanistan at twenty-two.”

      He exhales. “Why are you asking me this?”

      “You know I killed Leeland after he shot Peter, right?”

      “Yes. And you did the right thing. You don’t feel guilty about that, do you?”

      “God, no. He was scum. I’d do it again, and I should have done it before he shot Peter.”

      “That wasn’t your fault, Chloe.”

      “Let’s not get into the what’s my fault and what isn’t debate, please.”

      He sighs then concentrates on the road. “Okay.”

      “I wish I had killed Skates. No one would have known. The world would have been a better place.”

      “You would have known.”

      “So. How many people would still be alive if Skates had died two years ago? I had my chance, and I didn’t do it. He squeezed the trigger on Peter just as much as Leeland. I saw him give the order, and he walked free.”

      “I’m not going to argue with your thoughts. Hell, I agree with them, but if you aren’t defending yourself or protecting someone you love, then it’s not the same thing. Guilt would eat at you because you wouldn’t be able to justify it.”

      “So if you kill in defense or for protection, it’s justified and okay, but killing to make the world a better place isn’t?”

      Javier groans. “Do you have to put it that way? I like to think my time in the military helped make the world a better place.”

      “So, it is justified, then?”

      Javier parks in the grocery store lot, which is full of cars. “Look at me, Chloe.”

      I turn to him.

      “Whatever you do, never talk to anyone else about this. The FBI would put you through a psych exam and probably take your badge.”

      “You think I’m crazy?”

      “No. I think you’re right in your thinking. I understand how you feel, and if you were in the military, you wouldn’t have to worry. But you aren’t. You’re an FBI agent, and we play by their rules. It’s not just. It’s not fair. But that is the way it is. You can’t ever tell anyone what you just told me.”

      What he is saying is true. Javier’s watching out for me, and I blink hard.

      “Chloe, you okay?”

      I turn from him. “Yeah. Thanks for having my back. I’m fine...”

      “You sure?”

      I take a deep breath and turn back. “Peter used to look out for me. No one has since him. It was nice. Thank you.”

      “You could stay and be my partner.”

      I tilt my head at him. “I’m a sweeper.”

      “You don’t have to be.”

      Then you and Ryland could have a chance.

      But he may have been involved in several murders.

      I lean back on the headrest. “You don’t want me as a partner. I proved I’m not good at that.”

      “Chloe, you need to let it go. It wasn’t your fault.”

      “You weren’t there.”

      “I don’t need to be. I became a man in a war zone. We all have moments we wish we could do differently.”

      I lob my head to the side. “What’s yours?”

      He glances at the ceiling. “Not getting into details, but I have three of them, and they are similar to yours.”

      “How did you let it go?”

      “Who said I let it go?”

      “You told me I needed to.”

      He softly chuckles. “It’s easier to advise than implement, huh?”

      I smile. “Yep.”

      He turns the car off and opens his door. “Let’s see if there’s anything left in the store. But, Chloe?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Think about staying. It’s been nice having you around.”

      If only it were only about you.

      “Okay. I’ll think about it.”
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      Shortages of food and water are everywhere. Javier and I go to several places, but the shelves are empty. Meat and frozen items are plentiful, but anything that doesn’t need to be refrigerated, frozen, or cooked has already been bought.

      We finally give up.

      Javier’s phone rings. He sends it to voice mail.

      It rings again.

      “Who is it?”

      He shoots me a guilty look.

      “Gabriella?”

      His phone vibrates.

      He exhales and reads the text message she sent him and more come through.

      “What does she say?”

      “She said to come to her place for the hurricane. They stocked it with food, water, and have a generator.”

      I snicker. “That might be interesting. Lock yourself up with her and her brothers.”

      He groans. “I don’t think we have a choice. We can’t stay at our place. It’s not hurricane-proof, and it’s too late to evacuate even if we tried, the way the storm is coming in.”

      In the last few hours, the storm has picked up in speed and is expected to hit the ground earlier than initially predicted. The beginning of the tropical storm that occurs before the hurricane hits started when we were in the last grocery store, and the wind and rain are already fierce.

      Is that where Ryland will be?

      “So, everyone is going to be there?”

      “No. Ryland and Hudson are staying at their places, which are hurricane-proof.”

      “Well, I can’t stay with either of them. I’m staying put in my place.”

      “Chloe, you can’t do that. It’s not safe.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “You have a death wish.”

      “If you ask me, you have one, staying with Gabriella with her brothers watching your every move.”

      “There’s nowhere else to go. We don’t have much of a choice,” he insists.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. There is always a choice.”

      We arrive at the parking garage and get out. “Pack a bag. You can’t stay here.”

      “I’m staying put. Have fun with the Brookses.”

      Javier puts his hand on my shoulder. “Don’t be stupid.”

      “I’m not. You do what you need to do, and I’ll do what I need to do. You aren’t my keeper.” I shrug out of his grasp and continue to my place.

      “Then go to Ryland’s,” he calls after me.

      “No way. We don’t know his involvement, and he isn’t going to tell me. How can you even be around them right now when we don’t even know what happened?” I punch in the code to my unit.

      Javier follows me inside. “Don’t repeat the conversation we are about to have.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him.

      “Say something already happened to Skates and Henry.” He stops.

      “Go on.”

      “What if it was justified?” He crosses his arms.

      I tilt my head at him. “What are you saying, Javier?”

      “I don’t see the Brooks brothers or Mia as killers. The only way I see them killing is to defend or protect. So what if something like that happened?”

      The hair on my neck stands up. “And?”

      He shifts on his feet. “Would you see them any differently as you did before you knew?”

      “If one of them killed in defense or to protect?”

      “Yes.”

      “No. I wouldn’t see them differently. Would you?”

      Javier sternly says, “No. It would be justified in my eyes.”

      What is he telling me?

      “Javier—”

      He holds his hand up. “Let’s not go there right now. But I have another hunch.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If anything did happen, I bet it happened in international waters or possibly even another country’s territory.”

      My heart races. “Which is out of our jurisdiction or a gray area.”

      “Sure is.” He stares at me.

      “Why would you risk this? You could lose your job if you hid information and the bureau found out.”

      “You know how tight Peter and I were.”

      My heart pounds faster. They were great friends. Javier was supposed to be a groomsman in our wedding.

      And you didn’t do your job and shoot first.

      “I’d be more than happy to know Skates and Henry were dead, and I don’t think I could live with myself if I put Beckett in jail again or his brothers or Mia if they did it to defend or protect. Could you live with yourself?”

      I don’t answer him. I’ve been asking myself this same question all day, but I’m shocked to hear Javier is contemplating it.

      It would be a conspiracy if we didn’t report what we found out.

      But would it be justified even though the law says otherwise?

      “Okay, Drake. I’m going to pack my bag. Get moving on yours.”

      “I’m not going.”

      “Chloe—”

      “No. I’m not. You do what you want to do. I’m staying here.”

      “Don’t be a fool.”

      “Go.” I point to the door.

      He shakes his head and leaves.

      After a few minutes, he comes back with a bag slung over his shoulder. The storm outside my window has already become stronger. He points at it. “This is nothing compared to what is going to happen. Get your shit and let’s go.”

      I sit down. “Javier, I’m not going.”

      “Get your ass up, or I’ll carry you,” Ryland bellows.

      I glare at him. “What are you doing here?”

      “If you haven’t noticed, we’re in the middle of a tropical storm and going into a cat 3 hurricane.”

      I smirk at him. “Yeah, I’m aware of the weather. Thanks.”

      “Last chance, Chloe. Ryland or me?” Javier says.

      I wave at him. “Neither. Bye.”

      “She’s all yours. I don’t have a truck, so I’m getting to safety while I still can.”

      Ryland pats him on the back. “Smart move. The road’s already flooded. If you get stuck, call me. Drive safe.”

      “Thanks. See you in a few days, Chloe.” He turns and leaves.

      Ryland walks into my bedroom.

      I follow him. “What are you doing? Get out of here.”

      He opens my dresser drawer and throws my underwear in a duffel bag I hadn’t noticed he brought.

      “Do you mind? You don’t have a right—”

      “Stop being stubborn. This isn’t something to prove a point on.” He finishes packing clothes and goes into my bathroom.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Do you want anything from here? I have stuff at my place, but if you want anything special, now is the time to get it.”

      “Ryland, I’m not—”

      “I know you aren’t happy with me right now, but your life isn’t worth it. If you want to arrest me after this is over, then I’ll come willingly. But you’re getting to safety.”

      Chills flood me. Arrest him? Oh God. Ryland, tell me it wasn’t you. Tell me it was Casey, or one of your brothers, or even Mia. Please.

      “What did you do?”

      He stares at me, closes his eyes, then opens them.

      Skates and Henry are dead. I’ve felt it all day, and I know it. I see it in Ryland’s eyes.

      He only takes my hand. “Let’s go.”

      I shouldn’t go with him.

      I should make him admit whatever went on out in the ocean.

      I should arrest him if he committed a crime.

      But I let him lead me out of the building and into his truck.

      When he pulls out, the wind is hitting the truck so hard, he has to grip the wheel to keep it on the road. There is a foot of water on the street. I stay silent, and it takes longer than it usually would to get to his place.

      He parks in his garage, and I release a breath I didn’t realize I was holding.

      Ryland grabs the bag from the back seat, gets out, walks to my side of the car, and opens the door. He takes my hand. This time, his voice is calmer. “Come on, Chloe. You can’t stay here.”

      I put my hand on his cheek and blink back tears. “What have you done?”

      His beautiful brown eyes fill with water, and his jaw clenches.

      A car alarm goes off in the garage.

      He helps me out and guides me quickly into his place. As soon as he steps inside, he drops the bag, cups my face, and kisses me, holding my head firmly, parting my lips with his tongue, stealing all my breath, and creating a fire within me so hot, I can no longer think, only feel.

      Flutters, heat, tingles roll through every cell of my body, crippling me to resist any part of him.

      The only thing I should care about is finding out what he did on that boat and where Skates, Henry, and Veronica are. But I don’t.

      Ryland is all I desire. He’s the only thing I’ve wanted since Peter, and the thought of losing him overcomes me, and tears fall as I’m kissing him.

      I think they are only mine, but they aren’t. Both our cheeks are wet, but we can’t stop kissing.

      “I’m sorry. You deserve better,” he whispers as more tears fall.

      “I can’t lose you. Please just tell me, and we’ll figure it out.”

      He pushes his forehead to mine. His eyes are sad. “You can’t save me. I’m already damned.”

      “Shh. Don’t say that.”

      “I am. I have no remorse. I’d do it again.”

      “I just need to know. Not as an FBI agent. Just as you and me.”

      “You’ll hate me.”

      “No, I won’t.” I kiss him with everything I have, knowing that no matter what he tells me, I will never hate him.

      I’ve stared the devil in the eye. Ryland Brooks isn’t him.

      Somehow we end up in his bed, our clothes tossed on the floor, arms pretzeled around each other, and the sound of our fucking competing with the storm.

      He’s on top of me, his erection pressing against my heat.

      I wrap my legs around him and allow him to sink into me.

      “Oh fuck, Chloe,” he pants.

      My hips roll up to him as he thrusts down. “Oh God.”

      He licks behind my ear as his hands grip my hair, tugging at it gently. “I’m going to miss you,” he mumbles.

      “Are they dead? I need to know,” I breathe, shaking against him as a wave of adrenaline rolls through me, and I dig my nails into his back. “Oh God...Ryland...don’t stop...please...oh...”

      “Let go, baby,” he instructs against my lips, thrusting into me with more force.

      I soar, euphoria rushing through all my cells, white light and stars blurring my vision.

      He tightens his arms around me, holding me close to his body during my tremors. “That’s it.”

      I come down from my high and grip his head, shoving my tongue in his mouth, whimpering against his lips.

      “I’ve never wanted anyone as much as I want you,” he murmurs.

      “I need you, Ryland.” It rolls out of me without any hesitation, and it’s true. He makes me feel whole. The moment he touched me, my emptiness filled with new life.

      “I need you, Chloe. So much. I...I...” Tears fall heavy down his cheeks.

      I wipe them away. “Shh. Just tell me if they’re dead. Please.”

      His eyes close. He gulps and slowly opens them. His head makes tiny bobs. “Yes.”

      “Okay. It’s okay.”

      He scrunches his face confused, and I bring my lips back to his.

      “I’m a murderer,” he mumbles.

      “So am I, but I didn’t act fast enough,” I whisper.

      “What?”

      “Shh. Just...just...oh God...Ryland...I’m...please...let me...oh please...”

      “Okay, baby.” He caresses the hair on the side of my head.

      I spiral as the howl of the wind screeches against the glass, and Ryland’s flesh melts into mine.

      He dips his head and sucks on my neck then lifts his lips then sucks some more, creating a tender euphoric pain.

      I claw at him, circling my hips into him harder, desperate for another rush.

      Sweat, the smell of sex mixed with his raw, earthy scent, and the buzz of his energy create my epiphany. Ryland is my heroin. It only took one hit, and the addiction formed. There will never be another like him in my life. And no matter what he tells me, I’ll save him. Skates is no longer on this planet, and the world is a better place.

      “Fuck. I’m going to come, Chloe.” He thrusts in me harder, and, as he pumps forcefully, he presses into my G-spot. I fly over the edge once more, calling out obscenities and gripping him tighter than I have in the past.

      Our chests heave in our aftermath. The beat of our hearts thumping fast.

      “Chloe,” he murmurs.

      “Shh. Don’t say anything right now. Just hold me.”

      He rolls over and holds me in his arms, and I wonder if somehow we can be the other’s salvation.
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      Smack.

      A tree branch hits the balcony door of my bedroom. Chloe and I both jump.

      “What was that?” Her eyes widen.

      I reposition her back in my arms and throw the covers over us. “Shh. Only a branch. It’s okay.”

      She snuggles into my chest, running her fingers through my chest hair.

      I told her I’m a murderer. As soon as this hurricane is over, I’m sure she’ll cuff and book me.

      What is she thinking? And what does she mean that she is, too, but didn’t act fast enough?

      All day, since she sent me a text she wouldn’t see me tonight, I’ve thought of nothing except her. I tried calling, but she wouldn’t answer. I sent several other text messages.

      After Casey called Beckett, we stopped by his house and found out all the different questions they asked him. There was no way Chloe wouldn’t figure out what happened. She was too smart. Javier, too.

      My fate was sealed, but I decided I’ll tell Chloe and cut a deal in exchange for Beckett, Hudson, and Mia’s immunity. Casey and I were the ones who pulled the trigger. We should pay, not the others.

      The weather turned worse. There was no way she was prepared for this storm. I decided she can arrest me after, but as long as I had my freedom, she was still mine to take care of, and protecting her was my priority.

      My heart is still beating fast. I stroke her hair, and she slowly meets my eyes.

      “Ryland.”

      She doesn’t have to say more. I see it in her eyes. She wants my story, the entire tale, and I can’t lie to her.

      “I can’t tell you unless Hudson, Beckett, and Mia get immunity.”

      She sits up. “You want to take the fall for something they did?”

      My pulse beats in my neck. “They didn’t do it, I did. But there are details around what I did that may have consequences.”

      The lights flicker, but the power stays on, not that we have any on the inside turned on, but it keeps the outside lights of the building on.

      Chloe cups my face. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Promise me they won’t get hurt or in trouble.”

      “I don’t have that power. But I promise this is us talking.”

      “What does that mean?”

      She closes her eyes. “It means I’m not acting as an agent right now.”

      “Sweetheart, you are an agent. You can’t separate the two.”

      “I can. I am. I need you to trust me.”

      “Chloe—”

      She puts her finger over my lips, and tears fill her eyes. “Skates watched Peter take his last breath. He ordered it. I hesitated when the gang member who killed Peter showed his weapon. Skates got off. I regret every day that I didn’t put a bullet in his head. It’s why I work Twisted Heart cases. Tell me what happened. I, Chloe, need to know. Not Agent Drake. Me.”

      Skates was responsible for her fiancé’s death? Holy shit.

      I swipe my thumb on her cheeks, trying to dry her face.

      “You won’t repeat what I tell you?”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      I shouldn’t trust her. She’s an FBI agent. But I believe her when she makes me her promise.

      I hold her on my lap. “Where do I start?”

      “What happened to Mia?”

      “Henry kidnapped her when Beckett was at work. They tried to make her take heroin.”

      She winces. “Is she doing okay?”

      I nod. “I think Mia and Beckett witnessed so much the night Clay was murdered, they can sleep now knowing Skates and Henry are dead.”

      “I understand that.”

      I kiss the top of her head. “Skates took Mia to set up a trap for Beckett. He knew he would come to find her.”

      “What did he want to do to him?”

      “I think he wanted to kill him and Mia and leave them at sea, but I’m not sure.”

      She shifts on my lap. “What happened when you got there?”

      I close my eyes. “Beckett told Skates Henry was dirty, and Skates shot Henry. One of his men also got shot and hit his head. That left the other thug he had on the boat, Veronica, and him.”

      “Veronica knew what was going on?”

      “Yes. She set Clay up to work for Skates originally and tried to force Mia to take heroin. There was a gun in the cushion of the chair. Mia saw it and was able to lock Veronica in the bedroom.”

      “Did Mia kill Veronica?”

      I shake my head, breathing deep and swallowing the thick lump in my throat. “Mia, Beckett, and Hudson didn’t kill anyone. Only Casey and I are murderers.”

      “So, how did Veronica die?”

      “Skates and Casey were wrestling with a gun, and it went off several times. A bullet went through the window, and Veronica died. Skates would have killed Casey.”

      Chloe tilts her head at me. “If Henry already died and Casey killed Skates and Veronica, why are you a murderer?”

      “The other thug of Skates. I killed him.”

      “How?”

      Goose bumps pop out on my arms. “Mia gave the gun she found to Beckett. They fought for it, and he had it pointed at Beckett’s head. Hudson and I were hiding in the cabin of the other boat. They didn’t know we were there. I aimed for his head and shot him before he could kill Beckett.”

      Chloe stays quiet for a few moments.

      My gut flips over and over, as I wonder what she’s thinking. Does she hate me? Do I repulse her now that she knows my sin?

      She finally asks, “Where are the bodies? The boat?”

      I swallow hard. “The bottom of the ocean. We blew it up.”

      Her eyes widen. “You blew it up?”

      I nod.

      “How?”

      “Gasoline and a flare gun.”

      “What part of the ocean?”

      “I think in the international waters. It took us hours to get there and back.”

      “Did you all burn your clothes when you got back or only Casey?”

      I rub my hand in my face. “Yes, but I don’t remember much after I shot that thug.”

      Chloe nods. “I think you were in shock, even when I met you.”

      I’ve told her everything now.

      Silence pursues. I finally blurt out, “I would do it again. Beckett didn’t deserve to die. I hate that I’m a killer, but I don’t regret it.”

      “I know that feeling.”

      I tilt my head. “How?”

      “I put a bullet in the man who killed Peter. I feel the same.”

      I wrap my arms tighter around her. “I’m sorry about Peter.”

      She blinks hard. “It was my fault.”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “You weren’t there. I froze. It was only for a second, but it was enough.”

      “You can’t blame yourself for that.”

      She looks away. When she turns back, tears are running down her cheeks. “I’m happy Skates, Henry, Veronica, and all his thugs are dead. They deserved to die. All they did was create misery whereever they went.”

      I sigh.

      She cups my face. “Don’t ever tell anyone else what you told me tonight.”

      I jerk my head back in surprise. “I don’t understand. You aren’t going to report this?”

      She grips my cheeks tighter. “Listen to me. You never told me anything. I know nothing.”

      “Chloe, I don’t want you to get in any trouble.”

      “You aren’t.”

      “Chloe—”

      “Stop. I can’t lose you, and especially because of the Twisted Hearts. Please.”

      She can’t mean this.

      I squint. “So we just live life, the investigation continues, and you run around in circles for work but never find anything? How long do you think that will last?”

      “No. I’ll figure something out to end the investigation. But it won’t involve you or your family.”

      “Chloe, that sounds like you’re putting yourself in danger with the FBI. I won’t have you do that.”

      “I’ll handle it. Just trust me.” She straddles me and crushes her lips to mine, drawing me into the only place where I feel everything is safe and good.

      I can’t respond to her comment. She won’t let me talk or pull away from her, and I’m soon happily drowning in all that is Chloe.
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      Chloe

      

      “Chloe.” Ryland’s husky voice wakes me up, and I open my eyes, but all I see is black.

      The thumping of my heartbeat gets louder. What is happening?

      I try to move my hands and legs, but I’m restrained, and I can’t move very far. I fumble with my hands and discover something cool and smooth.

      Is it silk?

      “Ryland?”

      His warm breath is near my ear. “I can’t wait any longer.”

      “For what?”

      He kisses my cheek then my mouth. The raw scent of his skin fills my nose. “I want to play with your body all morning.”

      Oh God, yes, please.

      “Chloe, you okay with this? If you aren’t, I’ll untie you.”

      I nod, still not able to see due to the blindfold he has on me. I try to reach for him, and he links his fingers between mine and kisses me. The weight of his body presses on top of mine, and his erection is already hard.

      “Tell me you want it, and I’ll start.”

      Tingles race up my leg, my pulse beats faster, and my loins spasm. “Please. I want it.”

      “What’s our code word?”

      “Jellyfish.”

      “What is the rule?”

      “I can’t come until you tell me to.”

      “Good girl.” His cock throbs, digging into my thigh. He kisses my nose and murmurs, “Sexy freckles.”

      Boom!

      Thunder crashes in the sky, and I jump.

      Ryland’s fingers caress my head. “It’s okay.”

      He shifts on the bed, and I regret the loss of his body heat.

      “Ryland, don’t leave me,” I panic.

      His fingertips trail down my arms, over my breasts, and down the rest of my body. “I’m right here, baby. I’m not leaving you. Just relax.”

      I take a deep breath.

      “Good girl.”

      He kisses the insides of my thighs.

      I try to bend my knees but can’t.

      His calloused hands spread my legs wider, and the restraints get tighter. There is another shift on the bed, and the silk connecting my hands also tightens.

      Heat and adrenaline create a furnace in my veins. Flutters take off in my stomach.

      His lips suck on the curve of my neck, and a jolt runs through my nipples.

      “Oh God,” I cry out.

      He has nipple clamps on me again. How did I not notice?

      “What’s our code word?”

      “Jellyfish.”

      “Use it if you need it.”

      “Okay.”

      “Where do you want my mouth, Chloe?” He moves across my chest and sucks on one of my nipples.

      “Yes,” I whimper, not answering his question.

      He gives attention to the other. “Here?”

      “Oh God,” I breath out.

      “Here?” He kisses my stomach then my mound while stroking my slit and tapping my clit twice.

      “Ryland.” I try to reach for him but can’t.

      “Tell me where you want my mouth, baby.” He flicks his tongue on my nub then sucks it once.

      “Oh fuck!”

      “Maybe you want it here?” He sticks his tongue in my pussy and tugs at the nipple clamp chain.

      “Oh...oh...” I gasp for air.

      “Remember our rule. Now tell me, Chloe. Where do you want my mouth?” he growls, sticks his finger in me, and licks my clit so fast I’m about to orgasm.

      “Don’t stop...please...Ryland...oh God...please,” I beg him. I can’t tell if I’m louder than usual, or if I only think that because my senses are heightened from having the blindfold on.

      He slows down. “Not yet, baby.”

      “Please,” I desperately cry.

      “You can this way.” His mouth surrounds the clamp on my breast, and he removes it with his tongue then sucks my nipple so hard, my body becomes a bath of adrenaline, pooling in every cell.

      “Ryland,” I scream, shaking hard.

      “I got you,” he murmurs then slides his tongue into my mouth and leaves me breathless and groaning for more when he tears his lips away.

      “You want to fly, Chloe?” he hums in my ear.

      “Please.”

      “Who’s your man?”

      “You are.”

      He kisses me. “That’s right. And what do I do as your man?”

      “You take care of me.”

      “Very good.” His tongue slithers down my cleavage, and he tugs at the clamp still on my right nipple. “I’m going to take care of you now, baby.” He removes it once again with his mouth and sends currents of endorphins through my bones.

      I try to reach for him again and am stopped by the silk ties. When he releases me, I’m gasping and whimpering.

      His face is next to mine, I can feel it but not see it, and I desperately stick out my tongue, trying to engage him in my kiss. He allows me, and I bite his bottom lip.

      He groans. “I’m so hard for you right now, Chloe.”

      “Take me.”

      “Patience, baby. I’m only getting started with you.”

      He nibbles on my hip, the outside of my thigh, then moves inward in a slow, excruciating movement.

      “Please,” I moan.

      “Please, what?”

      “Oh God,” I cry out.

      His lips stay put on my skin. “Tell me what you want.”

      Sweat rolls on my flesh, blood pumps through my veins, and my insides quiver. “Make me come, Ryland. Please.”

      “How?”

      “Your mouth.”

      He kisses my clit, rolling it between his lips.

      “Yes. Oh yes,” I moan.

      The thrash of his tongue wreaks havoc on my pussy.

      Playing me.

      Penetrating me.

      Pacing me.

      “Don’t stop...please,” I scream out as a tear falls down my cheek.

      He continues to bring me to the edge then backs me away so my body is buzzing and ready to shatter, always telling me, “Not yet, Chloe.”

      “I...I...can’t...oh...need...please...need...” I yell out.

      “What do you need?” he growls then flicks me.

      “You, Ryland. Oh God. Please don’t stop...don’t...oh fuck,” I cry out as a hurricane stronger than the one outside whips through my body so fast, I get dizzy and think I might blackout.

      I’m panting, spent from my orgasm, and Ryland praises me. “You did so well. You get a reward for that.” His mouth latches back onto me, and my body explodes in ecstasy.

      Tremors move through me so intensely, I don’t notice him releasing the silk ties from my ankles until they are gone. He massages my thigh muscles and grasps my ankles, moving my feet near my ass.

      His lips devour mine, and a new hunger creeps through me, wanting and needing every ounce of anything he will give me.

      “I need you so much,” I whisper.

      His finger traces the length of my cheek. “I need you, Chloe.”

      I lift my head up to meet his mouth again, and his fingers lace through my hair.

      His body hovers over mine. His pecs tease my pebbled nipples. Heat from his flesh singes mine, merging and melting as one.

      He removes the blindfold. My eyes adjust to the lighter darkness, staring into his golden-brown hues.

      “Hold me,” I whisper.

      His arms wrap around my back. “Don’t let me go, Ryland.”

      “I won’t. I’m not.”

      “Ever. Not just now.”

      “Shh. I’m yours.”

      I grip him with my legs. “Please. I need to feel you.”

      He enters me, and my arms jerk forward but are restrained by the ties.

      “So tight and wet,” he mumbles.

      “Faster,” I pant out.

      He thrusts quicker, sliding his shaft in and out of my sex, breathing into my breath, tugging my lip between his teeth.

      I wrap my fingers around the silk, gripping it and circling my hips against him.

      “Fuck, Chloe. Oh yeah. Do that, baby. Keep doing that.”

      My toes curl. “I can’t...oh God!” My orgasm whips through me as lightning electrifies the sky.

      “Keep moving, Chloe,” he commands.

      I speed up my thrusts, shaking with pleasure.

      Ryland erupts, injecting his seed inside me, calling out my name, and trembling.

      He unties my arms, and I wrap them around him.

      “You did good, baby. So good,” he tells me like he always does and kisses me feverishly.

      My stomach rumbles.

      He chuckles. “I think it’s time I made you some food.”

      “You did work me out pretty good.” I wink.

      His eyes light up. “You need to eat. We’re going to be here for at least a few days. That was just your appetizer.” He kisses my nose and stands up then grabs a pair of boxers and puts them on.

      “Did you pack me my pajamas?” I tease him.

      “Nope. Thought I would keep you naked during this hurricane party.”

      He opens a drawer and selects one of his T-shirts and tosses it to me. “This work?”

      “Perfect.” I put it on.

      Ryland and I leave his room and rummage around his kitchen, selecting ingredients for breakfast. When we get everything out, he picks me up and sets me on his counter.

      “I can cook.”

      He grabs a strawberry and holds it to my mouth. “Try this.”

      “Should I be scared?”

      “You just woke up, and I had you tied up and blindfolded. I think there are more things you could be scared of than a piece of fruit.”

      Heat creeps up my neck.

      He shakes the berry at me, and I take a bite.

      “Wow. This is really good.”

      “That’s what I thought.” He pops the other half in his mouth, puts his hands next to my thighs, and pecks me.

      I put my arms around his shoulders. “Are we really going to be here a few days?”

      “Yep. Welcome to Florida.”

      “Thanks for coming to get me.”

      He stills. “I’ll always protect you, Chloe.”

      I brush my hand on the side of his head. “I already know that about you.”

      He raises an eyebrow in question.

      “It’s who you are, a protector.”

      “Then you know that when I tell you I don’t want you putting yourself in any danger over my actions, you need to listen to me.”

      I tilt my head. “Ryland, what are you telling me? You want me to turn you in?”

      He rubs his hands over his face. “I don’t want you doing something that is going to bite you in the ass.”

      “It’s not going to.”

      “How?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I’ll figure it out.”

      “Chloe—”

      I put my finger over his lips. “I’ve made up my mind. You won’t change it. The Twisted Hearts aren’t going to win again. I’ll figure this out. Trust me.”

      “It’s not about trust.”

      “It is.”

      Ryland’s jaw clenches, and he turns away.

      I turn his head back. “You said you wanted us to be together.”

      His eyes widen. “I do. That’s all I want. You consume all my thoughts all day and night. Have I not shown you how much I want you?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      He takes a breath.

      “We can’t be together if you’re in jail.”

      “I don’t want to be, but I won’t let you do something you’ll regret.”

      “Just let me figure this out. Give me some time,” I ask.

      He stares at me.

      “Please.”

      “Okay. I’ll give you some time, but promise me you won’t do anything without talking to me first.”

      I hold out my pinky.

      He laughs and links his to mine. “Is this how you give your word?”

      “No, this is.” I lock my lips to his and give him a fiery kiss.

      Change the subject, Chloe. You don’t need him freaking out for several days.

      I jab his chest. “Now, you better hurry up and make me some toast.”
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      Ryland

      

      The ocean is still rough, but the waves aren’t nearly as high. The sun is trying to peek through the clouds, and the rain is just a mist.

      “Ryland?”

      I turn toward Chloe, who’s waking up, and lean over her and kiss her forehead, nose then mouth. “Morning.”

      She smiles. “Morning.”

      “I think we can venture outside today.”

      “Is it over?”

      “The hurricane has passed. The rain should stop soon.”

      She puts her arms around me. “I don’t have any complaints about being cooped up with you, but it’ll be nice to get some fresh air.”

      I peck her. “Agree. Let’s go shower and head out. The cells still aren’t working. The last time this happened, the tower was down. I want to check on Hudson and then my parents’ and Mia’s place.”

      “We should make sure Javier is still alive, too.”

      “I never asked him where he was staying.”

      Her eyes widen. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Gabriella invited him to stay with her.”

      I groan. “Jeez. He has a death wish. Thank God Hudson wasn’t there, I’m sure Beckett was a big enough challenge for him.”

      She rubs her hand through my hair. “Let’s get ready, then.”

      We shower and get dressed.

      “Take your gun, Chloe. There might be looters.”

      As soon as I can get a new gun, I need to.

      “Got it.”

      We leave and get in my truck. Water is a foot deep or more in most places, and trees are down all over the place. Several vehicles are on the road, but not many. Some signs are missing from buildings and even a few traffic ones. Debris is everywhere, and houses have glass blown out. Several roofs are off.

      “Wow. This is bad,” Chloe murmurs.

      “It could have been a lot worse.” We arrive at Hudson’s and when we get to the door, I punch in the code. “Hudson,” I call out, walking into the kitchen.

      He’s filling a thermos with coffee.

      “Just in time for...” He stops and scowls at Chloe.

      “Don’t,” I tell him.

      He shakes his head.

      Chloe shifts. “You’re never going to like me, are you?”

      He glares at her.

      She sits down. “Is anyone else here?”

      “No. Not that it’s your business.”

      She taps her fingers on the counter then stands, grabs a cup, and fills it with coffee.

      “Gee, help yourself,” Hudson sarcastically says.

      “Hudson,” I bark at him.

      Chloe takes a sip and smirks at him. “Thanks for the coffee. Ryland, you want a cup?”

      I smile at her. “Yes, please.”

      She pours one and hands it to me.

      Hudson watches her. “Make yourself at home, Chloe.”

      She pats his cheek. “Thanks, I will.”

      I snort, and Hudson glares at her.

      “The roads are a mess. We should go check on Mom and Dad’s and Mia’s,” I say.

      “That’s where I was headed.”

      “Your phone out, too?”

      “Yes, it’s been for several days.”

      I go over to his cabinet and find two to-go cups. I hand one to Chloe. We pour our coffee in them, and she rinses the cups in the sink. I kiss her on the cheek. “You ready?”

      “Sure.”

      Hudson gives me an annoyed look, but I ignore him.

      Man, he needs to get laid.

      I wish I could tell him Chloe knows and isn’t going to say anything.

      She told you not to tell anyone that she knows.

      We all leave, and when we get in my truck, I turn to Chloe. “I’m sorry he’s an ass.”

      “It’s okay. I understand why.”

      “Doesn’t make it right.”

      “Let’s not worry about this right now. There are more important things to do.”

      “All right.” I start the truck and reverse out of the driveway.

      Hudson follows us in his truck.

      “Shit,” I mumble.

      “What?”

      “I should have warned Hudson Javier is there. He’s going to go apeshit.”

      Her cheeks fill with air, and she blows it out.

      We travel through the destruction, taking detours around fallen limbs and other damage from the storm. I swing past Mia’s. From the road, everything appears fine with her house. Debris is everywhere but nothing that doesn’t involve minor cleanup. When we get to my parents’, Hudson jumps out of his truck. I’m assuming Javier’s car is in the garage.

      “Before you go in, you need to know something.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t be an ass when you go in.”

      “Why would I be an ass?”

      “Javier is here.”

      He clenches his jaw and stares at the sky. “You allowed that?”

      “I didn’t know. Chloe told me today.”

      She holds her hands in the air. “I assumed Ryland knew. He saw Javier when he came to get me.”

      “Beckett’s been here the entire time. Just don’t go crazy, or Gabriella is going to get pissed. We have enough to worry about with her and don’t need her ignoring you or your phone calls, so use your head.”

      He yanks at his hair. “I don’t know why I even care anymore.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      “Why? No one listens to me. You all make stupid decisions.”

      “Just because we don’t do what you want doesn’t make our decisions stupid.”

      He glances at Chloe, back at me, doesn’t reply, and stomps toward the house.

      Shit.

      We all go inside and to the kitchen. Beckett, Mia, Connor, Gracie, Gabriella, and Javier are all in their pajamas, drinking coffee, and making breakfast.

      Beckett stops flipping pancakes and grins. “You’re all alive.”

      Javier is standing next to him buttering toast. Connor is grilling bacon. The girls are all sitting at the table watching them.

      Connor hands Hudson a carton of eggs. “Just in time. You’re on the eggs.” He points to a bunch of fruit. “You get the fruit, Ryland.”

      “Chloe, come have coffee with us,” Gabriella says.

      “We aren’t helping?” she asks.

      “Nope,” Gracie pops the P.

      “They lost,” Mia says.

      “What did they lose?”

      “The tournament.”

      “The tournament?”

      “Yep. Poker, Black Jack, and Crazy Eights. We annihilated them. They have to clean up, too,” Gabriella smirks.

      Chloe grabs the carafe and fixes a cup and gives it to Hudson. He looks at her in surprise. She smiles at him.

      She’s going to kill him with kindness. That’s my girl!

      She makes another one for me, hands it over, and I wink at her. Then she grabs the carafe and refills the rest of the guys’ cups.

      Javier points to the other wall. “I just put a fresh pot on.”

      “Gotcha.”

      She pours herself a cup and sits down next to Mia. “Congrats on your wedding.”

      Mia blushes. “Thanks.”

      “So, Chloe, I have a question for you,” Gabriella says.

      She raises an eyebrow at her.

      “Now that you’re with Ryland, are you staying in Florida?”

      My heart races.

      She shifts in her seat. “My job doesn’t work that way. I’m a sweeper.”

      “What’s that?” Gracie asks.

      “I’m assigned to go where my cases lead me.”

      “Why can’t you stay as Javier’s partner?” Gabriella replies.

      Her face turns red.

      Javier comes to her rescue. “It’s a little more complicated than that.”

      “But if—”

      I stuff an orange slice in Gabriella’s mouth.

      She spits it out and smacks my arm. “Ryland!”

      “Mind your own business.”

      “That’s rich coming from someone who always sticks his nose in mine.”

      “Chloe didn’t though. So change the subject.”

      I hand Chloe an orange slice, and relief passes across her face. I lean over and kiss her head.

      “Pancakes are done.” Beckett brings a platter over to the table.

      Soon, all the food is on our plates, and everyone is digging in. The conversation is light and fun, and no one is fighting, which is nice since it hasn’t been that way in a while.

      Hudson goes to grab another slice of toast, and Connor beats him to it. “You’re too slow,” he tells him.

      Hudson groans.

      Chloe gets up and puts more bread in the toaster. When it pops up, she butters it and throws it on Hudson’s plate.

      He tilts his head at her. “Are you trying to bribe me with food?”

      She smiles at him again.

      “She gets points for that Hudson. You don’t understand Chloe and her love of toast,” I tease her.

      “Ha, ha!”

      She puts another batch in, and a phone rings.

      “Cell phones are back! Yes!” Connor pumps his fist in the air, gets up, and removes his phone off the charger. “Hey, man. Yeah, we’re all good over here.” He walks out of the room, still talking.

      Chloe removes her phone from her purse, and Javier takes his off the charger as well. They scroll through messages, and both freeze.

      Chloe’s hand goes over her mouth. The blood drains from his face.

      Javier stands and he points to Hudson and me. “We need to borrow one of your trucks.”

      “What’s going on?” I turn toward Chloe.

      She looks at Mia.

      “Why are you staring at me, Chloe?”

      Javier nods at her. “I’m sorry to tell you this, Mia, but Casey Cline is dead.”

      Mia’s hand flies to her mouth.

      Beckett puts his arm around her. “What are you talking about?”

      Javier says, “They tied him to the flag pole outside his house. At some point during the storm, he died.”

      Mia stands so quickly her chair falls to the floor, and she runs to the bathroom. Beckett follows her.

      “They, meaning Twisted Hearts?” Hudson asks.

      “Yes,” Chloe confirms. “Several other people around the Manatee and Sarasota Counties have been found in similar positions. Intel thinks the Twisted Hearts are trying to send a message.”

      “What kind of message?” Gabriella asks.

      “I don’t know yet,” Chloe replies.

      “Was Triker released?” Javier states.

      “I haven’t gotten confirmation either way.” Chloe puts her hand on my arm. “Ryland, we need your truck.”

      I hand her the keys.

      “Hudson, do you have your gun?” Javier asks.

      He pats his belt. “Yeah. I’m sure we’re going to have looters.”

      Javier takes Gabriella’s hand. “You stay with Hudson while I’m gone. None of you leave this house until we get back. Tell Connor.”

      Javier and Chloe’s phones vibrate with another message, and the color drains from her face. The hair on the back of my neck stands up.

      “Chloe, what is it?”

      She stares at Javier, and neither says anything.

      “Chloe?”

      She finally turns towards me and blinks hard. “I can’t talk to you about it. We need to go.”

      I put my hand on her cheek. “Okay. Be careful.”

      I follow her outside.

      “Chloe.”

      She stops and I turn her into my arms and kiss her then murmur, “Don’t do anything to put yourself in harm’s way.”

      She sighs. “Don’t let anyone go anywhere.”

      Javier and Chloe leave. Unspoken words say more than anything. Something regarding Skates is going down. Hudson and Beckett come outside and stand next to me as we watch them leave. I wonder if I’m going down for murder.
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      Chloe

      

      As soon as the doors of the truck shut, I say to Javier, “We need to get that tracker.” The text we received said our FBI counterparts found a tracker in Casey’s house. They believe it has all the details of Casey’s yacht that Skates is believed to be on.

      “Chloe, is there anything you haven’t told me?”

      My heart is beating in my neck, and the flipping in my gut increases. I nod emphatically but say, “No.”

      Javier stares at the ceiling of the truck then back at me. “Okay. I won’t ask anything else.”

      “Thank you.” I turn the truck on and pull out. It takes a long time to get to Casey’s due to the flooding and destruction the storm created.

      We are almost there when Javier speaks. “I’m assuming from my question earlier that Skates isn’t alive. So if that is correct, why would Triker or another Twisted Heart want Casey dead?”

      “I’ve been wondering the same thing. They run the heroin through Casey’s restaurants. What would be the point of killing him?”

      “Could it be a power move on Triker’s part to overthrow Skates? He thinks he’s alive, so maybe it’s his way of taking over?”

      “Possibly.”

      Casey’s driveway is swarming with FBI crime scene agents. Javier and I quickly locate Agent Swanson, who is in charge.

      Javier quickly introduces me and asks the agent, “You found a tracker?”

      “A few hours ago.”

      My pulse is beating fast. “Where is it?”

      “It’s been sent out to the tech team.”

      “We need—”

      “We’ve been on this case for years. Can you tell us which agent has it?” Javier interjects.

      “Sorry. Once it’s on its way, it’s out of my hands.”

      Another agent approaches him, and Javier and I step aside.

      “Any reason to stick around here?” Javier asks.

      “We need to get that tracker.”

      “I know. Cool it though,” he mutters.

      I take a deep breath. “You’re right.”

      “Boss.” An agent sticks his head out of the door, not far from where we are standing, and motions for Swanson to come in.

      Javier and I follow Swanson into an office.

      The agent points to the desk. “The drawer is locked. Okay for us to bust it open?”

      Swanson commands, “Do it.”

      The agent drills the lock, and I cover my ears at the screeching of metal. When he stops, he yanks the drawer out and puts it on top of the desk.

      We step closer to view the contents: a loaded gun, a thick, yellow envelope with “Mia Crimson” written on it, and a closed box.

      The agent opens the lid to reveal old photos of a couple.

      “Jesus, she was so young,” Javier says in disgust.

      A teenage girl, who looks exactly like Mia is in the picture. She has Mia’s same black hair, eyes, and smile.

      “That has to be Mia’s mom,” I say.

      She appears to be in high school, and Casey looks as if he’s approaching fifty. Several pictures have a toddler and infant in them. The little boy is tugging on Mia’s mom’s shirt and the baby is crying. Skates, who seems the same age as Mia’s mother, scowls in the background.

      “No love lost there,” I comment.

      The agent opens the yellow envelope and spreads the contents on the desk.

      A letter to Mia expresses how much Casey regretted not being in her life and his deep love for her mother.

      A trust dated only a few days ago transfers all Casey’s assets to Mia. A several carat diamond ring shares the smaller envelope with a note that says it was Mia’s mother’s engagement ring.

      “She was going to marry him?” Javier scrunches his face at me.

      I wince. “How did Casey not go to jail for statutory rape?”

      Javier grimaces further. “No idea.”

      Regardless of what Javier or I think of the situation, they were still Mia’s parents. I turn to Swanson. “I know Mia. Besides the gun, can I take the other contents and give them to her? She’s his daughter.”

      He scans the items again. “Sure. Nothing here is of importance or going to lead us to Skates or more Twisted Hearts intel.”

      “Thank you.” I replace the contents into the yellow envelope, and Javier puts the photos back into the box.

      “Boss,” another agent yells.

      We race up the steps and into a room that has posters of girls wearing bikinis and skateboard paraphernalia.

      All these years and Casey never changed it?

      The air vent in the ceiling has been removed. A small shoebox, covered in dust, sits on the bed.

      “It was in the vent,” the agent says.

      “Open it,” Swanson barks.

      A cloud of dirt fills the air as the lid comes off.

      Goose bumps pop out on my skin.

      I grab a photo from the agent and peer closer at it. Beckett is in a football uniform and another player stands next to him, chugging water on the field. Another picture has Veronica and the girl Stacy from Gabriella’s party hanging out with them on the beach. Several photos of high-school age boys fill out the stack.

      Javier takes a little black book out of the box and opens it. “Holy shit.”

      “What?” I lean over his shoulder.

      “It’s his kill-and-frame list.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He points to the paper. “Names, dates of death, and other people who went to prison: Clay Crimson, his date of death, Beckett Brooks, and fifteen years. The next entry is Mia Crimson, with the same info. Skates thought Mia was dead. Fifteen years was Beckett’s original sentence.”

      My hand flies over my mouth.

      “I’m aware of four of these prisoners who have family members who have stepped forward and stated that they are innocent. They all point the finger at Skates.”

      I count seventeen entries.

      “Good God.” I run my finger down the column where Beckett’s name is written. “Are all these men and women innocent?”

      “I need that.” Swanson holds his hand out.

      “Let me take photos first.” I take my phone out of my pocket.

      “All right.”

      I take a screenshot of the front and back cover of the book, the inside that has Jimmy Cline aka Skates written on it, and each page, checking that the photos are clear and legible.

      When I’m done, Javier holds it out to Swanson but doesn’t release it. “This needs to go directly to Carter.”

      Swanson’s eyes widen. “The head of the FBI?”

      “Yes. There are innocent men and women in prison,” I tell him.

      Swanson shifts on his feet. “You don’t know for sure these people aren’t guilty. They could have taken orders from Skates. Do your job, and I’ll do mine. Everything will be processed accordingly.” He holds his hand out for the book.

      “It goes to Carter,” Javier sternly tells him.

      Swanson smirks. “Not your paygrade. Now, give me the book.”

      So we’re going to have a power trip?

      “Don’t give it to him,” I tell Javier.

      “Excuse me, Agent Drake?” Swanson seethes.

      I hold up my phone. “Let’s just see what Carter thinks.”

      Swanson scowls. “Nice try. You’ve probably never even met Carter, and if you did have his number, he wouldn’t pick up for you.”

      Javier pulls the book back and nods to me.

      My heart races, and I hold onto Javier’s arm to steady myself.

      Beckett might be able to clear his name with this book. The felony on his record could be gone. These other men and women in prison may be innocent and might still have a chance at a life.

      So I do what I’ve avoided for over two years. I call the man who was supposed to be my father-in-law.

      The man who told me I’d always be like a daughter to him and not to stay away from his wife and him, but I did because it was just too painful.

      The man who reached out several times to check on me, but I refused to take his call because I wasn’t okay, and the more time that went by, the harder it got.

      The man I know has followed my career and made sure I became a sweeper when I requested it and kept me on the Twisted Hearts case even when it was recommended by the bureau’s therapist to take me off it.

      The man who lost his only son. The son I loved with every fiber of my soul.

      With a shaky hand, I tap the button. It rings twice, and his voice is worried but hopeful. “Chloe?”

      “Tim. I’m...” I stare into Javier’s chest and blink back tears.

      Pull it together, Chloe.

      “Chloe? Are you okay?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry it’s been so long.” My voice shakes.

      “It’s all right. Tell me what you need, Chloe.”

      I take a deep breath. “Jimmy Clines’ father, Casey, was murdered last night.”

      “Yes, I got a notice.”

      “I’m here at his house. An agent discovered a book Skates had stored in the vent, which appears to be a list of people he murdered and all the people who went to prison for those crimes. There are seventeen murders in it.”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Agent Lòpez and I believe you should receive this book. I have photos I can text you if you would like to view it now.”

      “I absolutely want that book. Please send the photos for my immediate review, but that book is to come directly to me.”

      “Tim, could you please tell Agent Swanson this?”

      “Put him on the phone.”

      I take a deep breath and spin, handing the phone to Swanson.

      “This is Agent Swanson.” He cringes. “Yes, sir. I will have it sent directly to you with no stops between.” He hands the phone back to me and scowls.

      I take it and turn back to Javier’s chest. “Thank you, Tim.”

      “Thank you, Chloe.”

      I stay silent, not sure what else to say.

      “It’s great to hear from you, Chloe. I hope life is being good to you?”

      A tear drips down my cheek. I’m not sure how to answer it. Is it? I have Ryland, but what’s on that tracker and where the investigation of that information leads may destroy any chance of a life I could have with him.

      Plus, I’m a sweeper, so is there even a long-term for Ryland and me?

      But how can I tell this to the man whose son I was supposed to marry?

      “Chloe? Are you still there?”

      “Yeah. I need to go, Tim.”

      “Sure. You call me if you need anything else.”

      “Thank you, Tim. Please tell Susan I send my regards.”

      “I will, Chloe. Goodbye.”

      “Goodbye, Tim.” I hang up my phone and text the pictures to him. Saying nothing, I leave the room and go directly to the truck. I get in the passenger’s side, shaking, and a river of tears flow.

      Javier opens the driver’s door, gets in, and wraps his arms around me.

      A loud wail comes out of me as I heave in Javier’s chest, “Why does it still have to hurt?”

      “Because he was good and one of us.”

      “I miss him,” I cry.

      “I do, too.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah. Every day I think of him. And I’m sorry I stopped calling you,” he says.

      “That’s not on you. You can only be ignored for so long.”

      “I should have flown up and made sure you were okay when you stopped taking my calls.”

      “I’m sorry. It just was too hard.” I sob, thinking of all the people I cut off from my life.

      “Shh. It’s okay. I know.” He strokes my hair as my phone buzzes.

      I lean back, read my phone, and my gut drops.

      “Chloe, what is it?”

      “They know the last recorded location of Casey’s yacht. It’s been in the same spot for several weeks in international waters. The FBI is coordinating with the Coast Guard to go arrest Skates.”

      “Chloe, this isn’t good, is it?”

      I hoarsely whisper, “No.”
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      Ryland

      

      In the time Chloe has been gone, we’ve cleaned up the kitchen, the fallen limbs, and other debris in the yard, and I’m about to go crazy.

      She’d better not do anything to put herself in danger.

      What couldn’t she tell me?

      Why isn’t she back yet?

      Am I going to jail?

      Beckett and Hudson have been antsy along with me, but they don’t know I told Chloe.

      Mia has been sitting in the backyard, in shock, and Beckett keeps checking on her. None of us know what to do to help her.

      I’m pacing in the front yard when the truck pulls into the driveway. Javier gets out, carrying a yellow envelope and box. “You go with Chloe, and I’ll stay here and make sure everyone is safe.”

      I glance at Chloe in the truck, but she’s not looking at me. “What happened?”

      He pats me on the back. “You’ll have to talk with her about that.”

      “What do you have ?”

      “Stuff they found in Casey’s office, for Mia.”

      “Oh.” I wonder what it is but I’m more worried about Chloe. She’s avoiding me so something is wrong.

      “Go on. Get out of here.”

      “Okay. Thanks for watching over them. “

      “No problem.” He walks past me into the house.

      I get in the truck and lean over to kiss Chloe. “Hey, what’s wrong?” Her eyes are red and face slightly damp.

      “Can we go home? Please.”

      “Sure.” I graze the back of my fingers on her cheek.

      She blinks hard and turns away.

      What has happened?

      We’re a few miles down the road before I ask, “Sorry, is home your place or mine?”

      “Yours.”

      I kiss her hand then keep it in mine. I want to ask her what’s wrong again, but she seems like she’s going to break down, and I don’t want to be driving if that happens. The roads are better than this morning but still not safe.

      The ride to my condo is silent. We get inside and I shut the door.

      Chloe says, “I think we should pack and go.”

      My pulse increases. “Chloe, what are you talking about?”

      “Let’s just pack our clothes and go.”

      I tilt my head at her. “Go where?”

      “Anywhere.”

      I cup her face. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      A tear trickles down her cheek.

      I embrace her. “Shh.”

      She shakes hard, and I hold her tighter. “I need to know what happened.”

      “They know the last location of Skates’ boat. The FBI is coordinating with the Coast Guard to go arrest him.”

      My gut twists.

      Think, Ryland. Don’t freak her out more.

      “They won’t find anything.”

      “What if they dive?”

      I take a big breath. “Then we’ll deal with it when it happens.”

      “No, Ryland. It’s too risky. We can go off the grid or something.”

      She wants to run?

      I sit her on my lap on the couch, brush her hair behind her ear, and sternly say, “Listen to me, Chloe. Running isn’t the answer.”

      “This is out of my hands now, Ryland. If they start digging, you could go to prison.”

      Or run and have a guaranteed life with her.

      No. That isn’t right for Chloe.

      I stare at her green eyes. “I can’t do that, baby.”

      “We can,” she insists, holding my face. “Let’s go now.”

      “You don’t want to do that.”

      “I do. I want to be with you, Ryland. Please. Let’s go while we have a chance.”

      “No. That isn’t a life for you.”

      “I don’t have a life without you,” she cries out.

      I blink hard, but tears slip out. “The only thing I want is a life with you. But I won’t have you lose everything you’ve worked for and spend your years as a fugitive.”

      Her face crumples. “I can’t do it again. I can’t,” she wails.

      I hold her tighter. “Shh. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “It’s not okay. Nothing is ever going to be okay,” she sobs.

      My heart breaks, and my tears fall into her hair. “Shh. It will. I promise you.”

      “I don’t want to go back. I can’t go back.”

      “Back where?”

      “Alone...feeling dead...living every moment in pain.”

      “Oh, baby.” I kiss her head and wish I knew how to stop her agony.

      Her skin feels cold. “Let’s go. Please.”

      “Chloe, I will never do anything to harm you. If we go, that harms you. I won’t do it.”

      “You’ll go to prison.”

      “You don’t know that. Nothing has happened yet.”

      “That’s why we should go.” Her body trembles harder.

      “Shh. You’re freezing.” I can’t hold her any closer, so I pick her up and carry her to the bathroom. I turn on the water and fill the bathtub, undress her, and put her in. Then I remove my clothes and sit behind her so she’s in my arms.

      After her tears stop, and her body is no longer quivering, I quietly ask her, “Feeling a little better?”

      She shrugs.

      “Did something else happen today?”

      She nods.

      “Can you tell me?”

      “They found a book in the vent of Skates’ room. It may clear Beckett’s name. The agent in charge wasn’t going to send the book directly to Peter’s dad.”

      “The head of the FBI?”

      “Yes. So, I called him.”

      “Peter’s dad?”

      “Yes. But I haven’t talked to his parents in two years.” Her eyes well again.

      “Because it was too hard?”

      She closes her eyes and whispers, “Yes.”

      I kiss her forehead. “Did it go, okay?”

      “Yeah, but...”

      “It brought up a lot of stuff?”

      “Yes.”

      I pretzel my legs around hers but stay quiet.

      She mistakes my silence.

      “I’m sorry I’m such a mess about my past. I had it together before I came here, I swear I did.”

      I roll her over on me so she’s looking me directly in the face. “Pay attention to what I’m going to say.”

      She swallows hard.

      “You’re not a mess. You’re allowed to hurt. You don’t ever have to worry about letting me see how you feel.”

      More tears fall.

      “I love you, all of you, and you’re perfect exactly as you are.”

      She sniffles. “I love you, too. It’s why we should pack—”

      I put my finger over her lips. “No more talk about running. I won’t ever put you in that situation. There’s no guarantee of anything happening. We’ll cross that bridge if we get to it. Right now, we have each other, and that’s what we’re going to focus on.”

      Her lip shakes.

      I gently press my lips against hers, part them with my tongue, and hold her head with both my hands. “Let me take care of you.”

      She weaves her hands into my hair and rocks against me.

      I groan and release the water from the tub.

      “Are we getting out?”

      “Yep.” I hoist myself out and help her up. We dry off, and I kiss her while walking backward. When I get into my room, I pick her up and place her on the bed, flat on her back.

      She doesn’t let me go, kissing me urgent and needy, grasping my back then sliding her hands down to my ass. “I need you now, Ryland. Please. Don’t make me wait.”

      “Okay, baby.”

      She wraps her legs around me, pressing her hot sex over me.

      “Oh fuck, you feel...fuuuuck,” I mumble.

      She thrusts.

      Oh my God, this is so much better.

      My conscience takes over. “I’ve gotta get a condom, baby.”

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. Please. I get the shot. I’m clean. Please.”

      “Okay. I’m clean, too.” I suck on her bottom lip until she’s whimpering then flick my tongue against hers, falling into my piece of heaven on earth.

      She grazes her nails up and down my back, gradually digging deeper into my skin. “Oh...”

      “I want you to ride me, baby,” I murmur then lick behind her ear. “Do you want to?”

      “Yeah.”

      I flip her over on top of me.

      “Circle your hips.”

      She grinds against me.

      “Baby, you’re so good.” I sit up and suck on her breast and roll her clit with my thumb.

      “Ryland, oh...don’t stop...please...”

      I normally would slow her down, but this time, I don’t. Tonight, I’m going to give her everything right when she wants it.

      “Oh God...I...I...oh...”

      “Want it now?”

      “Yes...”

      I take her over the edge, and, when she starts to come down, I take her right back up.

      “Ryland!”

      “Keep moving, baby,” I tell her. Nothing feels as good as when she thrusts on me while in a full blown orgasm. “Good girl,” I growl as my cock is in utter bliss.

      I suck the curve of her neck, and the saltiness of her glistening skin fills my tongue. I lick her several times.

      “Ride me, baby,” I growl at her.

      She thrusts on me faster, and the slapping of our skin echoes in the room.

      I gently tug her hair, guiding her head back so her neck is my feasting board and graze my teeth down it.

      She moans and trembles.

      I dip down and lick her areola before drawing it into my mouth.

      Her warm breath hits my ear, and a shiver runs down my spine.

      I need to figure out how to not go to prison.

      The only thing I desire is to be with Chloe forever. She’s the piece that’s always been missing in my life. Until I met her, I didn’t even know it. I’ve lived life with and without her, and there’s no way I can go back to the way it was without her.

      “I love you. Everything about you,” I blurt out.

      The green in her eyes flickers.

      “Sexy freckles,” I pant.

      “I love...oh God...oh...oh..” Her mouth creates an O. She shuts her eyes.

      “Open your eyes, baby.”

      They fly open as the walls of her pussy spasms on my cock, gripping and releasing me so hard, my balls tighten.

      “Ryland...oh...I...” Her green orbs roll, and she claws me so deep, I think I might be bleeding.

      “Chloe...oh fuuuuck,” I yell out as I explode in her, and our bodies shudder against the other and adrenaline pumps through my veins.

      I bury my face in her neck, trying to catch my breath, our sweaty flesh wrapped around each other’s.

      “Ryland.”

      I raise my head away from her neck. “Yeah, baby?”

      “I want to stay with you.”

      “Good. I wasn’t planning on taking you home.”

      “No. That’s not what I mean.”

      My pulse beats faster. I stroke her cheek. “No?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t want to go back to Virginia.”

      Yes, yes, yes!

      “You don’t?”

      “No. But you can’t go to prison. I have to figure out how to make sure you don’t go.”

      My excitement is short-lived. “Chloe, don’t put this on you.”

      She tilts her head in question.

      “You don’t have any responsibility for whatever happens. If I do go, it’s not your fault.”

      “I just need—”

      “This isn’t your burden to carry. I did it. Other agents are on the case now. I won’t have you risking your career or blaming yourself if something happens. I want you to let this go.”

      “Let it go? I can’t just let it go.”

      “You have to.”

      She turns away.

      I guide her down on the bed so her head is on my shoulder, and she can see me. “I’m worried about you.”

      She closes her eyes. “Because I acted like a fruit loop today.”

      “Open your eyes, Chloe.”

      She slowly opens them.

      “No. Not at all.”

      “Ryland, I’m an FBI agent and asked you to run away with me.”

      “You’re not crazy. A lot of stuff has...is happening.”

      “I’m trained to be prepared for it.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “The FBI doesn’t prepare you for your fiancé dying or your boyfriend telling you he killed a man. Add in my crazy family, too.”

      “I love your family.”

      “You do?”

      She nods. “Even Hudson.”

      “Okay, maybe you are insane.”

      “Hey!” She nudges me in the chest.

      “I’m glad you love my family, but you’re under a lot of stress. And you blame yourself for things that aren’t your fault.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do,” I sternly say.

      She looks away.

      I tug her into me more. “You need to stop blaming yourself for Peter’s death.”

      “You weren’t there.”

      “I don’t need to have been there to know that it wasn’t your fault.”

      “I watched Skates give an order and didn’t shoot them both.”

      “Can I ask you something?”

      She takes a deep breath and lets it out. “What?”

      “Was Peter a good agent?”

      She scrunches her face. “He was a great agent. Why are you questioning that?”

      “I’m not questioning it. I’m asking.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to get defensive.”

      “It’s okay. So, Peter was a great agent.”

      “Yes. One of the best.”

      “Who was the better agent? Peter or you?”

      “What?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Peter. He was first in our class. He was raised FBI.”

      I tuck her hair behind her ear. “Did Peter shoot?”

      “What?” She freezes.

      “That day. Did Peter shoot at either of them?”

      She doesn’t say anything.

      “He didn’t, did he?”

      She glares at me. “Are you trying to tell me it’s Peter’s fault he’s dead?”

      “No,” I sternly say. “Not at all. I’m trying to point out that neither of you shot, so it couldn’t have been your fault. It happened too quickly. Neither of you knew there was a gun.”

      “We should have.”

      “Chloe, it wasn’t your fault. If the guy who was the best of the best didn’t see it coming, you can’t blame yourself for that. Give yourself a break.”

      Silence.

      I trace her lips with my finger. “Are you mad at me?”

      Slowly, she turns to me and softly says, “No.”

      “You’re great at what you do. I’m not just telling you that. But you can’t solve every problem. No one can. It’s not fair for you to expect that of yourself.”

      She raises her eyebrows at me.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “That’s exactly what you do with your family.”

      “No, I don’t,” I say quickly.

      “Yeah, you do, Ryland.”

      “Hmm.”

      “I’ll make you a deal,” Chloe says.

      “What’s that?”

      “You work on that, and I’ll work on my issue.”

      I hold my pinky out to her.

      She links it.

      “Now, get your lips over here and give me the real thing.”
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      Chloe

      

      My phone beeps in the middle of the night. Ryland is asleep next to me, our limbs twisted together.

      I try to move so he doesn’t wake, but the combination of moving slowly and my cell buzzing again stirs him.

      “I’m awake,” his deep voice states.

      “Sorry.” I lean over him and snatch my mobile off the table.

      “No worries. Everything okay?”

      I hold my finger up and read the message. It’s been sent to both Javier and myself.

      My gut flips. “Javier and I need to report to the marina off the Cortez bridge at 6 a.m. The Coast Guard is taking a team of FBI agents out to the last location the tracker recorded Skates’ yacht.”

      Ryland sits up and strokes my back. “Don’t freak out. Who knows where the tracker is based on where it flew when the boat blew and the ocean current. My guess is it’s pretty deep where the incident occurred, so it could have traveled pretty far.”

      Keep your head straight and shit together, Chloe.

      “Let’s hope.”

      “Chloe, promise me you won’t do anything to interfere with the investigation.”

      I’ve never contemplated anything of the sort, but I’ve never been in this position before. Is it wrong to cover something up if it’s a just action?

      Ryland’s voice becomes sterner. “Chloe. Promise me.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      “Okay, what?”

      “I promise I won’t interfere with the investigation.”

      He lets out a sigh of relief and kisses me. “What time is it?”

      “Four thirty.”

      “You should get ready. I’ll make some coffee and drop you off at your place.”

      “All right.” I get up and shower, dry my hair, put on a little bit of eye makeup and lip gloss, and meet Ryland out in the kitchen. He’s dressed and has a thermos of coffee sitting on the counter.

      He kisses my nose. “I’m glad you don’t cover your freckles anymore.”

      Somehow, in the last few weeks, I stopped applying my heavy layers of cover-up on my face.

      His lips brush mine then he reaches for the jug of caffeine. “Let’s go so you aren’t late.”

      “Wait,” I say, suddenly panicked.

      He stops. “What’s wrong?”

      “I...” I pause and take a deep breath, trying to put my thoughts in order.

      The back of his fingers caresses my cheek.

      “I don’t know what to expect today. If you get arrested, don’t say anything. Nothing. Not to me, not to Javier, not to anyone. Just go quietly and wait until I find you an attorney. Only talk to your lawyer. If something happens, you can’t speak to me anymore about the case.”

      He freezes.

      “Ryland, I promised you, now you promise me.”

      He hesitates but finally says, “I promise.”

      I blink hard, and he embraces me. “Whatever happens, remember your promise to me. Don’t do anything that will harm you or your career, Chloe.”

      I sink into him, not wanting to let him go, hating the situation we’re in.

      “We have to go now.”

      I slowly tear myself out of his arms, and he guides me to his truck. When I get in, he leans in and kisses me. “Maybe this will be a good day.”

      “I hope so,” I whisper.

      He gets in the driver’s side, and we don’t say anything on the way to my place. The entire way he holds my hand, periodically kissing it.

      Javier arrives in the garage right as Ryland parks.

      “Ryland—”

      He puts his finger over my lips. “Shh. I’m going to say, ‘Have a great day,’ and you’re going to tell me the same, kiss me, smile, and get out.”

      I close my eyes.

      “Open your eyes.”

      I stare at him.

      He forces a grin. “Have a great day.”

      “Have a great day.”

      He kisses me, stealing my breath, leaving me wanting more while dying on the inside, thinking about how I may never get another kiss like this from him again.

      “Now, get out,” he mumbles.

      I slowly pull back, and he hands me the coffee then gives me one more peck. I step out and shut the door.

      He winks at me.

      I turn, feeling like I’m walking away from my entire life, and get into the car with Javier.

      “You okay?” Javier asks.

      “Yeah,” I mumble.

      “Did you read the text that just came in?”

      “No.”

      “Carter flew in. He’ll be on the boat with us.”

      My mouth goes dry. I remove my phone from my pocket. In addition to the generic text the FBI sent, Tim texted me, “Chloe, I decided I needed to fly in to nail Skates with you. Thought I should give you a heads-up.”

      “See you soon,” I reply, with my heart beating so hard, I’m sure Javier can hear it.

      Javier flips his turn signal and glances at me. “When did you last see Carter?”

      When I begged him to keep me on the Twisted Hearts case after my psych evaluation recommended he remove me.

      “Shortly after Peter died.”

      “Can I help you in any way?”

      “I don’t think so, but thanks.”

      Javier parks on the grass. “I have your back, Chloe. If you need help or anything, I want you to know that I’m here. You can trust me.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Is there anything you think I should know before we get on that boat?”

      Don’t tell him.

      “It’s better if you don’t know.”

      He pauses while staring at me. “Okay.” He returns to driving, steers the car back on the street, and we ride the rest of the way in silence.

      My insides shake as I get out of the car. It’s dark, but the marina parking lot is well lit, and a few hundred feet away, I see Tim.

      He stops his conversation and meets us halfway. He holds out his hand. “Agent Lòpez.”

      “Agent Carter.”

      “Do you mind if I speak with Agent Drake for a moment alone?”

      “No, sir.” Javier glances at me and leaves.

      Tim hugs me, which I didn’t expect since he’s kept everything super professional whenever we’ve been together in the past for work events. It’s quick and fatherly. “How are you doing, Chloe?”

      “I’m doing better. You?”

      He smiles softly. “Same.”

      “How long are you in town?”

      “Until we arrest, kill Skates, or find a body.”

      Chills course through my veins, and goose bumps pop up on my flesh. I look away from him.

      Pull it together, Chloe.

      Turning back, I try to appear normal.

      He tilts his head. “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No. That sounds like a good plan. We should probably get moving though. It seems like they’re ready.” Everyone but us is on the boat.

      Tim stares at me in question. “Sure.”

      We take a few steps, and he says, “Are you enjoying it down here?”

      Ryland’s face pops into my mind. A smile forms on my face. “Yeah, I am.”

      Tim grins at me. “I’m happy to hear that.”

      “How’s Susan?”

      He pauses and frowns. “She’s handling things.”

      I focus on the ground, knowing that is Tim’s way of saying she isn’t much better than she was. I put my hand on his arm. “And you? How are you really doing?”

      His face hardens, and he puts a fake smile on his face. “I’ll be happier if Skates is in a body bag at the end of the day.”

      He’s not going to stop until he finds Skates’ body. If they dive...oh God.

      I blink back tears and curse myself in my head.

      Tim puts his hand on my shoulder. “You okay? Is this too much for you?”

      I shake my head and wipe my eyes. “No. I’m good. Just want the same thing.”

      Javier is waiting for me on the dock, and we all step onto the ship. For several hours, we’re at sea. It’s choppy and windy, but the sun rises and it’s a bright, clear day. I spend most of the drive in the cabin, lost in my thoughts, trying to calm my nerves.

      I’m snapped into reality when the boat slows, and I hear, “Sir!”

      I rush out to the bow where everyone gathers.

      “We’re five hundred yards from the tracker. There should be a boat right there.” One of the agents, holding a box, points straight ahead.

      There is nothing but multi-hued blue water everywhere I turn. I can’t even see land.

      “You sure?” Tim questions.

      He holds up the box. “The coordinates are spot-on.”

      Tim folds his arms over his chest.

      “Sir, there is no way any vessel would have survived the hurricane, but even the storms before that were severe. I’m confident he’s on the bottom of the sea if he was on the ship.”

      “Get closer,” Tim instructs.

      Within several minutes, we are floating above where the tracker is supposed to be.

      “How deep is it, and can the divers and cameras go that far down?” Tim asks.

      I grab Javier’s arm as my heart races so fast, I feel like I can’t breathe.

      “Chloe, you okay?”

      Javier suddenly has three heads and is spinning.

      “Twelve thousand—”

      I pass out and don’t remember anything else.

      When I wake up, I’m in a small bedroom cabin. Javier is staring at me.

      I sit up in a panic.

      “Whoa. Calm down.”

      “Are they diving?”

      “Not yet. Carter’s assessing things. We’re in international waters, but we’re also close to a foreign territory.”

      I scrub my hands over my face.

      “Carter gave me strict instructions to notify him when you are awake.”

      “Great,” I mumble.

      “I think he just wants to check on you. Are you all right?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” I move to get up, and Javier puts his hand on me. “He said not to let you out of here.”

      “What?”

      Javier grimaces. “Want me to wait a bit longer?”

      I sigh. “No.”

      He stands. “Let me go get him.”

      It doesn’t take long before Tim comes in, shuts the door, and sits in the chair next to the bed.

      I move to the edge of the mattress. “I’m sorry about that. I think it was from seasickness. I’m good now.” I force myself to smile.

      Minutes pass in silence. I try not to squirm under his regard but shift in my seat.

      “Really, I’m fine,” I tell him.

      “I shouldn’t have let you stay on this case.”

      “Yes, you should have.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I know what this is doing to me, and I can only imagine what you’re going through.”

      I don’t know why I ask. It’s only going to make me crumple further, but I do. “Tell me what it’s like for you. Please.”

      Tears form in his eyes. He glances out the small cubbyhole then back at me. A drop rolls down his cheek. “The moment I walk in the door, Susan asks me if he’s dead. She can’t sleep or function, knowing he’s alive. And every night, when my head hits the pillow and Skates takes another breath, my heart breaks again.”

      Hearing him tell me their daily agony, I only want to relieve it for him. “Skates is dead.”

      His head jerks back, and he scans my eyes. “Chloe?”

      The dam breaks. “Please don’t start diving.”

      “Why?”

      I put my hand over my mouth and tears fall all over it.

      “Chloe, are you in some kind of trouble?”

      I shake my head.

      “Then why don’t you want me to dive?”

      I close my eyes, but a bigger pool of water splatters my thigh. My insides quiver.

      He grabs my hand. “Sweetheart, if you’re in trouble, I will help you.”

      “It’s not me.”

      “Is it Agent Lòpez?”

      “No.”

      He moves my chin to face him. “Chloe, have you met someone else?”

      I bite my lip and nod as more tears fly. “I’m sorry. I still love Peter. I’ll always love him, but I love someone else, too.”

      He moves on the bed and puts his arm around me. “Oh, sweetheart, I know you do. It’s okay. That makes me happy. Peter would want you to be happy.”

      I cry in his chest.

      “This man...he’s a good man?”

      “Yes.”

      “Did he kill Skates?”

      “No. Casey Cline did in self-defense.”

      “Casey Cline?”

      I pull out of his embrace. “Yes. Five Twisted Hearts members died, but it was all in self-defense or to stop them from killing someone else. Skates, his girlfriend Veronica, the dirty cop Henry, and two crew members.”

      “And your boyfriend had something to do with this?”

      “Yeah, to save his brother.”

      Silence ensues.

      “Where’s the boat?”

      I swallow hard. “In pieces on the bottom of the ocean.”

      “They blew it up?”

      I neither confirm nor deny.

      “So, if I authorize the Coast Guard to dive, something might come up that will possibly harm your boyfriend?”

      “And his other brothers.”

      “Everyone who died was a Twisted Hearts gang member?”

      “Yes.”

      “There is no way Skates is alive?”

      “No. He’s dead. But I wish I had put the bullet in him.”

      Tim snorts. “You and me both.”

      Time passes. “Chloe, we never had this conversation.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to go be the head of the FBI. But tell me first you understand we never had this talk.”

      “I understand.”

      “Good. Take some time and get it together before you come out. I need you to act normal.”

      “Okay.”

      “And I’m happy you’ve found someone. Don’t be a stranger.”

      New tears form in my eyes. “Thank you, Tim.”

      He pats me on the back and leaves the room.

      I wipe my tears and get my emotions in check before I leave the cabin. Javier gives me an “are you okay,” glance, and I nod.

      For the next thirty minutes, Tim goes back and forth with the Coast Guard and other agents, debating about the foreign waters issues and cost for the FBI to conduct an underwater search. He finally tells the captain of the Coast Guard crew, “Head back. I’m declaring Jimmy Cline dead. I won’t waste FBI resources based on the tracker being on the bottom of the sea after the hurricane we just had. I’m in agreeance there is no way they would have survived.”

      Relief surges through me, and I walk to the back of the boat and take a seat.

      Javier sits next to me. “Is it over?”

      “Yes.”

      “Should I be able to sleep better at night?”

      “Yes.”

      Tim joins us, and the three of us ride back to shore, saying nothing for the next several hours.
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      Ryland

      

      All day, I’ve tried to keep my nerves in check and not think about Chloe and what is happening, but I’m miserably failing at it.

      Mia and Beckett’s house had some damage in the yard, and Hudson and I stopped by to help fix it. Gracie, Gabriella, and Connor are cleaning up debris and planting the new flowers Mia bought right before the storm. Most businesses are still closed due to the hurricane. Looters are everywhere, and we feel better being able to keep an eye on everyone, especially Gabriella with the Triker incidents.

      “Ryland,” Beckett barks.

      I jerk my head toward him. “Sorry. What?”

      He frowns. “You going to tell us what’s going on?”

      “Chloe and Javier are on a boat with the Coast Guard right now.”

      Hudson folds his arms across his chest. “Why is that?”

      “They found the tracker.”

      “And you’re only telling us now?” Hudson growls.

      “Jesus, Hudson. Stop being such an ass all the time.”

      “You should have told us.”

      “Why? Is there something you’re going to do now that you know about it?”

      He throws a piece of wood down and rubs his hands over his face.

      “Are they going to dive?” Beckett asks.

      My gut drops further. “I don’t know.”

      Hudson peers at me. “You told her, didn’t you?”

      I cross my arms over my chest.

      “Damn it, Ryland,” Hudson yells.

      “Fuck, Ryland.” Beckett scowls.

      Chloe’s voice pops into my head. Listen to me. You never told me anything. I know nothing.

      “Calm down. Of course, I didn’t tell her.”

      They both scowl at me.

      “You sure?” Hudson questions.

      “Yes, now shut up about it.”

      Connor steps outside. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Hudson grumbles.

      He glares at him. “You seriously need to get laid or something so you aren’t such a dickhead.”

      “Shut up.”

      “No, honestly. When is the last time you had any action?” Connor asks him.

      “Grow up, Connor.”

      Beckett snickers.

      Hudson glowers. “You’re going to encourage him?”

      Beckett shrugs. “We’re all a lot nicer than you.”

      I raise my eyebrow at him.

      “Well, enjoy your women while you can. Might not have that option much longer,” he mutters.

      “What does that mean?” Connor asks.

      “Nothing. Hudson’s just jealous because his cock doesn’t work anymore,” I quickly say.

      Beckett and Connor laugh, and Hudson throws his toolbelt off and stomps into the house. “I’m done for the day.”

      “Oh, come on. We’re just having some fun,” Beckett calls after him.

      Connor snorts. “Really. He needs to get laid.”

      “Since when are you the Don Juan of the island?” I ask.

      He smirks at me. “Since when aren’t I?”

      “High school girls don’t count,” Beckett teases.

      “Don’t be disgusting.”

      “Your hand doesn’t count, either,” I tell him, and Beckett fist bumps me.

      “Fuck off,” Connor mutters and goes back into the house.

      “It’s just too easy,” I say, chuckling.

      “I missed this when I was in prison.” Beckett smiles.

      Prison. God, I don’t want to go there.

      I turn to Beckett. “What’s the worst thing about it?”

      Beckett frowns. “The loneliness.”

      “I can’t imagine not being able to see Chloe.”

      Beckett grabs a bottle of water and sits down on the bench. “I didn’t have anyone like Mia when I went. Now, I can’t imagine how awful it would be.”

      I run my hands through my hair.

      “You really didn’t tell Chloe?”

      I clamp my lips closed.

      He shakes his head. “You trust her that much?”

      “Yeah. I love her.”

      His eyes widen. “You love her?”

      “Yeah. She’s the one.”

      “The one?”

      “For someone who just got married as quickly as you did, I’m surprised I need to explain this to you.”

      Beckett grins. “Point taken.”

      “I think if you give her a fair shot, you’ll find that she’s pretty amazing.”

      “Hmm.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He guzzles half the bottle of water then wipes his mouth. “I don’t have anything personal against Chloe.”

      “Do you think you could be a bit nicer, then?”

      “Have I been mean?”

      “You’ve not been overly friendly.”

      “All right. I’ll make an effort. If we weren’t in this predicament, it wouldn’t bother me she’s an FBI agent.”

      “She’s not out to hurt us. Javier isn’t, either.”

      He groans.

      “What’s that about?”

      “Gabriella had a lot of nerve inviting him to stay with us during the hurricane and not warning me.”

      “How bad was it?”

      “Typical Brooks drama.”

      “You all seemed fine when Chloe and I arrived.”

      “We got over it. I have to hand it to the guy. He doesn’t back down. I have to give him props for that. He has a backbone, unlike that dude of Gracie’s.”

      “What dude?”

      “The one she was making out with all night at the party. Total loser.”

      I snort. “Yeah, I wasn’t impressed.”

      Beckett peers at me.

      “What?”

      “Chloe said she wasn’t staying in Florida. How’s that going to work?”

      “She told—”

      Bang!

      The sound of a gunshot fills the air. Beckett and I race to the front of the house as tires screech, and a black Lincoln Navigator with chrome wheels and tinted windows speeds down the street.

      Hudson is holding a trembling Gabriella. His gun is in his hand.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      Gracie, Connor, and Mia come running out of the house.

      “I walked out, and some thug has his hand over Gabriella’s mouth, dragging her toward his car.”

      Anger rages through me. “Triker?”

      “It wasn’t him,” Hudson says.

      “Then who was it?”

      “One of his thugs.”

      “Jesus. Gabriella, you okay?” Beckett puts his hand on her head.

      She spins. “Why won’t they leave me alone?”

      Chloe and Javier pull into the driveway and scramble out of the car.

      “Hudson, why do you have your gun out?” Chloe asks.

      “Twisted Hearts just tried to abduct Gabriella.”

      Javier’s face turns red. “Triker came here?”

      “No, other thugs.”

      He embraces Gabriella. “You okay?”

      “Yes. Why won’t they leave me alone?”

      Beckett slams his hand on my truck. “Fuck.”

      “Beckett?” I growl at him.

      The color drains from his face. “I think Triker has put a declaration out on Gabriella.”

      My gut twists. “What does that mean?”

      Javier tugs her tighter. “It means he has a reward issued for any Twisted Heart who brings her to him.”

      “What?” Gabriella whispers.

      “Motherfucker. I’ll kill him,” Hudson growls.

      “Me, too,” Beckett, Connor, and I all say at the same time.

      “You aren’t staying by yourself anymore,” Javier tells her.

      “That’s it,” Hudson growls. “You’re all learning how to shoot a gun and getting one.”

      “I already know,” Mia says. “Mine’s in my safe.”

      Gracie gapes at her. “You have a gun?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I don’t want to carry a gun around,” Gracie says.

      “Then, you shouldn’t. But Hudson is right. You should at least learn to shoot it in case you get into a situation,” Chloe says.

      I wrap my arm around her.

      “So we’re just going to run around like a bunch of thugs carrying guns?” Connor says.

      I glare at him. “No. You’re going to learn how to responsibly use one so you can protect yourself or your sisters if needed.”

      “You’re learning to shoot,” Javier quietly says to Gabriella.

      She studies his face. “Okay.”

      “Gabriella, you aren’t a gun-slinging—”

      “Be quiet, Gracie. Triker has come after me three times now. You and Connor need to get your heads out of the clouds.”

      They stay silent. “Get in the truck,” Hudson tells them.

      “Why? Where are we going?” Connor asks.

      “To Parrish.”

      “Why are we going there?”

      “Because that is where my shooting range is.”

      “You have a shooting range?” Gracie cries out.

      “Yeah.”

      “Jeez, didn’t know you were G.I. Joe,” Connor mumbles.

      Hudson grabs his shirt. “Be a fucking man and step up to the plate. Stop being immature.”

      “I don’t need to have a gun to be a man,” Connor tells him.

      “You want to know why we never tell you anything that’s going on? This is why, right here.”

      “Hudson, relax,” I bark at him.

      He lets go of his shirt and pushes him away. “I’m done. When you’re ready to know how to protect your family, let me know.” He stomps to his truck.

      “Hudson!” Beckett calls out.

      Chloe runs over to him and gets in the truck.

      “What’s she doing?” Gracie asks.

      “I don’t know,” I mutter and watch as they engage in an intense conversation with lots of gesturing for about five minutes.

      “Let’s go, Gabriella,” Javier says.

      I hug her. “You can stay with me anytime. Call me if you want to go anywhere.”

      “Okay.”

      Everyone else hugs her, and they leave.

      Connor and Gracie go into the house with Beckett and Mia. Chloe gets out of the cab, and Hudson reverses out.

      “What was that all about?”

      She grabs my hand. “Take me home, and we’ll talk.”

      “Is home still my place?”

      She smiles. “Yes.”

      I wrap my arms around her and kiss her, bringing her as close to me as possible, happy I have at least this one moment with her and praying it isn’t the last.

      We go to my place and sit on the couch where I stare into Chloe’s bright-green eyes.

      “We don’t have to worry anymore. Peter’s dad was there, and he declared Skates dead at sea.”

      “Did you know he was coming?”

      “Not until I got into the car with Javier.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes. It was nice to see him. I...I told him about you. He’s happy for me.”

      “That’s good.”

      She nods.

      “He isn’t going to dive?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I can’t get into it.”

      “Chloe, did you do anything to hurt your career or you?”

      “No. I promise.”

      “So that’s it? It’s over?”

      She strokes my cheek. “Yes.”

      “I don’t have to worry about it ever again?”

      “No. Stop worrying. We’re free.” She kisses me, making me feel like the entire world begins and ends with her lips.

      When we stop for breath, I ask, “What did you talk to Hudson about?”

      “I told him the same thing I just told you.”

      “You told him before me?”

      A smile plays on her face. “Yep.”

      “You must really want to get on his good side.”

      “He’s trying so hard to protect everyone. I’m worried about him. I felt like he needed one less thing to worry about.”

      “And that, Chloe Drake, is another reason I love you.”

      “I have another reason you might be happy.”

      “Yeah, what’s that?”

      “I’m Javier’s new partner.”

      “It’s a done deal?”

      “Yes. Carter approved it.”

      “You’re staying for the long-term?”

      “Assuming you still want me to?”

      I lick my lips, scan her body then pick her up off the couch and take her to my bedroom.

      She giggles. “Ryland, what are you doing?”

      “I’m going to show you how much I want you to stay.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      I set her on the bed and growl at her, “What are the rules, Chloe?”

      “I can’t come until you permit me.”

      “That’s right. What else?”

      “Keep my eyes open.”

      I kiss her. “Good girl. What’s the code word?”

      “Jellyfish.”

      I kiss her again and open my drawer. I take out three boxes. “Pick and we’ll get started.”
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      Ryland

      Several months later

      

      “Ugh.” Chloe is sitting at the counter, reading a message on her phone.

      It’s five thirty. I just got home. “What’s wrong?”

      She turns and smiles. “Hey.”

      I kiss her and slide the barstool out then sit. “Why did you groan?”

      “With everything that’s been going on, I forgot about my apartment in Virginia.”

      “What about it?”

      “My lease is up next weekend.” She rubs her forehead.

      I tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. “Don’t stress. We can take care of it. You should have your stuff down here anyway.”

      She fidgets.

      Panic rolls through me. It’s unwarranted, but it does. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking of going back?”

      “No. That’s not it at all. I love you and our life together.”

      I exhale. “Good, me, too. So why are you so anxious about this?”

      Silence.

      “Chloe?”

      “I haven’t moved since…” She bites on her lip and looks at the ceiling. Her face scrunches.

      “Chloe, are you a hoarder or something?”

      A small laugh escapes out of her mouth. “No. But I have...stuff.”

      “Okay. So we’ll drive to Virginia, pack it up, and haul it back. It’s not a big deal.”

      She taps her fingers on the counter.

      I place my hand over them. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      She takes a deep breath. “It’s the apartment I had with Peter.”

      I squeeze her hand. “Are you sad to let it go?”

      “No. It’s not that.”

      Silence.

      “You didn’t get rid of his things, did you?”

      “No. I should have but I...I…” She sighs and puts her palm back on her forehead.

      “Come on.” I tug her off her seat and move to the couch. I place her on my lap. “Besides packing, what else can I do to help you?”

      “Nothing. I should have done it a long time ago, but I didn’t want to deal with it. Now I don’t have a choice. I’m going to have to do it.”

      “Do you have a lot of stuff you want to bring?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it. But we don’t need double of everything.”

      “You can switch out anything of mine with yours if you want. I’m not attached to anything.”

      “You’re not?”

      “The only thing I’m attached to is you.”

      Her lips twitch. “So, you still don’t want to get rid of me?”

      “Not even going to answer that. Do you think we need one truck or two for your stuff?”

      “Oh, jeez. I don’t know.”

      “All right. What if we have Javier and Gabriella bring Hudson’s truck? I think they could use a break from this place.”

      “That’s a great idea. He might want a few of Peter’s things. And it’ll be good for Gabriella. Javier said she had a bit of a panic attack yesterday from being cooped up.”

      Guilt seers through me. “Beckett said she called Mia yesterday and was going crazy from being inside. We were so busy with being behind schedule, we couldn’t take her out. But we finished the house we were behind on today. Hopefully, it’ll allow all of us to help her out more until you can find Triker.” Ever since Triker put his declaration on Gabriella, he’s gone dark. The reward keeps going up as well for one of his thugs to kidnap and bring her to him. We’ve made a firm rule that unless she’s with Javier, Chloe, Hudson, Beckett, or me, she isn’t allowed to go anywhere. And she’s only allowed with Beckett if he’s with Mia and she has her gun. Chloe and I went gun shopping, and I replaced mine. It’s a crappy situation but the only way we know how to protect her.

      Chloe strokes my head. “It would help if our intel wasn’t bad.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “There has to be a leak. Every time Javier and I get information on Triker, he’s not there. It’s too coincidental.”

      “You don’t know who it is?”

      “No.”

      Anger flares through my bones. “How do those scumbags sleep at night?”

      “Not sure. But let’s ask Javier and Gabriella to come. It’ll be good for them.”

      “What day do you have to be out of your apartment?”

      “Sunday.”

      “Tomorrow’s Thursday. Why don’t we leave first thing in the morning? I’ll call Hudson and Javier and get everything arranged.”

      Chloe wraps her arms around my shoulders. “So you’re just going to handle everything for me? All I have to do is go on a road trip with you?”

      “Yeah, I’m your man. Do I need to keep reminding you?”

      “Well, Ryland Brooks, how would you do that?” she teases.

      Oh, I’ll show you all right.

      I rise with her in my arms.

      She giggles. “Where are we going?”

      “To the bedroom. I have something new I want to try out with handcuffs.”

      
        
        Ready for Gabriella Brooks’s story?

        Read ACTS OF MANIPULATION, book three of the Brooks Family Saga - click here.
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      The head of the gang declared, kidnapped, and ripped me away from the love of my life and family.

      Sid’s a monster, but not to me.

      He tells me he loves me and will die for me.

      And he claims it’s my choice—love him or choose not to.

      No matter what he says, I can’t stop yearning to feel Javier’s arms and lips on me.

      Nor can I forget the future he promised me, no matter how much Sid pressures me.

      And the consequences of not picking Sid will kill my family and Javier.

      All I want is for him to come rescue me before I have to do the unforgivable.

      But I’m running out of time.

      
        
        Read ACTS OF MANIPULATION, book three of the TOGETHER WE STAND series - click here.
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      Agent Javier Lòpez

      

      Retribution comes in many forms. It might be an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Some people believe that makes it justified, but the time I spent in Afghanistan with the military taught me retribution isn’t a level playing field.

      An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth doesn’t exist in my world.

      In the Marines, my mission was to annihilate the target.

      In the FBI, my job is to capture them.

      Over four years of working on Twisted Hearts cases, and no takedown has ever been more critical.

      Two years plus, I spent trying to take down Skates, the mastermind and head of the vicious gang, and his retribution didn’t come from me. I wanted it to. He issued the order to kill my friend and fellow FBI officer, Peter Carter.

      Someone else took him down and ended Skates’ life and created more significant problems.

      When Skates was alive, there was order within the Twisted Hearts. Now, there is a new way of doing things, and it’s more sinister than ever.

      Sid Triker, recently paroled from a thirty-year murder sentence, stepped into the role. He gives the orders, and thousands of members across the country follow.

      And he’s issued an order to deliver a woman to him, and offered a one hundred thousand dollar reward to whomever can bring him this woman so she can become his.

      She’s my woman.

      And his retribution will be death. As soon as we bust into this old building intel told us he’s having a meeting in, I’m shooting him—directly in the head.

      There will be no mercy, no warning, no hesitation.

      My partner, Chloe, and I have our guns out. The safeties are off. She nods and, with adrenaline coursing through my veins, I turn the handle and shove the door open while we both stay on opposite sides of the entryway.

      There is no noise. The fluorescent lights are on. I cautiously peek inside, and my heart sinks.

      It’s empty. Not one piece of furniture or other item remains. No one is present.

      “Damn it!”

      “You have to be kidding me,” Chloe mutters.

      “We’ve been set up. Our intel is compromised. This is the third—” My phone vibrates in my pocket.

      I retrieve my cell, and a cold sweat breaks out on my skin.

      “Oh my God,” Chloe mumbles, staring at hers.

      A picture of my beautiful Gabriella, gagged, tears shining in her eyes pops up in a text message.

      I run for the car, and Chloe follows. The drive to my place, where Gabriella is supposed to be, feels like slow motion, even though I’m driving fast.

      I pull up to the building and throw the car in park, leave the keys in it, and take two steps at a time up the stairs. When I get to the third floor, I sprint down the hallway and punch in the code to my condo unit.

      “Gabriella!” I holler in panic.

      Please be here.

      My heart is racing, and I run from room to room, opening doors, but she’s nowhere.

      “Gabriella!”

      “Javier, she isn’t here.” Chloe puts her hand on my arm.

      “Ah!” I tug at my hair. “We have to find her.”

      Think, Javier.

      “Oh shit.” Chloe crouches by the entrance.

      “What?”

      I hadn’t noticed it when I came in. I was only praying Gabriella would be here even though I knew in my gut she wouldn’t be.

      Blood on the tile. I swallow the bile in my throat then crouch, swiping my finger over a drop. My pulse beats faster. “It’s dry. They could have had her for hours by now.”

      “Where is she?” Hudson storms in.

      “They took her,” Chloe says.

      “No!” He hits his hand on my wall so hard the drywall crashes in.

      Ryland and Beckett fly in behind him.

      I stand. “I’m going to kill them. All of them. When I’m done, Triker and anyone else who ever touched Gabriella will be dead.”
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