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      For Stoney, Cowboy, Maggie, Bella, Sammy, Ranger, Doc, Harley, Barkley, and Hersey. All the pups, past and present, who have given my life so much love and light. I love all of you so much.

      

      And as always, for my husband. You’re the best dog dad in the entire world! I love you so much.
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          Kiernan

        

      

    

    
      “You little fucker,” I growled.

      I should’ve known this dog would give me hell when I spotted him at the shelter. He fooled me. All alone, curled up in the corner, as his brothers and sisters played together in the center of the large pen. I thought he was being excluded. With one little look from his large puppy eyes, he stole the heart right out of my damn chest, and I knew he was the dog for me. I had grand ideas about taking him everywhere with me. He’d be my constant companion; I’d just load him up in my truck. He’d hop in with nothing more than a short whistle, and we’d hit the road as our favorite country music played through the speakers. I had dreams of training him so he could assist me out in the field. He’d be my running partner and would bring a little noise into my life, instead of the quietness that I came home to every night.

      Sure, I didn’t ask Roman if he’d be cool with a dog hanging out at the office of MarxMen, but I knew he’d accept it once Pepper Jack turned those amber eyes on him. Or least once Caden met him and convinced his dad to let him wander around the office. Roman had trouble saying no to his kid.

      If Pepper Jack hadn’t peed on Roman’s couch before I had a chance to introduce them, it would’ve worked.

      Probably.

      Maybe.

      At this moment, I definitely knew Pepper Jack would cause me trouble. He sat on his hind legs and pulled against the leash, refusing to go inside the vet clinic. He’d never been here before, so I had no idea how he knew he wouldn’t like it. And this damn dog was giving me a run for my money. I could bench press hundreds of pounds and run miles without breaking much of a sweat, but here I was, panting and sweating while fighting with a puppy that weighed less than fifty pounds. This dog had turned my entire life into a chaotic mess.

      A line of people and their pets were behind us, waiting to get inside, but it didn’t bother Pepper Jack one bit. The woman behind me huffed and tapped her foot against the concrete sidewalk while glaring at me. I clenched my jaw. “Fuck,” I muttered under my breath and bent down to scoop up Pepper Jack. He flopped on his back while in my arms and stretched out until his legs were completely straight. I turned sideways, waddling through the door, so I wouldn’t hurt him, but he reached out, hooked a paw on the doorway, and held on for a second. I was out of breath by the time I marched up to the front desk, and a bead of sweat rolled down the side of my face. “Hi. How are you? I have an appointment at two.”

      “What’s this little guy’s name?”

      “Pepper Jack Brooks.” As I said his name, his head lolled to the side and his tongue fell out of his mouth, and I swore he was smiling. The woman behind the counter gushed over him as I held back my eye roll. Of course he would act this way in front of the vet staff. Pepper Jack’s smile grew as each vet tech stepped up to rub behind his spotted ears. The huge, wide smile is something pit bulls are known for, but the white speckled spots all over his tan fur aren’t. The animal rescue didn’t know what he was mixed with. His litter had been dropped at the door in the middle of the night.

      I juggled him in my arms as I snagged the tablet from the receptionist. I set Pepper Jack on the ground. He curled into a ball and fell asleep as soon as his eyes closed, letting out a loud snore that scared the nearby cat. He hissed from inside his carrier, but Pepper Jack didn’t even flinch in his slumber. He ignored all other animals. The first time I took him to the dog park, he did the same thing he’d done with his brothers and sisters: sat in the corner and ignored the others. A woman brought her dog over to introduce him, and Pepper Jack stuck his snout in the air, refusing to make eye contact.

      He didn’t growl.

      He didn’t lunge.

      He wasn’t aggressive with other dogs or cats, but he damn sure wasn’t friendly with them either. I was pretty sure in his mind he was the only dog on the planet. At least the only one that mattered. The king of his own little world.

      I kept one eye on my snoozing dog while I filled out the vet’s forms. I wouldn’t put it past him to use the restroom in the front lobby to mark his territory in front of the other pets and owners.

      “Pepper Jack.” The vet tech called for us from an open doorway. He popped up and walked alongside me easily as I rose from the bench, and I released a sigh of relief. From one moment to the next, I wasn’t sure what I was going to get. For the first two nights, he’d been docile, sweet, and the best copilot. Day three, it had all turned to shit. I woke to a living room full of couch fluff, and the one surviving cushion was occupied by him. His front legs were crossed and his chin was tilted in the air as he stared at me, challenging me. Before that moment, I would’ve laughed at anyone who said a dog could smirk, but I swear Pepper Jack was smirking as he surveyed the damage.

      So here I was for a wellness visit, vaccines, and an assessment to join in on the class the vet offers. It covers everything from basic training to obedience to behavioral issues. According to my sources, these classes are the best Austin has to offer.

      “Hi, I’m Alicia. I’ll be assisting Dr. Conroy today.” Alicia took the leash from my hand and guided Pepper Jack onto the scale. I rolled my eyes when the measly number popped up on the screen. How in the hell had he given me so much trouble as we were coming in? He trotted by her side into the exam room, not giving her a lick of trouble, immediately following orders, all with a wagging tail. If he kept this up, they wouldn’t believe that I wanted behavior training.

      Alicia took Pepper Jack’s temperature, checked his paws and tail, and ran her hands down his body while asking me a few questions. She marked a few things on a tablet. “Dr. Conroy will be right in.”

      “Thank you, Alicia,” I said.

      I tugged my phone from my pocket, connected to a VPN, and logged into MarxMen’s secure network to look at the afternoon update on our current accounts. Roman had started MarxMen in Nashville fresh out of the army, and I’d joined him, standing by his side while it grew and when we’d moved it to Austin after he’d reunited with Harper. It had expanded a lot in the past several years. It had gone from focusing on security to taking on anything from security detail jobs, to patterning with the police department, to tracing criminal activity, to legal hacking for companies. Well, mostly legal hacking. I’d tackled a lot of the bother so Roman could spend time with Harper and their son. Now they had another kid on the way. I didn’t have anything to go home to, so I could pull the all-night shifts and take the business trips to secure contracts.

      I locked my screen, immediately severing the connection, as the latch popped and the door swung open. I leaned to the side to deposit my phone back in my pocket to focus completely on Pepper Jack’s appointment. My gaze shot up as I heard a soft gasp. My gaze locked with deep brown eyes that were wide open with shock. I scanned her face. As part of the training drilled into me during my army days, I observed every nook, cranny, and person inside every room I walked into. I’d never had trouble with women. I wasn’t an idiot. I noticed when women stared at me. In fact, I liked it.

      I saw their expressions. Appreciation. Lust. Curiosity. Outright shock was a new one though. I wiped a hand over my face. Was there a piece of the burrito I had scarfed down at lunch hanging from my chin? I glanced down at my shirt, making sure Hudson hadn’t switched my shirt at the gym and given me something scandalous or some shit. That fucker liked his jokes more than anyone else.

      Dr. Conroy recovered quickly and gave a little shake of her head and cleared her throat. A strand of deep brown hair fell from her neat bun. Everything about her seemed to have its place, and I had the urge to mess it all up. Her gaze flitted nervously around the room, looking everywhere but at me, until she settled on Pepper Jack. His head was tilted far to the side; he was observing her too.

      I know it, buddy. She is damn pretty.

      “Dr. Conroy?” I asked, standing up. She hadn’t said a single word since coming into the room. I was only assuming this was the vet and not someone who had stumbled in here by accident.

      “Oh. Um. Yes, that’s me. I’m Dr. Conroy. Who do we have here?” Her cheeks were stained a gorgeous hue of pink. I wanted to smile but held back. Her olive-green scrub top fit her nicely. Better than I had ever seen scrubs fit anyone else, and I somehow knew she’d had them tailored to fit her.

      “I’m Kiernan Brooks and this is Pepper Jack.”

      She crouched down in front of him, stroking his neck and looking into his eyes. “Hi, Pepper Jack. Ready for your exam?”

      His long tail whipped against the tile floor and he lunged forward, attacking Dr. Conroy’s face with kisses. She chuckled. “Pepper Jack,” I hissed and pulled him off of her. “I’m sorry. He’s never done that before. Though I’ve only had him for two weeks.”

      “It’s alright. Getting messy is part of the job. Let’s get him on the exam table.”

      “You don’t look like you get messy,” I said and smiled. Her still-pink cheeks deepened in their shade. She still wouldn’t look at me. She cleared her throat. I bent and picked up Pepper Jack and placed him on the table. He tried to scurry away, but I caught him and held his wide face in my palms. “It’s okay, bud. It’ll be quick. I swear I’ll give you a treat after.” I shifted my eyes to Dr. Conroy. “Sorry if promising a treat isn’t the right thing to do, I just don’t like it when he’s scared.”

      “I use incentive-based learning in my classes,” she said.

      “I would like an assessment for your classes. He’s really going to need them.”

      She licked her lips before biting the corner of her bottom lip, and her eyes shifted from side to side. I glanced at the beads of sweat along her hairline then focused on her eyes. She was truly nervous. But why? Me? I angled back another step, leaving more space between us and a clearer path to the door. It was as much space as I could offer while holding Pepper Jack, keeping him from escaping.

      “I can recommend other training classes in the area.”

      “I want to take yours. It’s why I chose this clinic.”

      Her gaze rose and finally met mine. “Why?”

      “I heard you were the best.” I shrugged. I’d done my research, asking everyone I knew with a dog. Over and over again, Dr. Conroy’s name had come up. I wasn’t going anywhere else or taking any other classes. Pepper Jack and I probably wouldn’t survive without them, and my house would be just a pile of sticks.

      “I am the best,” she stated. She wasn’t gloating or being arrogant. It was a simple fact for her.

      I grinned. “See. That’s why I want you.”

      Her cheeks reddened again at the double entendre. She broke eye contact, grabbed the tablet from the counter by the door, and placed it on the exam table in front of her.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Dr. Conroy.”

      “Your first name.”

      “You don’t know?” She patted her pockets and turned to grab a stylus from a holder on the counter. She quickly tapped on the screen of the tablet.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know your name. I didn’t catch it on my way in.”

      “You can just call me Dr. Conroy.” She clicked the pen, effectively ending the conversation, and turned back to Pepper Jack. She worked through his exam and administered his shots quickly. I stayed silent, watching her work, and lowered him to the floor when she finished. She tried out a few basic commands and walked him on the leash around the room. I answered her questions about his behavior and told her what I’d experienced over the past two weeks. And through all this, even though we were speaking, she didn’t look at me a single time. Not for a second.

      “That’s it for today. Everything checks out, and he’s now up to date on his shots. You can check out at the front, and I will leave a list of other training facilities you can call.”

      “I’d like to train here.”

      “I don’t think that would be wise. You’re not a fit for our classes.” She crossed her arms over her chest and pursed her lips.

      “What’s different about Pepper Jack that he can’t join in? He has no training and judging from the state of my living room and my partner’s office, there’s sure as hell behavioral issues.” I leaned down, rubbing Pepper Jack’s head. Sure he had his troubles, but he could fit in in a class. “He’s a good dog.”

      “It’s not him. It’s you. You aren’t the fit.”

      She spun toward the door to exit. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I know exactly who you are, Kiernan. You just don’t remember me.”
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          Caroline

        

      

    

    
      The moment I was accepted to Texas A&M veterinary school, I thought my life would change for the better. It was my moment of escape. The moment I’d dreamed of my entire life. And for a short while, it was sweet bliss to be states away from my family.

      I had no idea my sister would soon join me in Texas and my parents would follow her, unable to bear the thought of not being near her. I thought the mandatory family dinners were behind me when I left Tennessee, but when my sister and parents moved to Texas, they resumed. Now they were only once a week instead of daily. I wished I were a person that could stomp my foot down and say no or just be a no-show at dinner. There was always something that stopped me from following through on that.

      A desire for their approval, maybe.

      A lingering hope that they would finally notice me.

      But every accomplishment, every milestone I hit in my personal life or career never seemed to be enough for them. My hands shook as I lifted my glass of ice water to my lips to take a sip from the straw. The ice shifted and the water lowered, creating a slurping noise as I drank. I internally cringed and bit the inside of my cheek, already nodding to the words I knew were coming.

      “You were raised better than that. Have some manners and don’t slurp, Caroline. You are not a child,” my mother hissed in a low voice.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I answered hollowly and automatically. I took a deep breath and surreptitiously glanced at the watch on my wrist. My sister was late for dinner, and my insides were clawing at my stomach. It was surgery day, which meant I was lucky if I had time in my schedule to stuff a peanut butter cracker into my mouth. I hadn’t eaten since my quick breakfast as I was rushing out the door at six a.m.

      “Honey, that is such a lovely color on you.”

      Surprised, I laid a hand on my stomach, smoothing down the amethyst-toned shirt, and my lips started to turn up in a smile. When it came to me, my mother was a hard woman to impress, and my entire life, I’d strived to impress her daily. It was a habit I’d tried to break over the years, but I couldn’t deny the pride that had begun to fill my chest under her praise. I glanced up at my mother to thank her, but the words died on my lips. Her gaze wasn’t on me, but looking up and past my shoulder.

      My shoulders fell slightly before I straightened my spine again, never allowing my posture to slip. My sister Katrina rounded the table and bent at the waist to kiss my mom and dad on the cheek. “Thanks, Mom. I found it at a little boutique. You’d love it. I’m not sure if any of it was your style.” My sister addressed me with the last part and sat in the empty chair next to me.

      “If it’s a small store, they may not carry her size,” my mom said. The jab sank beneath my ribs, piercing my heart. My hands slipped off the table and into my lap. I tugged on the ends of my cardigan, closing the sweater.

      “I’m not sure. I didn’t look,” Katrina said, shrugging her slim shoulders. I glanced at my dad. I’d inherited my build from him. I was tall, and my bust and butt cast me far outside of the slender category. I wasn’t fat. I knew that and knew I was healthy, but compared to my slim mother and sister, my curves stood out. I sighed. My father was oblivious to the conversation at the table. His neck was craned toward the bar area as he tried to watch the game on television. I tuned out my mom and Katrina.

      Normally, I spent the days leading up to family dinner armoring myself so their remarks would bounce off instead of piercing me. At least that was always the goal. That hadn’t happened this week. The encounter with Kiernan, and the fact that he didn’t remember me from when we went to school together, had reinforced that my mother was right. I was forgettable. Undesirable. Insignificant. I didn’t have time to solidify my armor again before dinner with my family. The blows my family dealt should’ve rolled off my shoulders by now. Some weeks they did. Months could go by and those remarks didn’t bother me, but running into a crush who’d never known I existed—and sinking back into the nervous, clamoring girl I’d been in high school in front of him—had shattered my armor this week.

      “Caroline,” my mother said sharply. I snapped out of my trance and focused on her. “Do I have to yell your name? I’ve been trying to get your attention. Honestly, if you’re going to sit at this table and not pay attention to your family, then I’m not even sure why you come.” She sniffed and pursed her lips.

      “I’m sorry, Mom. I was distracted for a moment. What were you saying?”

      As soon as she started speaking, I wished she’d just let me keep daydreaming about nothing. “Did you hear Grant and Rachel are expecting another baby? They have the most gorgeous children. Their little family could be on the cover of magazines.”

      I made a noncommittal sound and bit the inside of my cheek again, hard enough to taste the metallic taste of blood. I hadn’t heard they were expecting another baby, but that wasn’t surprising. I’d wiped both of them from my mind, and I tried to avoid seeing them or any reminders. My mother had never gotten that.

      “Well, did you hear that news, Caroline?”

      “No, Mother. I didn’t and I’m not sure why I would keep up with news about my ex-boyfriend and my ex–best friend, who he cheated on me with.”

      My mother rolled her eyes. “My goodness, Caroline, aren’t you over that by now? Rachel is much better suited for Grant. He has a bright future in politics, and he’s incredibly handsome. He didn’t need a woman who works herself ragged and comes home smelling like an animal. Rachel has a predictable job. She’s stunning. When she stands next to Grant, she looks like she belongs with him. They look like a couple.”

      I heard every single unsaid word. I wasn’t gorgeous. I didn’t go with a man who was as attractive as Grant. When I’d stood next to him, as his girlfriend, people had wondered why a man like that would be with a woman like me. Apparently, including my own mother.

      I’d been with Grant for three years. We’d talked about the future and getting married. I thought we were moving that way together, with the same view of the future. Well, mostly the same view. Grant had told me he never wanted kids. I thought I loved him enough to compromise on that and thought he would be enough. That our relationship would be enough. Just the two of us forever, and maybe a menagerie of animals. I couldn’t resist fostering and keeping a few.

      That wasn’t really the case. He simply didn’t want children with me. He had no problem having children with Rachel. Rachel had been my best friend my entire life, and I thought she would remain that way. But it all ended, both relationships crashing down in a fiery blaze when I walked in on them in bed together. It was bad enough that they were having sex, but the crushing pain was only made worse when I walked in and heard them professing their love for each other.

      I moved out of the house I shared with Grant, and Rachel moved in. They were married within six months, and a year after that, pregnant with their first child. While I buried myself in schoolwork, striving to be the best vet I could be, but also making the worst mistake of my life.

      A mistake that was still haunting me and hanging over my head.
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      A smile from me and Pepper Jack flipping over onto his back for belly rubs, with a smile on his face, was all it took for the receptionist at the front desk to tell me the time and place of Dr. Conroy’s dog training class. Sure, she didn’t want me there, but Pepper Jack needed the best. She said she was the best. It was as simple as that. He was opening doors and breaking out of every kennel I purchased in under five minutes. Roman had banned him from the office after a minor incident.

      It wasn’t Pepper Jack’s fault. Not really.

      Who walks around with a BLT sandwich in their suit pocket, anyway?

      When our newest and highest contract client walked in with one in his suit pocket, it was like a shark smelling blood. Or Pepper Jack smelling bacon. He went right for it. Yes, he did jump on the client. Yes, the client did fall to the ground. And yes, Pepper Jack did eat the sandwich in two bites. But he tried to give the client a sloppy kiss afterward, to make it better.

      It took Roman, Emilo, and me to pull him off of Mr. Nguyen. He was still a puppy, but strong and tenaciously determined when he wanted to be.

      Okay, it was Pepper Jack’s fault.

      Mr. Nguyen was a good sport about it. He laughed it off and scratched behind Pepper Jack’s ears as Pepper Jack grumbled in approval. His affectionate noises sounded like growls, but I’d quickly learned he made those noises when he was content, and his real growl was unmistakable.

      Since he’d been banned, I’ve been coming home to a different surprise every day. I needed Dr. Conroy. Whether she liked me or not, I needed her to help me with Pepper Jack before he ate the entire house.

      I slid out of my truck in the parking lot of a local dog park. According to Hillary, the receptionist, Dr. Conroy reserved the park and the agility equipment for her classes. I turned and grabbed the bit of Pepper Jack’s leash that was connected to his harness. His tail thumped against the seat, and his tongue lolled from his mouth as he smiled at me, proud of the work he’d accomplished on our ride here. He had chewed through the leash, only leaving a few inches.

      “You little fucker,” I grumbled, shutting the door to keep him inside as I went to the toolbox in the bed of my truck and pulled out a length of rope. I opened the door again, grabbed Pepper Jack’s harness, and created a knot where his leash should connect. It wasn’t ideal, but it would have to work for today.

      I wasn’t sure what Dr. Conroy had against me or where she thought we knew each other from, but I’d remember seeing her face and luscious body. Unfortunately, I had a feeling using a rope as a leash would be another mark against me.

      I’d shown up early anticipating that she was going to try to boot me from the class. Pepper Jack was a bit crazy, but his large round hazel eyes got him out of trouble with me on a daily basis. I was hoping he could work some of that magic on Dr. Conroy.

      “Try to look extra handsome, buddy,” I whispered to Pepper Jack as we approached Dr. Conroy. She was setting up lanes with cones. She wasn’t in her scrubs but in a pair of khaki shorts and a T-shirt with her veterinary clinic’s name across the front. All of her chocolate hair was swept up into a ponytail, and she had a satchel hooked around her waist. I glanced from her to Pepper Jack.

      He was sniffing the air and his nose was twitching. I followed his gaze to the satchel and gripped the rope more tightly. If she had treats in there, I really didn’t want Pepper Jack to tackle her to the ground in the same style as he’d taken down Mr. Nguyen.

      “Dr. Conroy,” I said and took a step closer to her while keeping an extra tight hold on Pepper Jack’s rope. She looked up and her eyes rounded to the same size as the last time she’d seen me. Her surprise was quickly masked by annoyance.

      “The park is closed for a private class.” She turned her back to me, walking over to a box of items. She bent and my gaze shot directly to her ass. I silenced my groan and redirected my eyes to the ramps dogs practiced agility on before she could catch me checking her out and kick me out before I could even plead on Pepper Jack’s behalf.

      “I know. I’m here for the class. I’ve paid for the full twelve weeks in advance, and I’m begging you to help me.” I rubbed the back of my head, the short hairs rising and falling with the motion.

      She turned, planting her fists on her hips and glaring. The wind kicked up, and a piece of her hair stuck to the side of her face. She brushed it away with a finger, never breaking her glare. “Why my help?” At that moment, Pepper Jack almost yanked free from my hold to go straight toward what I was almost positive was a treat bag on her hip.

      Her glare went from me to Pepper Jack. She held up one hand in the stop sign motion and spoke loudly, clearly, and with more conviction than she had the two times we’d met. “Stop.”

      Pepper Jack skidded to a halt on his hind legs. His body shook with anticipation, and his tail thumped against the ground. His eyes moved from her hand to the treat pouch. Back and forth, back and forth.

      I motioned to Pepper Jack. “That’s why! That’s why it has to be you. I can give you a rundown on the daily activities he’s been up to in the few weeks that he’s been with me, but I promise you, I need this class and Pepper Jack needs this class. Don’t turn me away. If you do, I’m sure by the end of the week I will come home to a house that is only splinters of wood and bricks that have been turned into rubble. Then I won’t have a place to go. You wouldn’t want that for me, would you?”

      Dr. Conroy’s tongue poked into her cheek as she tried to hide her smile. “I’m doing this for Pepper Jack. Not for you, Kiernan. He can stay. Get him a leash though. A rope is not a leash.”

      “He ate his leash on the way here.” I grinned. “You know my name, don’t you think I should call you something other than Dr. Conroy?”

      “No, I don’t. Dr. Conroy is just fine.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Conroy.”

      “Don’t make me regret this.”

      “I won’t, I swear, but I will get you to tell me your first name.” I winked and jogged with Pepper Jack to one of the lanes she had set up, before she changed her mind.
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      “Why did we think this was a good idea?” Daphne asked. We were both panting and gasping for air. My legs were shaking, and I was almost positive my muscles had been doused in gasoline then lit on fire. There was no other explanation for the burning my muscles were going through. This couldn’t be a normal reaction. If it was, why the hell did people run? For fun?

      I skidded to a stop and leaned over, putting my hands on my knees. Daphne stopped next to me and rested her head against my back.

      “We were drunk. That’s why we thought it was a good idea,” I muttered and wiped the sweat from my forehead. It’d been half a mile, and I’d already drunk my entire water bottle. I lifted my head and looked forward on the path. The running group we’d joined were so far ahead of us they were specks on the horizon.

      On New Year’s Eve, Daphne and I had been sitting on my couch watching movies, drinking wine, and licking spoons coated in cake batter. After a bottle or two of the wine, we’d started talking about how we wanted the next year to be the best of our lives. It’d be the year our career goals were actualized, our love lives wouldn’t be so stale, and we’d be more active. We wrote down our plan and were ready to get started the next morning. Sure, the plan was on a paper towel, but it was still a plan. And I loved plans. I didn’t have a ton of room in my life for more than what I already had, but Daphne and I wanted to try.

      Only the next morning, we both had headaches.

      And then the next morning we were both back at work. My days started early and usually ended late. Daphne was a crime scene photographer and her hours varied. She answered the call whenever a crime happened. Neither of us had a standard nine to five.

      It was now eight months later, and we’d finally started on the first item on our task list: get fit by joining a fitness group in Austin. They were everywhere and participated in all kinds of activities. We hoped we could also meet people and socialize with someone other than each other and our acquaintances at work. Daphne was also hoping that someone in our new fitness group would be willing to model for her. She was a book cover photographer for romance novels on the side of crime scene photography. Crime scene photography paid the bills until she had a steady income taking the pictures she wanted.

      At this rate, we were probably a mile behind everyone else; there wasn’t really any hope of meeting the others. By the time we completed the two miles, they would be on Lady Bird Lake on their paddleboards. Reflecting back, a fitness group that runs for two miles and then paddleboards down Lady Bird Lake for about a mile before finishing at a local taco and margarita bar might have been too ambitious for us. It was the tacos and margaritas that had sold us on this group.

      “Technically we participated.” Daphne groaned and fell to the ground in the middle of the running trail. A few joggers passed us by, shaking their heads as they went. Daphne flung her arm over her eyes and rested her other hand on her heart as her breathing slowed down. My hands were still on my quaking knees.

      “There’s a bench right there.” I pointed to a shaded spot in front of us. Daphne lifted her arm from her eyes, glanced at the bench, and shook her head. “That’s too far away.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s twenty feet. We can make it.”

      She lifted a leg toward me. “Drag me.”

      “I’m not dragging you,” I said, laughing, and half-wobbled, half-jogged to the bench. There was no catching up to the group, and I wasn’t even going to pretend to try. Maybe it’d be easier in the fall or spring, when the Texas heat wasn’t so sticky and stifling, but it was August and the blazing sun roasted me while at a resting heart rate. Adding exercise into the mix wasn’t a good idea.

      Daphne slowly stood, looking like a newborn calf as she made her way over to me and collapsed on the bench. She unstrapped her phone from the case velcroed around her arm and pulled it from the pouch, along with a thin metal emery board. She unlocked her phone screen and brought up the New Year’s Resolution checklist we’d made eight months ago. She jabbed her finger on the screen and turned toward me, smiling. “There, we did it.”

      I snorted. “I’m not sure I’d call half a mile accomplishing our yearly fitness goal,” I said.

      She waved off that thought. “Close enough.”

      Daphne’s face was blotchy and red from the exertion and heat. Wheat-blonde hair was sticking to the edges of her face, and her smattering of freckles was lost in the redness of her cheeks and nose. She filed the edge of one of her nails before holding her hand out in front of her and inspecting it.

      “I can’t believe you brought an emery board on a run with you.”

      “I figured this might be a dud and I might get bored.”

      My shoulders shook as I laughed, leaning back against the bench, enjoying the soft breeze that floated over us. “It’s too bad we’re missing out on the tacos and margs. I was really looking forward to a jalapeño margarita and some al pastor tacos.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry,” Daphne said, patting my leg. “We’re still getting our tacos and margs. As soon as we have the energy to go back to the car, we’ll head over there. We can always say we were so far ahead they couldn’t catch up to us and ask them why it took them so long.”

      “No one will believe that.”

      “We could go to another taco place.”

      That was true and easy. Austin wasn’t lacking in taco bars that sold margaritas. It’d be easy to choose another option and still have exactly what we wanted. “Let’s do that.” I scrunched my nose and turned to face Daphne. “I’m not sure we really fit in with the people in that group anyway. They were all really excited to run.”

      She nodded. “We need to find a more relaxed group. You know a group that will give you a donut for every five sit-ups or push-ups? Maybe go on a nice, easy walk.”

      I chuckled. “A nice, easy walk sounds like just my pace. Are you still coming by the office tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, I’ve already got everything I’ll need.” Daphne fostered animals for me when they were surrendered at our door and the no-kill shelters in the area were full. It’s how we’d met a few years ago and, over time, we’d become best friends. She was the easiest person  to be around; she didn’t judge me on my appearance, on my sketchy dating history, or if I was running late for dinner and showed up with dog hair on my outfit. It was an occupational hazard and pretty inescapable. I tried to be as perfect as possible. My mom had never let me leave the house with a single strand of hair out of place when I was a child, and she’d convinced me people would think less of me if I did. So knowing Daphne’s  friendship was without judgement was the greatest gift.

      “Good,” I answered. “The kitties are very sweet and I think I have a few interested clients, but I’ll let you know.”

      I could take home a cat or a dog, but not any more than that. My cat, Harmonica, was territorial and didn’t like people. Didn’t even like me. So I tried not to bring too many foster animals home, especially if they were playful. Harmonica would swipe at them and punish me for the next three weeks by breaking everything she could.

      I rose from the bench, holding out my hand to Daphne. “Let’s go get our tacos and margs.”

      “Finally,” she groaned. “We’ve been tortured long enough. After all the effort we put in, we really deserve it.”
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      I rose from the water, lifting Avery on one hand and Caden on the other, and launched them in the air. Their laughter filled the air as they went up and cannonballed back into the pool in front of me. Avery popped to the surface first. She was grinning so wide I could count each of her teeth. Caden surfaced next, laughing and wiping his eyes with his pudgy fists. He spit out water through the small gap in his front teeth. He hit the surface of the water with his hands to splash me. “Again! Again! Again!”

      This had been on repeat for the last half hour. Over and over I’d launched Caden and Avery into the air to splash back into the water. After the first couple of times, it wasn’t as much fun for me, but I wasn’t going to deny the birthday boy and his best friend anything. Each of them had me wrapped around their tiny finger.

      They knew it too.

      I had secured my fun uncle badge of honor the day they were born, and I wasn’t ever giving it back. I liked being their favorite. And if I had to toss them into the pool over and over and over again to keep that title, I’d do it.

      “I want to flip, Ki Ki!” Avery shouted and bounced in the water, her little legs kicking to hold her up. I winced. That nickname was the only part of favorite uncledom that I didn’t really enjoy.

      Caden and Avery were only a few months apart and had been inseparable since Savannah and Liam brought Avery to the hospital to meet Caden when he was born. Both had trouble saying my name when they learned to speak, so Harper suggested Ki Ki as a joke. Unfortunately, it stuck. Both could now say my name, but no matter what I bribed them with, they reverted to Ki Ki.

      “Come here and I’ll flip you.” Avery swam the couple of feet to me, and I cradled her in my arms. “Ready, pretty girl? Hold your nose closed and squeeze your eyes tight.”

      “Am I really pretty, Ki Ki?” she asked. Her bright green eyes, which looked like little gemstones and were exactly like her mom’s, stared up at me. I scoffed. “The prettiest girl in all the world.”

      Her mouth dropped open. “Not prettier than my mama.”

      “Even prettier,” I whispered and made my eyes really big. “Well, just as pretty. Just ask your daddy.”

      She giggled and clapped her hands. “Flip!”

      “Close your nose and squeeze your eyes tight,” I reminded her. She screwed her eyes shut and held her nose between two fingers. I flipped her backward over my arm and brought her back into the position she’d started in.

      “Again,” she cried. I flipped her twice more before Caden demanded for it to be his turn. After three flips Roman strode to the edge of their backyard pool, crossing his arms over his chest, and smiled at Caden’s happy grin. Today was his actual birthday, and it was being celebrated just with our group. Tomorrow this backyard would be filled with bounce houses and kids’ games. Avery and Caden’s entire daycare class would be here.

      “Food’s ready,” Roman said. I snagged Avery around the waist and carried Caden and Avery to the edge of the pool, lifting them one by one into the air so Roman could grab them. He nabbed the towels on the loungers and wrapped them around their shoulders as I pulled myself onto dry ground. I took the remaining towel, drying off my chest before wrapping it around my hips.

      “Carry me!” Avery jumped up and down pulling on my arm. I crouched down and lowered my head as she scampered up my back and onto my shoulders. It was her favorite way to travel. And I knew in a few years she’d either be too big to carry or too old to want to do this with her dad or me. None of the kids here were mine, but I loved them all the same.

      Caden crawled up Roman’s back and hung onto his dad’s neck. I followed them, with Avery balancing on my shoulders, up the hill to their back deck, where everyone was gathered for lunch. A long picnic table was spread over the deck. Food had been placed in the center in a family-style setting. I handed Avery off to her dad, Liam.

      Maddox handed me a beer from the red ice chest near his feet as we waited for the families to take their seats. We were the only two single people here, so we usually squeezed in wherever there was room for us. I squeezed in between Roman and Tate. Tate was leaning against her husband, James. Caden was sitting on Harper’s lap on the other side of Roman, and she hugged him while Roman cut Caden’s chicken.

      “Down,” I scolded Pepper Jack as he tried to jump onto the table and make his own plate of food. Tate laughed and scratched behind his ear.

      “He’s so cute,” she said. “He needs to come over to play with Sirius.”

      I lifted an eyebrow to tell her I didn’t think that was a good idea. Pepper Jack looked cute but Sirius, James and Tate’s dog, was tiny. Only a few pounds and basically just a running ball of fluff. Pepper Jack would probably eat him as a snack.

      “No,” James muttered quietly and shook his head.

      Pepper Jack’s tail whacked against the stained wood and his body vibrated with energy, while his eyes were locked on the spoonful of macaroni in Caden’s hand.

      “No,” I said to Pepper Jack, trying to mimic Dr. Conroy’s voice. Pepper Jack minded her, listened to every word she said. He didn’t always get the command on the first try, but in class he was almost…very close to…a good student. The only thing that kept him from that distinction had been a small accident with the agility equipment. Pepper Jack didn’t realize he should run over it instead of through it—with so much force that he broke it. A simple mistake, really. Once we left class, though, Pepper Jack released all the untamable energy he’d stored up on me.

      I swear he smirked sometimes before disobeying.

      He huffed and lay down on the deck, resting his head on his front paws, but he kept his eyes locked on the table and thumped his whip-like tail every few minutes. It was progress—I had to tell Dr. Conroy. That gorgeous woman who still refused to tell me her name or how we knew each other. At least everyone in the class also called her Dr. Conroy. Though I was pretty sure she’d asked them to so I wouldn’t find out who she was.

      I would though. Of that, I was sure.

      I tugged my phone from my pocket after it vibrated and smiled. I had a surprise for Caden and couldn’t wait to watch his little face light up when I brought him around to the front of the house after lunch. Roman also had his phone out, looking at the screen with a stern expression.

      “Who the hell is that?” he asked under his breath. I glanced at his phone. He had his security cameras pulled up. I clapped him on the back and spoke in a low tone.

      “A surprise for Caden after lunch.”

      “If your gift is better than mine, I’m going to kill you,” he said under his breath. Harper distracted Caden from our conversation, but the corners of her lips were tilted up as she listened to us. She was rubbing her very pregnant belly and pressing tightly to Roman’s side. When I’d first met Roman, he’d spoken about Harper, but I didn’t meet her until years later, when they reconnected. After that first meeting, I knew she was going to turn his entire world right side up, and she did. He was a gruff bastard, but he loved his family fiercely. I felt lucky to share it with them and hoped I could find that for myself one day. Not that I’d admitted that to any of them.

      I shrugged. “It’s not my fault that I’m the favorite.”

      “He’s my kid,” Roman said.

      “He’s my godson,” I retorted and took a slug of my beer while grinning. I’d never had much growing up, and birthdays hadn’t been celebrated in my house. My dad thought spending money on a cake was a waste when it’d be better spent on Jack, Jim, or Jose. There were a few birthdays when my mom snuck into my room with a single cupcake and one candle. She’d sing quietly, so my dad wouldn’t hear, to avoid awakening his wrath.

      Caden, Lilly, Avery, Wren, Brae—and any other kids my friends who are my family have—won’t ever experience a birthday without being spoiled by me. It sucks to go to school and have friends ask what you got for your birthday. I didn’t know gifts were common until I went to school, and every year I saw the pity when I answered “nothing.” Well, until I started making shit up and joking about it.

      No one questions the kid who is always laughing. No one looks too closely.

      Hell, they still don’t now that I’m an adult..

      As everyone finished eating, I turned to Caden and waggled my eyebrows. “Ready for a surprise, birthday boy?”

      “Yes!” he shouted with his fist raised in the air. Harper swerved out of the way of his hand and shook her head.

      “What’d you get him?” she asked.

      “Come around front and you’ll see.”

      I stood up, grabbing Caden from Harper’s arms, and walked around to the front of the house, where the rental company had left the Lamborghini convertible. It was blazing red with a cream interior. A fucking showstopper. Caden’s favorite video games all had to do with racing or making things go really fast.

      “I got a car!” Caden yelled and bounced on my hip. I set him on the ground as he ran to the convertible. I was pretty sure he didn’t know this car by name, but just looking at it, anyone could tell that this baby went fast. I’d rented it for the day, and we were going to cruise on backcountry roads before taking it to a local track for a quick race around.

      I laughed. “Just for the day, little man.”

      “Cool!” he shouted and ran his hand over the sleek design.

      Roman stood next to me and huffed. “You bastard,” he muttered.

      “Is this safe?” Harper asked. Her brow was furrowed, and she was biting the edge of her lip. I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. Roman knocked it off and hugged her to his chest. I laughed and shook my head.

      “He’ll be safe. We’re driving around then going to the track down the road. Y’all can meet us there.”

      “Absolutely not.” Harper stepped out of Roman’s embrace and pointed at my chest. Her cheeks filled with color, and she stared at me angrily. “You are not racing my three-year-old son around a racetrack. His car seat won’t even fit in there. Kiernan, I love you, but not everything is fun and games. You have to think and remember that he’s still just a baby. Can you even drive on a racetrack? You’re not a race car driver.”

      I gritted my teeth as my jaw locked. I never forgot how small he was or how young. I thought she knew me better than that. Anger bubbled in my chest. I understood her concern, but I would never take Caden on an adventure where he wouldn’t be safe. I licked my lips and took a deep breath.

      “I’ve been trained to drive fast and handle cars in dangerous situations under fire. His car seat does fit. I checked. I bought a helmet for him, the same one race car drivers use. He will be safe. Roman can drive just as well and if you want, he can take him.”

      She swallowed and switched her stare between me and the car before settling on Caden, still walking around the car brushing his hand over every surface. It had been shiny, but now his little fingerprints were all over it. It was better than sticky little prints on it.

      “We’ll meet you at the track,” she said.

      I nodded as Roman handed Caden’s car seat to me and whispered, “Remember that she gets really worried about everything at the end of the pregnancy. She was the same with Caden. Remember she called the doctor almost daily? I know you’d never let anything happen to Caden. Besides us, you’re the one I trust most with him.”

      I coughed to clear my throat as unexpected emotion rolled through me. I hadn’t realized how much I needed to hear that from him. Harper’s anger had taken me by surprise; we’d been close since I met her. I’d thought she knew I’d never take a risk with Caden.

      I strapped Caden in, let Ava take a picture, closed the door, and walked around the hood of the car.

      “Kiernan,” Harper shouted. She stood at the passenger side of her car. Her hand was rubbing quick circles over her stomach. “I’m sorry. I know you love Caden and would never do anything that would get him hurt.”

      I smiled, even though I didn’t feel it, and folded myself into the driver’s seat.

      “Ready, little man?”

      “Yes!”
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      One Friday a month, I opened the office for only a half day and spent the rest of the day doing the stuff I’d neglected while I worked. It was my day to run errands, clean the house, and catch up on any shows sitting on my DVR. I let the hot water run down my back while I made a to-do list in my mind. I wiped away the water from my eyes and bent back my head to rinse the conditioner from my hair.

      I shut off the water and wrapped a fluffy towel around myself before stepping out onto the bath mat. The music playing from my laptop was set on a low volume. I bent at the waist and wrapped another towel around my hair to soak up some of the excess water before I attempted to dry it.

      I sang softly with the song, walking to my bedroom dresser, and pulled out a bra and panties. The towel dropped to the ground, and I stepped into the soft silk underwear and put on the bra. I turned to my computer when it dinged with a message alert.

      I yelped as photos of me getting out of the shower started flooding the screen. Stark naked. Then photos of me wrapping the towel around myself, walking into the bedroom, dropping the towel, putting on my bra and panties. One photo after another. One last photo popped up. It was of me again, staring at the laptop with tears in my eyes. I could see the fear and confusion written across my face.

      A black window appeared in the center of the laptop screen. Green text was typing out in front of my eyes. I covered my mouth with my hand as I read the message.

      You’re so beautiful.

      If you don’t do what I want, these go on the internet.

      I slammed the lid of my laptop closed and placed a hand over my heart as I tried to breathe through the panic welling up inside my chest. Each breath was harder than the last. I ran to my dresser and pulled out the first pair of leggings and T-shirt my hands touched, and I pulled them on and slipped into flip flops.

      I hesitated before reaching for my laptop, but I had to. And I needed to be fast. I wasn’t sure if the images would disappear, or what happened when I closed the laptop, but maybe if I hurried to the police station, they could  track them or something. The only knowledge I had of tracing cybercrimes came from television shows, and I didn’t know if those were accurate or dramatized for television purposes. I only hoped they could make this stop before anything else happened.

      I grabbed the laptop with shaking hands and grabbed my purse on the way out the door. I sped the entire way to the station, not caring that my wet hair was curling against my temples and a wild, tangled mess in the back. I didn’t care that I had never been seen in public in such disarray in my entire life. I slammed into a parking spot and got out of the car before running into the station and stopping at the front desk, completely out of breath.

      An older man in an officer’s uniform sat behind the desk, his large, round belly pressing against the edge. A mug of coffee was off to the side, sitting next to a fast food bag. Two men in plainclothes were standing near the desk, leaning against a wood-paneled wall, talking and looking over a manila file folder. I didn’t know who to ask for, but I needed someone to help me.

      The man behind the front desk looked me up and down, and I saw him dismiss me before I even said a word. “What can I do for you?” he asked in a monotone voice. His gaze was directed at me, but he was looking right through me.

      “I was getting out of the shower, listening to music on my laptop…” I took a deep breath as tears threatened, but I was determined to hold them at bay. My nose stung. “Pictures of me and a message popped up. Pictures of me naked,” I whispered and glanced at the two men off to the side, who were now staring at me and watching this interaction.

      “Pictures you posted online?” the officer asked.

      I shook my head. “No, someone was taking pictures of me while I was getting out of the shower, then they sent them to me and sent a message.”

      “How did they send them? Were they pictures you had previously sent this person?”

      I ran a hand through my wet hair. “No, I’ve never sent pictures like that. I don’t know who this person is. I don’t know how this happened. They just…appeared. It wasn’t email or anything like that. They popped up all over my screen, and the message they sent looked like what coders use. You know? The black window and green font? At least that’s what it is on TV,” I muttered. “I sound crazy.”

      “What did the message say?”

      Bile rose in my throat. I shook my head and took a second to gain my composure. “You’re so beautiful. If you don’t do what I want, these go on the internet.”

      The chair squeaked under his weight as he leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “Miss, I’m very sorry. I hate to tell you this, but there wasn’t a crime. Cybercrime is very complicated, and without a direct threat of harm, there’s nothing we can do.”

      “Nothing you can do?” I asked quietly. “So someone can take pictures of me inside my bedroom without my permission and there’s nothing you can do?”

      One of the men standing off to the side took a step toward me. “The laws haven’t caught up with technology yet. Come here.” He motioned me away from the desk.

      I stepped up to him, glancing back at the man behind the front desk. His attention was already on the computer, and he was taking a sip of coffee. I’d been dismissed. A hysterical laugh bubbled up in my chest. I placed my hand on my forehead and shook my head. “This can’t be happening,” I whispered.

      “The laws haven’t caught up with technology yet,” the man repeated. “But you can hire a private company to trace the messages and file a restraining order. I will take a police report of this incident so if anything does happen, it’s on record. I hate it as much as you, but right now there’s nothing we can do. I can recommend someplace you can go. They’re friends of mine and will take care of you. I’m Maddox. Let’s take a seat and fill out a report, and then I’ll send you over to MarxMen.”

      I nodded and followed him to his desk. He walked me through a police report, slowly encouraged me, and sent me on my way to MarxMen with a promise that they would be expecting me.

      I parked on the street in front of the sleek black building and nondescript logo of the MarxMen offices. The windows were black and I couldn’t see anything inside, but I strode up to the door and yanked it open. A cool blast from the AC hit me and caused me to shiver. My hair was still partially wet, and I didn’t even want to know what the bird’s nest looked like in a mirror or how long it would take me to brush through.

      I stopped in the middle of the lobby as Kiernan turned around and grinned. “Usually it’s me stalking you, Dr. Conroy. What are you doing here?”
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      I strode to the lobby of MarxMen after ending the call with Maddox. He’d sent someone from the police station who wanted to hire a tracer. He often sent us work. His job had limits in ways mine didn’t. I’d considered joining the police force after finishing my military service, but I’d had enough of red tape and following the rules, so when Roman opened MarxMen, I didn’t even hesitate.

      Plus it’s always fun to annoy the shit out of him.

      I tapped my knuckles on the gleaming black surface of the front desk in the lobby. Trent swiveled the desk chair to face me and grabbed a notepad and pen, preparing to take notes. He’d only been at MarxMen for a month and wanted to train to work in the field. He was young, baby-faced, and didn’t have a lick of experience doing anything. The men and women who worked in the field as operatives didn’t all start at the front desk and work their way up; it depended on past experience and how much training they needed before they were assigned cases. Many started assisting higher-ranking operatives before moving on to lead cases in their specialties.

      MarxMen had it all. Anything from providing bodyguards to private citizens or a baseball organization, to setting up state-of-the art custom security on properties, to private investigation and tracing online culprits.

      “Put the pen away,” I said. Trent still sat at the ready, but he arched a brow. I shook my head. “I’m just waiting for someone Maddox sent over.”

      “Would you like me to get the new client paperwork prepared?”

      “Nope. I need to see what this is about before we accept this person as a client. Maddox didn’t give much information. This is just an informal meeting.”

      “Would you like a small conference room with refreshments prepared?” Trent asked, setting down the notepad and pen. This kid was the best front office person we’d ever had.

      “Sure. That’d be helpful.”

      He popped up and scrambled toward one of the conference rooms just off the lobby. Anything our clients came in for happened in the front of the building. The back was only for operatives. It had our private offices, conference rooms we used for cases, and an entire training facility, complete with a shooting range.

      The front door swung open, and bright sunlight filled the doorway, casting the person into a silhouette. I grinned when the door closed behind her and Dr. Conroy stood there glancing around the room. Her hair was damp, frizzy, and wavy. There wasn’t an ounce of makeup on her face, and the curves I knew she had were hidden under a T-shirt and sweatpants. It was a stark contrast to how I’d seen her before this, but she was still enticing.

      I hadn’t been able to put my finger on where I knew her from, but if I’d slept with her, I’d definitely remember exploring those curves.

      I grinned. “Usually it’s me stalking you, Dr. Conroy. What are you doing here?”

      “Ki—Kiernan,” she stammered. With a furrowed brow and wringing hands, she stepped forward. I pushed off the counter and stood, watching her approach me. While she’d been nervous around me before, this was different. She was frazzled and seemingly fraying at the ends. “You work here?”

      I nodded. “Did Maddox send you? He didn’t give me a name in his quick rundown. What’s going on?”

      “Is there someone else I can talk to?”

      I gritted my teeth. I fucking hated that she was uncomfortable around me, and I didn’t even know why or what I did. “Yes, but Maddox said it has to do with someone hacking into your computer. I’m the best in the office at tracing, but if it would make you feel better, I will go get someone else.”

      She licked her lips and glanced around the office as she tried to run a hand through her hair, but her fingers got stuck in the tangles. She grimaced.

      “The conference room is set up, Kiernan,” Trent said, coming back to the front. Dr. Conroy hadn’t heard him approach, and she jumped when she heard his voice, placing a calming hand over her chest. I nodded.

      “Dr. Conroy, let me show you to the conference room, and I’ll grab someone else.”

      I didn’t want to assign anyone else to this. If she was having trouble, I wanted to solve it and help her. I wanted to wipe that look of worry off her face and replace it with the annoyance and begrudging amusement I usually saw shining in her eyes. She followed me to the conference room, and I ushered her inside, turning to find someone else on the team to speak with her. “Wait,” she said. “If you really are the best, then I want you.”

      I turned back toward her. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded and sat, placing a bag on the table, and wrapped her arms around her middle. I sat in the chair across from her. “Would you like something to drink or eat?”

      “Water, if you have it.” I unscrewed the cap on a bottle of cool water and handed it across the table to her. She took a small sip and closed the top, setting it on the surface in front of her.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I was getting out of the shower earlier when my laptop pinged. When I looked at the screen, it was filling with pictures of me. Filling like when someone has a virus and pop-ups take up every inch? That’s what was happening, but all pictures of me.” Her voice shook and color filled her cheeks as she took a deep breath before continuing. “Pictures of me getting out of the shower, changing. N-naked.” She looked down at the table, tracing her finger along the edge.

      “Do you remember seeing a light next to your camera on your laptop?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t remember seeing it, but to be honest, I don’t know if I would’ve noticed that it was on. I started panicking and then a message popped up.”

      “A message?” I asked. Unfortunately, it was becoming more common for hackers to hack into cameras on laptops and phones to watch people. And the smarter they got, they harder they became to trace. if they were good at what they did, they could do it undetected, disabling the light that indicated the camera was on.

      “Yes. It-it looked like what coders use when they’re writing code. At least that’s how it always is on television. I don’t actually know anyone that writes code,” she rambled. “It was a small black screen and green writing.”

      I knew what she was talking about, and she was right. When hackers or coders were depicted on screen, it was always with a screen like that. “What did the message say?”

      Her hand shook as she wrapped it around her delicate neck and smoothed it over her skin. “You’re so beautiful. If you don’t do what I want, these go on the internet.” Her chin wobbled, but not a single tear fell.

      Anger burned in my gut. “Did it say anything else?”

      “I slammed my laptop closed and went straight to the police station. I just put on clothes and left. I know I look like a mess, but I couldn’t stand to be in my room a second longer. I feel…dirty.”

      She shuddered. It wasn’t uncommon. I’d often heard that from people after they found out they were being watched. It was violating, and even more so when it happened in the space where a person should feel safest.

      “That’s good that you closed the laptop without exiting anything. That will help me with the search. The second I open the laptop, if the person is watching, they will start to backtrack to cover their tracks. I’ll work faster.”

      “Are you going to see the pictures?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I am, but I won’t actually be looking at them if that makes sense. I’ll be using the information encoded, but I promise you, Dr. Conroy, I won’t be staring at you and the pictures that were taken without your consent.”

      She nodded and wiped a stray tear that had fallen. Her jaw was tight and no more tears fell. She sat straighter in her chair. “I would like your help, Kiernan.”

      “Is there anyone you can think of that might want to do this to you?”

      She hesitated for a moment before answering. She tucked a long strand of chocolate hair behind her ear. “This is so embarrassing,” she whispered. “I have a restraining order against my ex-husband, but I don’t think this is him. I’m not sure he’s smart enough, and it’s not exactly his type of thing to do.”

      “I will look into him,” I said. I clutched the armrests in a white-knuckled grip. “Even if it’s not him, it’s best to explore all options.”

      Her cheeks filled with color and she nodded. “That’s the only reason I told you,” she said quietly. “I didn’t want to leave out any information that could be helpful and then become the girl in the horror movie that’s killed first because I was embarrassed about my past.”

      The corners of my lips pulled up. “I’m not judging you,” I promised.

      She sniffed and wrinkled her nose. “I suppose I need to actually tell you my name.”

      “You do,” I said. “And how we know each other.”

      “Caroline Conroy. We went to high school together.”

      I squinted, tilting my head to the side and inspecting her. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I look different and you never knew I existed.”

      “I find that hard to believe,” I said before I could stop the words. She was now a client, and that was a line I shouldn’t cross. In fact, it was one of the only rules MarxMen had. Sure, Roman had blasted through that rule and gone after Harper, even while using the full force of MarxMen to get her out of trouble and save her from their tangled past, but I wasn’t sure he’d give anyone else a pass on that rule.

      “Well, it’s true,” she snapped, and the annoyance she usually had in her eyes was back. I smiled and silently planned to pull out my yearbooks later. I didn’t even know if I had them, but if I didn’t, it’d be easy enough to find out more information about her.

      I grabbed one of the tablets used for meetings from the center of the table, brought up a new client intake form, and changed the subject. If I argued with her, she might walk out and refuse the help she needed. “Do you have the laptop with you?”

      She nodded and slid the bag across the table. I caught it in one hand and set it aside. After I’d gleaned all the information I could from her and she left, I’d start work on the laptop, but I couldn’t open it until I was ready to work and counteract what her hacker had already done. “Let’s get started. We have a lot of information to get through, Caroline.”

      I liked the sound of her name on my tongue.
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      “No, don’t even say it,” I begged Alicia. She was standing outside the exam room with a pained expression on her features. Her naturally curly hair was cropped short, showcasing her high, prominent cheekbones and deep brown, almost black, eyes. Her smile radiated warmth and kindness. She was my go-to woman for anything in the office. Alicia was quick and efficient with exams. She knew how to juggle my schedule when squeezing in last-minute additions. She’d been my first hire when I’d opened Conroy Veterinary Clinic, so I knew this face well.

      It was a program system error.

      We’d been having trouble for the past six months with the program we used for everything, from storing patient histories to scheduling to note-taking. When it went down, it meant we were in a big jam. Until six months ago, I’d never had an issue. Now Toby, our IT guy, was on speed dial.

      I stepped up to the sink, flipped on the faucet, and washed my hands. I glanced over my shoulder at Alicia. “How bad is it?”

      “I’ve already called Toby. He isn’t far, so when he finishes up with the client he’s with right now, he’ll head over here. The screens on the front computers flashed black, like they’d turned off then back on, but when they came back on, every appointment for the next three months had somehow switched to ‘CoCo Rigsby’.”

      “In all the time slots?”

      She nodded. I dried my hands and glanced around at the doors that led into the exam rooms. I relied on the schedule and charting to know which animal was in what room and why. I was running behind schedule because of an emergency surgery that morning. Pebbles, the sweetest Rottweiler, had gotten out of his backyard and been hit by a car. Thankfully, he’d made it through surgery, but I was late to my first appointment.

      “Caro, I’ve been saying this for a long time, but you need to think about it again. It’s time to hire a second vet. The clinic is growing. We’re full every day, and that doesn’t count the walk-ins that you accept, even though there is a sign on the front door that says no walk-ins. Between the training classes, surgeries, and normal visits, I’m not sure when you even sleep, and I know you don’t have a life.”

      She’d taken the thoughts from my mind before I could even think them. When I’d opened my practice, I hadn’t expected it to grow as rapidly as it had, and I hadn’t wanted to hire another vet until I had to. That time was coming, though, because I wasn’t sure if I could juggle anything else, and if computer system failures kept happening, it would turn my already chaotic days into nightmares.

      “I know, I know.” I blew out a breath, a small piece of hair flying away from my face. I placed my hands on my hips and looked at each exam room again.

      “Lucky for you,” Alicia said, grinning and handing me a clipboard with a sheet of paper on it. “I already had the afternoon schedule memorized and know which of our furry little friends are in which rooms.”

      “You’re my hero. Did you know that?”

      “Sure did. But make sure you remember that at Christmastime when you’re writing those bonus checks. I’d like to spend my holiday on a white sandy beach while drinks in a hollowed-out pineapple are delivered to my beach chair.”

      I laughed. “I’ll make sure you have your beach trip.”

      “I’ll let you know when Toby arrives. Don’t forget you need to leave at five fifteen to make it to Myers Park for the beginners’ class this afternoon.”

      My stomach dipped. Kiernan’s face popped into my mind, but I shook it away quickly. And I shook the next thought away even more quickly. I’d been shoving every thought of my hacker to the back of my mind and into a locked box. If I dwelled on it, I wouldn’t make it through the day. Right now, every day was about surviving to the next without collapsing from exhaustion.

      An hour later Toby had arrived and was in my office, with the main server, repairing our system. I knocked on the door. He glanced up and smiled. His shaggy brown hair was swept across his forehead and curling behind his ears. The light blue polo with his company’s logo right above his heart was stretched across his chest and tucked into a pair of dark denim jeans. He stood up and swept a hand through his long hair.

      “How are you, Toby?” I asked and leaned against the door.

      “I’m doing good. How about you, Caroline?”

      “I’d be better if this system didn’t decide to go wacky. What’s been going on? Should I change?”

      Toby scrubbed a hand along the stubble on his jaw and shrugged. “I can tell you, you aren’t the only vet in the area experiencing issues, and a dentist’s office that uses the same software is also experiencing problems. I think I found a solution, but if it doesn’t work, I can come back and get you set up with something new.”

      “Will your fix today set everything back to rights? The appointments all changed.”

      “I have your system set up to back up every night. Worst case scenario, you’ll lose any appointment made today before the system failure.”

      I sagged against the door, releasing some of the tension from my shoulders. If that was the worst case scenario, that would be great. Any appointments made today were fixable. “Thanks, Toby. You’re a saint! I’m going to send lunch to your office next week.”

      I pushed myself away from the door. “It’s no problem. You know you’re my favorite client.”

      I smiled. “I’m pretty sure you say that to everyone.”

      He shrugged sheepishly. “You could have lunch with me.”

      “I would, but I’m slammed right now. Stop by the front, and Alicia will take care of the check for the day. Thanks, Toby!” I waved and headed into Exam Room 5 to see Angus, a large tabby cat.
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      A substantial amount of my life had taken part in whispers. Whispered conversations, between bouts of tears, with my mom as she hid me in closets during my father’s drunken rages. Whispered “Happy Birthdays,” “I love yous,” and praise. Military missions done with light footsteps and whispered voices.

      I hated whispering.

      My father had been the noose around my mother’s neck for almost thirty years. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard her speak above a whisper. I was dead in my father’s eyes, and he was dead in mine. If only my mom could think of him the same way, but she wouldn’t leave and I couldn’t turn my back on her. If he knew that she still called me, even though it was usually to ask for money to pay their bills, since he wasted theirs on booze and strippers, he’d beat her within an inch of her life. He’d never kill her. He’d lose his meal ticket. Instead, he always made sure to stop the hitting in time.

      Fucking bastard.

      “Just a little bit, Kiernan,” my mom whispered into the phone. Her voice was so quiet, I could hear the TV in the background, a few rooms over, and my father’s muttering better than I could hear her. He may have never physically killed her, but she was dead all the same.

      I stood at my desk and strode across the room, firmly shut my office door, and hit the button next to the windows that faced into the hallway. Black light-blocking screens lowered and covered the glass, hiding my office from view. With the closed door and shuttered screens, no one would disturb me. This wasn’t a conversation I wanted anyone to hear. I’d done well to hide where I’d come from since I left home at eighteen. Not even Roman knew my full story.

      I collapsed on the couch and scrubbed a hand over my face. The stubble along my jaw pricked against my palm. “I sent you a thousand dollars two weeks ago.”

      “I need to pay the bills. They’re going to shut off the water.”

      “That’s what you said last time. And I sent you a grand. What happened to it?”

      She didn’t say anything. The silence that passed over the connection was louder than anything she could’ve said. She didn’t need to confirm it; I already knew what had happened. The bastard had found it and spent it. And she hadn’t done anything to stop him. For all I knew, she could’ve handed the money over to him, knowing if she called me, I’d give her more.

      “Noreen,” my father hollered. “I said I want another fucking beer. How many times do I have to tell you?”

      “Please send more,” she whispered into the phone. I heard the pop of the refrigerator door and the clink of the bottle hitting others.

      “Mom, I can help you. I’ll come get you. Come to Texas. You don’t have to live this way. Get away from that bastard and I’ll help you.” I’d said many variations of these same words for years. When I’d left for boot camp, it was with a whispered promise in her ear that I would come back for her and get her out of the hell we lived in.

      “Kiernan,” she sighed. “Do not disrespect your father that way. I love him and if you don’t stop talking about him like that and trying to fill my head with lies about him, then I won’t call anymore.”

      I held back my snort. Lies. The bruises I knew she had on her body weren’t fucking lies. The shit he demanded from her wasn’t fucking lies. And she’d never stop calling, because she knew I’d never stop opening my goddamn wallet in the hope that she would one day take me up on my offer and leave the bastard. We hadn’t seen each other since I’d left, and she probably didn’t care. Wasn’t sure why I did.

      “I just need a little money to float us until the gas station pays me next week. I’ll pay you back.”

      Now that was a lie. She’d never pay me back and she knew it.

      “You don’t need to pay me back.” I sighed. “I’ll send more. But I can’t do this forever, Mom. Tell that lazy bastard to get off his lazy ass and get a damn job. I hate thinking about you working doubles at a gas station.”

      “I’m going to find something better,” she promised, blowing right past asking my father to go get a job. He was happy making her work and taking all the money she brought home for whatever he wanted. And there wasn’t much better for her. She’d worked countless diner jobs, and my dad had caused her to lose almost every single one of them by showing up and being belligerent.

      “Noreen,” my dad shouted.

      “I need to go,” she whispered even more softly than the rest of our quiet conversation. She hung up and I took the phone away from my ear and brought up my banking app to do as I always did. I was just as bad as she was.

      My father was the noose around her neck.

      And she was the heavy weight hanging around mine.

      I transferred the money into her account, and I knew I wouldn’t hear from her again until it was time to ask for more or on my birthday. Whichever happened first.
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      “When you give a command, make sure to keep direct eye contact, use a firm voice, and don’t waver. They know a treat is coming and want it, but their excitement at this stage may be too much for them to listen the first time around, so keep trying. The more you work with them, the better they’ll be at listening to commands. And if that is accomplished, you won’t have to worry about bringing them to a dog park or restaurant patio or being around others.”

      Kiernan snorted. My lips twitched, but I stayed focused on the others in the class. They stood in a long line—owner and pet next to each other. I loved working with animals. Whether it was making them feel better when they were hurt, training a puppy to sit, or helping an animal from an abusive background find love and trust with their new family. For most of my childhood, it was an emphatic no from my parents when I asked to get a dog or cat. It was a hell no when I asked for a pig.

      But eventually they had broken down and we got a family dog. He irritated my mother, and my father worked too often to be bothered by the messes the puppy made. My sister was interested in him until he ate one of her shoes, and that was that. I checked out every book from the library about dog training that I could find and watched every television show on the subject. For a long time it was just Snickers and me. I’d been able to train him to use all the basic commands and even respond to twirls.

      Snickers slept in my bed every night. I walked him. I fed him. I kept him out from under my family’s feet. But my mom still decided that she’d had enough of the dog hair on the couch and the need to buy a special dog food for Snickers’ skin allergies. I walked in the door from school one day and he wasn’t waiting like he normally was. He wasn’t there  to greet me with his favorite red rubber toy in his mouth. He didn’t come when I called for him. It wasn’t until I found my mother in the kitchen slicing an apple for my sister, sitting on a barstool at the counter, that I finally understood that he wasn’t there.

      Her next words confirmed it. “Snickers has a new home. It’s not up for discussion.”

      I had long ago given up on arguing or fighting back at that point. Every time I did, I was called a crybaby. Or too emotional. My family would roll their eyes while mine filled with tears. My mom and dad would catch each other’s gaze from across the table, smirking, and shake their heads.

      Arguing with a brick wall might’ve given me more results and certainly would’ve hurt less.

      I stalked from the kitchen and knew that my future would be with animals. And one day, I’d have a house full of animals. Every day since had been spent working toward now. A clinic that was booked daily and a training class with a wait list. I only had one cat at the moment, but maybe I could take on a second pet if I hired another veterinarian.

      I shook myself from my trail down memory lane and focused on the pups in front of me. “Let’s start where we left off last time. Give the command to sit, give a treat once they comply, and then the command to stay. Walk fifteen feet with your back turned. Don’t look back at them, and count to twenty.”

      “I’m nervous to let Buckley go. What if he runs?”

      Buckley was a King Charles Cavalier and had the sweetest face. He was the most well-behaved dog in this class, but he still liked a little bit of trouble whenever it suited him.

      “We’re the only ones here in the dog park, and the fence is high enough that they can’t jump over it. Some of your dogs may take off the second you let the leash go and command them to stay, but they are contained to this immediate area, and we just bring them back their spot and try the command again. I promise it will be okay.”

      I walked to the fence and shook the gate. “It’s locked tight and we will all keep an eye on them. We’re in a controlled environment, and our work here will help if you’re ever in an uncontrolled environment.”

      Buckley’s mom nodded and lifted her chin with a stubborn and determined set to her jaw. I had no doubt Buckley would get this down on the first few tries.

      “Give the command,” I said.

      Each dog parent gave the command to sit. Some of the dogs plopped their behinds on the grass immediately, and others took a couple of tries. Pepper Jack was a completely different story. He’d plopped down. But not on his butt, on his back. He went all the way down, rolling over, and wiggled all over the grass. His tongue lolled out to the side, and he was biting at the air, ready to play instead of ready to work.

      Kiernan had his fists on his hips and commanded Pepper Jack to get up and sit. Everything Kiernan said was ignored. I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. Kiernan was issuing the command correctly. His posture and voice were firm, and most dogs would’ve complied immediately.

      Not Pepper Jack though.

      He had it out for his new dad. “Give the next command,” I said to the rest of the class and strode toward Kiernan while keeping my eye on the progress of the others, mentally noting which pups stayed and which tried to run as soon as their owners dropped the leash.

      “I would have the problem child,” Kiernan muttered.

      “Weren’t you voted class clown a time or two?” I could remember Kiernan in high school. He’d joked around in classes. During lunch he’d always been surrounded by people, laughing, with a huge grin on his face. To me, a quiet person who often went completely unnoticed and forgotten, he seemed larger than life, and I was fascinated. He made high school look easy while, even though I was an A+ student, some of my teachers couldn’t remember my name. I wasn’t picked on and I had some friends, but I went unnoticed. Always.

      Or until Katrina arrived in high school; then I was known as Katrina’s sister.

      “Yes,” Kiernan admitted. “Pepper Jack fooled me though. The first couple of days with him, he was sweet, docile, and only wanted to lie on the couch. And then, on the third day, he unleashed hell. I’m not sure what I did to make that happen.”

      “You gave him a safe place where he could be himself.”

      Kiernan’s gaze shifted away from Pepper Jack, now sitting and giving me his full attention as his tail whipped against the ground. Kiernan scanned my face until he met my eyes, staring at me with an intensity I wasn’t used to. I felt like he saw too much when he looked at me. “Dammit,” he whispered. “Now I can’t be mad at him.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. I reached out without thinking and patted Kiernan’s bicep underneath his shirt. His skin was warm beneath my palm. I removed my hand and fisted it at my side while taking a step back, putting a little space between us. I shook out of my Kiernan stupor and looked around at the class, still working through the stay command.

      “He’ll get there,” I said. “Now that he’s sitting, try telling him to stay.”

      “I know you said the dogs couldn’t jump over this fence, but I think Pepper Jack might try to prove us wrong.”

      “You chase after bad guys for a living, right?”

      He laughed. “Not exactly.”

      I shrugged. “Well, if he manages what I think is impossible, I’m sure you’re capable of chasing after him.”

      “Are you saying you think I have a nice body?” Kiernan asked and grinned. With blond hair, golden skin, and a toned body, he looked at home underneath the sun.

      I grinned and shook my head, not answering his question. I turned my back to him and approached the next owner and dog to ask how they were doing.

      “I may not be able to make my dog sit, but I did get you to smile at me. I’ll call that a win for the day,” he called to my retreating back.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          Kiernan

        

      

    

    
      With a few swift strokes of the keyboard, I had it—the Perryville High School senior yearbook. I hadn’t been able to find the yearbook in the boxes in my attic, so next I’d gone online. I was thankful that school had been digitizing their past. Caroline had been on my mind since she came looking for help. And in more than just a client type of way.

      Tracking down her hacker had been a bust. They must’ve been ready and waiting when I opened the laptop. Within a couple of seconds, all the evidence disappeared in front of me. I hit a wall with every trace I tried. I knew these types though; he would come back and, when he did, I would have him. And he wouldn’t find Caroline next time; he’d find me, waiting for him. And for her. I’d be his worst fucking nightmare. I smirked, thinking of the ways I could end the son of a bitch, whoever he was.

      I flipped through the digital pages of the yearbook until I found the Cs. I scanned down the page, through the sea of faces, most of which I hadn’t seen since graduation. I’d been popular, had a large circle of friends, but none of them had actually known me. And when I left for the army, I left it all behind and started a new life. Her face didn’t pop out at me, so I searched through the column of names until I found her—Caroline Conroy. My gaze flicked to her picture. I was surprised when I recognized her, but barely. We’d had a class together. There was only a slight smile on her face, her chin tilted down, and a curtain of dark hair hovered next to her as if she was resisting the urge to hide behind it. Her dark eyes stared into the camera, and even in the tiny picture on my screen, I could see her loneliness. This picture was nothing like the woman I’d seen in charge of the training classes. She was feisty, confident, and captivating.

      I wanted to know everything about her. I could press some keys and find out more about Caroline, but I wanted the words from her lips. And I wanted them to be spoken only for me.

      I shook my head, batting away those thoughts. She was a client and Pepper Jack’s vet. That’s all. Yes, she was gorgeous beyond all belief, and I imagined stripping her bare. Yes, her attitude excited me. But it couldn’t go past simply being each other’s client.

      My office door popped open. I hit escape and locked my screen, shooting a glare at the person opening the door without knocking. The glare slid from my face when Harper peeked around the door with her hand covering her eyes but a small slit between her fingers so she could see me. A smile played at her lips. “You aren’t doing anything gross in here, right? You never close your door.”

      “I see you peeking. Hoping to catch a show, gorgeous?”

      Harper laughed. Roman growled and barged into my office, gently setting Harper out of the way. “Fuck off. She’s my wife.”

      “Hey, she was the one looking through her fingers and opening my door without knocking.” I stood up, rolling my shoulders back, and popped my neck. I strode across the office, passing Roman, and bent to kiss Harper on the cheek. “How’s my next godchild?”

      She rubbed her belly. “Sitting on my bladder every second of the day, but she’s good. I’m ready for her to be here. But not tonight. This may be my last night out before she comes.”

      “Come on then.” I led her out of my office and toward the lobby of MarxMen with Roman following behind us. He reached forward, grabbing Harper’s hand. After locking up and walking across the street toward the parking garage, we got in our cars. I followed Roman to The Cellar, swung into the spot next to his, and slid out of my truck. I swung open the large oak door and waited for them to walk in before following them inside.

      The rest of the group was already seated in our usual area and Owen, our server for the past few years, was leaning against the table, smiling down at Tate and Iris. James and Callan were sipping from their glasses of whiskey. I pulled out the chair between Maddox and Callan, clapping each of them on the back before turning to Owen and placing my order.

      Callan swept a hand through his hair and released a breath as Owen strode away from the table. He leaned across the table toward James and lowered his voice. “Have you heard from him lately?”

      James shook his head. “No. I know he’s settled somewhere, but I don’t really expect to hear from him.”

      Callan nodded. I knew they were talking about Luca, a guy they both knew in Chicago. They would never be completely severed from their past there. And Luca would never be a friend, but it was damn better than being his enemy. Knowing where he was and keeping tabs on him was in their best interests.

      Maddox’s phone went off and he sighed, leaning his head back and staring at the ceiling. “Maddox.” He squeezed the bridge of his nose as he listened to the person on the other end of the line. “Fuck. Alright. I’ll be right in.” The phone clattered to the table as he dropped it and stood up, pulling out his wallet and dropping a few bills. “Gotta head out.”

      “What’s happening?” Roman asked. “Is it a case we’re involved in?”

      Maddox shook his head. “No, at least not yet. Might need y’all down the line though. A female vet was kidnapped from her office.”

      I grabbed Maddox’s arm. “Do you have a name?”

      My heartbeat accelerated and every muscle up my back and neck and along my arms tensed. Caroline’s face with blushing cheeks and twitching lips as she tried to stop herself from smiling at me popped into my mind. It couldn’t be her.

      “Being sent that info right now,” Maddox said with an arched eyebrow. “Why?”

      “The woman you sent to us with the hacker is a vet. And someone I kind of know from my past.”

      Maddox’s phone beeped. I glanced down at the table as it lit up with a new message. The air in my lungs stalled as I waited for him to give me a name. “It’s not the woman I sent to you,” he finally said.

      I slowly nodded and released his arm from my grip. My eyes met Roman’s across the table as he stared at me. I could tell he was trying to read me and find out more information. I’d briefed him about Caroline as a new client. I’d left out that I knew her, and the reaction I’d just had was setting off alarm bells in his mind. I shook my head and cut my gaze off from him. “Let us know if we can help, Mad. I’ll keep my phone on.”

      “Appreciate it.” He flicked his fingers to wave goodbye before turning and striding out the door. My heartbeat slowly returned to normal. I picked up the glass of whiskey Owen had dropped off while I was distracted and tossed the liquid to the back of my throat.

      “What?” I asked as I set it back on the table. I felt the gaze of each person at the table. Outside of work, I had one mood—happy-go-fuckin’-lucky. Even at work, I was focused. Panic? Never. Each person at this table knew that, and I didn’t like their eyes on me, waiting for answers that I didn’t want to give them.

      “You knew our new client?”

      I licked my lips and met Roman’s stare again. “Sort of. She’s Pepper Jack’s vet and trainer.”

      “She going to train him not to pee in my office? Not that it matters, that dog isn’t coming back to the office.”

      I shrugged again, but more lightly this time, as the tension eased from my shoulders. “We’ll see.”

      “Is that all?” Harper asked. My eyes cut to hers. She was smiling, with an arm wrapped around one of Roman’s.

      “We went to high school together, but I didn’t know her back then.”

      “Is she pretty?” Ava asked. Hudson’s arm was wrapped around her shoulders. Ava’s gaze was darting among all the women at the table. They’d been trying to set me up for a long time.

      Roman scoffed. “That doesn’t matter. She’s a client.”

      Harper laughed. “I was too. Didn’t stop you.”

      “You were never a client. You were something else and that’s different.”

      Harper rolled her eyes.

      “Is she pretty?” Ava asked again. Hudson chuckled and kissed the top of Ava’s head.

      “Yeah,” I said. “She’s a client. That’s a line I won’t cross. She needs my help. And she’s Pepper Jack’s vet, so I’m her client. And I’m guessing that’s a line she won’t cross.”

      I turned my attention toward the bar and froze. I’d been coming to this bar for years, often multiple times a week. I’d sat at this table with my friends often, and I knew this was a first. Caroline was sitting on a barstool looking at the drink menu in front of her. If she had been here before, I would’ve noticed her. “Going to grab another drink.” I stood and walked toward the bar. Caroline was the center of my focus. Every single one of her curves was on display. Her dress was tight, cinched in on her narrow waist and flaring out at her hips. Her long, smooth legs were crossed and dangling as she sat on the stool. The Edison bulb above her seat was casting a glow on her dark chocolate hair. She was playing with a necklace sitting at the base of her throat as she read the menu in front of her. My gaze coasted up and down her body, to her face, to the slender column of her neck. Each perusal caused my thoughts to become dirtier and dirtier.

      Within the last few steps of my approach, as if she heard me and my thoughts, her head popped up and her gaze swung in my direction. Her cheeks instantly filled with color. “Kiernan.”

      I bit back the groan. My name from her lips, in a breathy whisper, was almost too much with the thoughts that were flying through my head. As much as I was trying to keep her inside the client box in my mind, she was becoming so much more. And it was becoming harder to contain my thoughts. “Can I buy you a drink, Caroline?”

      She swallowed and laid the charm on the necklace she’d been fiddling with on her chest. “I’m waiting for my friend.”

      “I can keep you company until she gets here.”

      Caroline licked her lips and slowly nodded. “Okay.”

      Owen was behind the bar grabbing a few drinks. I motioned him over and waited for Caroline to order before ordering another drink for myself. I lowered my voice, leaning toward her, and raised my brows. “I have a confession.”

      She bit her lip to stop the smile. I wanted to pull her lip from her teeth and beg her not to stop any smile of hers.

      Client.

      Client.

      Client.

      I reminded myself over and over again. And not only was she a client. She’d come to our office for help because some fucking creep had been getting off on watching her, violating her safety. I wouldn’t be that guy. She didn’t need me hitting on her at every turn when she was reaching out for help.

      “Uh oh. Do I even want to know?” And she finally released a full smile before it disappeared and she frowned, studying my face. She pointed a finger at me. “Wait, if you are about to confess that you dropped poor Pepper Jack off at a shelter because you couldn’t handle him, I won’t accept that. A dog is a commitment for its entire life. You and I will leave here right now and go get him if that’s your confession, Kiernan Brooks.”

      I laughed. “No. Not even close. Pepper Jack may end up without a home one day, but I’ll be with him, and the only reason we won’t have that home is because he ate it. Destroyed it. Or whatever else he’s going to think of next.”

      She chuckled and took a sip of the wine Owen had set down in front of her. “Good.” She took a deep breath. “Alright, lay it on me. What’s this confession?”

      “Found a copy of our senior yearbook.”

      She groaned, covering her face with her hands. “I figured you’d do that. Did my picture ring any bells?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “We had chemistry together. We were even lab partners once. Wish I would’ve recognized you right away. Your features are the same, but you are different.”

      “You remembered that?” She fiddled with her necklace again.

      I nodded.

      “I’m shocked.”

      “Why?”

      “You were always the center of attention, the life of the party, living life like you didn’t have a care in the world and all of it was easy for you.”

      “We’re not all what we seem, Caroline.”

      “Hey.” I glanced over my shoulder at the new voice. A woman stood next to my stool watching Caroline and me.

      “Hey, Daphne. This is Kiernan. He’s helping me with that…” Caroline trailed off, glancing around the bar. “Computer issue.”

      I stuck out my hand. “Nice to meet you. Kiernan Brooks.”

      “Daphne,” she said and smiled. “Thanks for taking care of my girl. Are you sure you sit behind a computer though? Anyone ever tell you that you should be a model?”

      Caroline shook her head. “Nope. Don’t even think about it, Daphne.”

      Daphne pouted. “Fine, but only because he’s helping you.”

      “Have a good night, ladies. Enjoy your drinks.” I winked at Caroline before turning away and heading back toward my table. Roman stopped me halfway there with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “We have rules,” he said and glanced over my shoulder. I knew he was referring to Caroline.

      “I know the rules, Roman. And I know that you trampled all over them to get what you wanted.”

      He shook his head. “That was different.”

      “Maybe this is too.”
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      My shoulders sagged as I leaned back in my office chair and took a long sip of my coffee, which was now room temperature. I’d already reheated it three times that morning, but I hadn’t been able to drink more than a few sips while it was still warm. I fought the urge to close my eyes; if I did that, I would be asleep in seconds. A lack of sleep due to feeling unsafe in my home, even without the laptop there, and due to the insane schedule here. I was running on fumes. I glanced at the couch in the corner of my office and frowned. I sighed. A nap sounded like the best idea in the world, but I didn’t have the time.

      I took another sip of the coffee, hoping the caffeine would kick in, but this type of tiredness—I wasn’t sure there was anything that could fix it. The chair creaked softly as I spun around and faced the computer sitting on my desk. My gaze flicked up, making sure the bit of opaque tape covering the camera was still there. I didn’t want to take any chances. The local news site loaded, and I skimmed the headlines looking for details about the missing vet, Leah Velasquez. In the days since her disappearance, there hadn’t been a lot of information shared. Only videos of her family begging for her safe return. The media and public had been pointing fingers at the ex-boyfriend.

      I’d met her a few times through conferences and local jobs. Leah had recommended my dog training class to a few of her clients.  She was the only doctor in her practice so, now that she was missing, her patients had been split among three other vets in the area. I was one of them. I wanted to help her in any way possible, but with this new workload and thoughts of what if something happens to me?... Hell, even if I were sick for a day—there would be no one to cover me. I needed to truly start thinking about hiring another vet.

      Alicia burst through my office door. Her chest was heaving with every breath she took. I rose from my chair. “What’s happening? What’s going on?”

      “He is out of control,” Alicia whisper screamed. She glanced into the hallway and shut my office door, and she crossed the space in two strides. Her hands curled on the back of the Kelly-green chairs in front of my desk. I was still standing, ready to run out of here with whatever news she brought.

      “Who’s out of control? An animal? Is it in a room already or still in the waiting room? If it’s in the waiting room and all rooms are full, we may have to kennel it until something frees up. With how busy it is, we can’t have an animal hurting others in the waiting room.”

      “I’d love to kennel him.” Alicia huffed. She wiped her forehead, brushing aside some of her tight curls. “That was inappropriate.”

      “I’m confused.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “All the animals are fine. It’s Dean. I can’t brush his behavior aside anymore.”

      “Oh,” I said. Dean Stevens, another veterinary technician, had been a thorn in my side. It had been all too easy to brush aside a joke here and there. I’d regretted brushing them aside and forgiving him when he apologized, because now his behavior was amping up. He would constantly badger all the female employees to go on a date with him. Including me. “What did he do?”

      I knew he needed to go and, honestly, wasn’t sure why I’d waited this long. Maybe the busy schedule, but that wasn’t an excuse. I squeezed the bridge of my nose.

      “I caught him taking pictures of me bent over.”

      I stared at Alicia in shock. While he had been flirtatious, made inappropriate jokes, and annoyed the staff, he had never crossed into territory like that as far as I knew. He had to go. And it had to be now.

      “That’s sexual harassment, Alicia. Would you like me to call the police so you can file a police report?”

      She swallowed. “No, but if he continues to work here, I won’t be able to work here anymore. I could brush off his attempts to ask me out. I thought he was trying to be funny and make friends, but now I’m just creeped out.”

      I nodded. “I understand. I’m so sorry that he did that. Can you have one of the others working at the front call one of Dr. Velasquez’s technicians? I know they are looking for temporary work until this is solved and Dr. Velasquez comes home safely. I’ll need someone to come in.”

      “Thank you.” Alicia nodded. “I’ll call someone right now. I have some friends over there.”

      I followed Alicia to the door. She huffed when we both spotted Dean crouched in front of the kennels that lined a far wall. I patted her on the shoulder. “Take a break if you need to or a long lunch. It’s on me today.”

      Tears flooded Alicia’s eyes, but she blinked them away. “Thank you.”

      I waited for Alicia to step into the front lobby before I approached Dean. “Dean, I need to see you in my office immediately.”

      His head popped up and he grinned, not catching on to my foul mood. At a leisurely pace he strode across the space between us. I turned on my heel, stepped into my office, and held the door for him.

      “What’s this about? Finally ready to take me up on my offer to take you out for lunch?” He winked and I barely held back my repulsed shiver.

      “Dean, please take a seat.”

      He did, leaning back into the chair with his legs spread and his fingers playing with the scruff along his jaw. He was the epitome of casual. I sat in my chair, folded my hands on the desk, and looked him in the eye. “Dean, you are a good veterinary technician. You work well with the animals and with their owners. However, you do not work well with our female staff.”

      He started to argue, but I held up a hand silencing him and kept speaking. I wouldn’t let him stall me. He’d been here for far too long, and it was time for him to leave. Immediately. He wasn’t the first person I’d fired, but it was the first time it had happened in the middle of the day. I usually waited until all the patients had left and it was a quieter environment. Not this time.

      “When you started here, you were friendly and kind. I think that’s what made it easier to brush aside jokes and inappropriate behavior until it escalated. I can’t allow this to continue at my practice. You were caught taking pictures of a female employee as she bent over. You are fired. Effective immediately. You may gather your things and leave through the back entrance.”

      Dean fumed in the chair across from me. The casual pose was gone. His fists were clenched on his knees and he was scowling at me. “You’re going to take that bitch’s word over mine?”

      “This is not up for discussion, nor is it only due to this one incident. It has been building over time due to your behavior. I have asked you repeatedly to stop flirting with the staff, asking them out, and making inappropriate jokes. You would stop for a while, until it would slowly start to happen again. We have been so busy that I fear I’ve let your behavior slide for too long. I’m unwilling for that to happen. Please collect your things and leave. I will escort you. I will also not hesitate to call the police if you do not leave cordially.”

      Dean jumped up, kicking the chair to the floor behind him. I stared at him, not giving in or giving him a reaction. I knew that was what he wanted, and he wouldn’t get it from me. I strode across my office to the door and opened it.

      “I don’t have anything to grab,” he muttered.

      I nodded and walked down the hallway in front of him, keeping my head slightly turned so I could keep an eye on him in my peripheral vision. I popped open the back door and let him pass through. “Your I.D. badge.” I held out my hand.

      He ripped it off his shirt and flicked it at me. It bounced off my leg and lay next to my feet. I closed my hand, bringing it down to my side, as I watched him walk to his car and peel out of the lot. I bent to pick up the badge and released a long shaky breath as I walked back to my office. I placed his badge on my desk, grabbed my white coat from the back of my chair, and strode toward the evaluation rooms. The two-minute break I’d allowed myself for coffee had ended up being longer, and now I had multiple visits waiting on me. But that needed to be done immediately.

      The next time I was able to breathe was the end of the day. The staff had already gone home; it was just me, sitting in front of my desk putting the last touches on the day’s paperwork. Tabitha, the technician Alicia had called, had worked perfectly through the rest of the day. I’d asked her to stay on temporarily, until Dr. Velasquez returned. I wouldn’t let myself think she wasn’t coming back. I barely knew her, we’d only had professional conversations, but something about her connected with me. I didn’t know if it was because I was always struck my how similar our features were when I saw her picture splashed across the Austin headlines or if it was because she was a single female business owner, working with her love of animals, and went home alone every night.

      It was too easy to put myself in her shoes and imagine that it could’ve been me, so she was coming home. And she would come home safe. I shook away those thoughts and hit enter as I finished setting up Tabitha on our pay system. When Tabitha left to go back to Dr. Velasquez’s practice, I would start looking for a new tech and a veterinary partner.

      I hung my lab coat on the golden hook on the back of my door, grabbed my bags, set the alarm, and left, locking the office doors behind me. I hiked my heavy bag higher on my shoulder and kept my face down as the wind in the parking lot kicked up. It was late, but there was still daylight from the late summer sun. I glanced up as I approached my car. It was the only one left in the lot. The locks clicked as I unlocked it, and I set down my bags in the back seat. Sitting on my driver’s seat was an envelope. I glanced around me, my heart starting to pound.

      The wind kicked up again. I yelped as the chain link fence alongside the neighboring property creaked with the force of the wind. I slid into my seat, shut the door, and engaged the locks on the car. The envelope was sealed, but there wasn’t writing on the outside.

      My car had been locked. I was sure of it. It was locked, so how in the hell did this get inside my car? My hands shook as I ripped open the envelope. My throat was dry, and it was getting harder to breathe as my anxiety and fear clung to me.

      I pulled out three things: a thick piece of cardstock with a typed message and two pictures.

      You won’t get rid of me that easily. I’ll always find you.

      I didn’t want to see the pictures, but I knew I had to. Slowly I lifted the cardstock and laid my eyes on the first black-and-white picture. It had been taken from above, from the corner of a room. I knew exactly where, because I’d selected that spot for the security cameras inside the office.

      I was reading through a chart on a tablet. My finger was poised over the screen, ready to scroll down as I stood in front of an examination room door.

      I went to the next picture. Again, it was me, but this time I was looking up, like I had accidentally turned on selfie mode on the tablet in my hands. There’d been a faint line between my brows as I read the screen, and the camera on the device, unknown to me, had taken my photo. This person really could find me everywhere. First my home, then my business, and finally laying the evidence of how far they would go in my locked car.
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      “I want it wired from top to bottom. Every add-on we have available, I want it. We need to make it a damn fortress, Emilio.”

      “You got it, boss. I’ll gather all the equipment. Who do I send the invoice to?”

      I lifted my hand from the steering wheel, brushing it through my hair. “Hold off on that. I’ll handle it.” I knew Caroline would want an upgraded security system, but she had no idea what I had in mind for her house. And it was going to be a chunk of change. She’d never let me pay for it, I knew that, so I was going to make sure her invoice had the basics and the rest came from me. Secretly.

      “Will do,” Emilio said and disconnected the call. I hit the END button on the screen in my center console. Music filtered through the speakers when the call ended. I turned it down, taking a right at the stop sign. I was almost there. My chest had been tight since Caroline had called to let me know what had happened when she’d left work. I’d been clear across Austin, working on another case, and with the damn traffic in this city, it had taken me way too long to get here. I had to see her with my own eyes to know she was okay.

      She’s a client, I reminded myself for the thousandth time. I’d want to know that any of my clients was fine after an ordeal like what she’d experienced that afternoon, but I sure as damn hell didn’t want to wrap up all my clients in my arms and hold them until all the danger disappeared.

      No, it was only Caroline. She was under my skin, rooting herself there one smile at a time, and I hadn’t even tasted her lips yet. Yet.

      I swiped my hand over my face. I was fucked. It was only a matter of time before I couldn’t hold myself back anymore and blasted through all the rules. I had to know what it was like to kiss her.

      I swung into the driveway of the small bungalow and cut the engine, hopping out of the truck before it was even fully off. My long strides ate up the space on the lawn, and I jogged up the steps to knock on the door. The blonde from the bar answered the door and smirked, leaning against the frame. I’d told Caroline, on the phone, to stay with a friend and was happy she had listened to my advice, shooting me a text with Daphne’s address a few minutes later.

      I looked over Daphne’s shoulder into the house. “Where’s Caroline? How is she doing?”

      “Come in, pretty boy.” Daphne held the door open and swept her arm inside. She lowered her voice to a whisper. “She’s hanging in there. She’s tough.” Daphne was right. Caroline was tough, resilient, and damn strong. She hadn’t let this break her. My chest swelled with pride. I didn’t want Caroline to have to deal with someone invading her life, but I was glad to know she was just as strong as she was beautiful. I shook off the thought that she would fit right in with the other woman in my group of friends.

      I followed Daphne from the entryway into the living room. Caroline sat in a plush brown leather chair with her feet tucked under her, holding a glass of deep red wine. Her hand was propped under her chin as she stared at the empty fireplace, lost in her own thoughts.

      I crossed the room and crouched in front of her. I heard Daphne’s bare feet padding across the wood floor, gradually getting quieter as she gave us more space. I placed my hand on Caroline’s thigh. She was in tight leggings, which I knew would damn near kill me if I caught the sight of her delectable ass, and a loose T-shirt that was falling off of one shoulder. Her dark hair was swept up into a knot at the top of her head and messier than she usually wore it. She looked more relaxed and tired than usual. My thumb stroked the fabric of her leggings, and she slowly turned her head toward me. Our eyes were level with each other, and I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face.

      “How are you doing? Walk me through everything.”

      “I’m okay. I’m freaked out.”

      “I’m going to find this person,” I promised her.

      “I know you will.” The corners of her lips tilted up slightly. She glanced down at the wine glass in her hand and sucked in a deep breath before meeting my eyes again. “I trust you. I know you’ll find them and, to be honest, I think that’s about the only thing keeping me sane right now.”

      My chest clenched with her words, and even more resolve than I’d already had settled in my gut. My muscles turned to steel. I hadn’t been sure if I’d ever have someone place implicit trust in me. If I’d ever be worthy of that. Caroline had dismantled me with a few simple words. Humbled. Honored. Proud. Emotions I could barely translate were filling me. I was sure of one thing. I wouldn’t stop. I wouldn’t quit. I’d take the bullet, walk through the fire, meet the edges of the Earth, all to make sure she was safe and her trust in me was worth it.

      I’d be worth it. For her.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly and squeezed her thigh. I didn’t want to let her go, but I needed to, so I lifted my hand and grabbed the ottoman in front of the couch. I placed it in front of Caroline’s chair and sat, leaning forward, with my elbows on my knees. “Walk me through what happened? Did Maddox meet you there? I called him. Even though you called the police, I wanted someone I knew to be there with you since I couldn’t be.”

      “Yes, Maddox arrived right as the other officer did.” She sighed and placed her wine on a coaster on the side table. She wrapped her arms around her stomach and grimaced. “I really hate this. I feel like I’m being watched constantly.”

      “I’m sorry, Caroline. We’ll find this guy and make sure that you’re safe, I promise. My guys are rounding up equipment to install at your house, but I think you should stay here until it’s complete.”

      “I will. Are there different levels of the security package? How much are they?”

      “Don’t worry about that right now,” I said. “Let’s get it all set up and we’ll figure it out.”

      She groaned. “Kiernan, I need to know how much I’ll be paying, and I won’t accept it as gift from you or from your company.”

      I smirked. “I already knew you’d say that. I only meant that if you don’t want to pay it all up front, you don’t have to. If you’d like to break it into payments, that’s fine too. Let’s get it set up and we’ll figure it out.”

      She blew out a breath. “Fine.”

      Daphne came back into the living room carrying a board of cheeses, meats, and crackers. “You need to eat a little something, Caro.”

      Caroline nabbed a pretzel from the tray and nibbled the end of it. “Do you mind if I sit and listen? I’d like to know what’s going on,” Daphne said.

      “Of course. Stay,” Caroline said. “I’d tell you everything anyway. It’ll be easier only going over this once.”

      “I’m going to set up a security system at Caroline’s house, but she’ll need somewhere to stay until it’s done.”

      “She’ll stay here.” Daphne nodded, sinking into the couch with her arms crossed over her chest as her gaze bounced back and forth between Caroline and me.

      “The system goes to my company. We have people working twenty-four-seven, monitoring our systems, and will send police, fire, or EMT, based on what the alert may be. I’ll have any alerts from Caroline also come to me, so I’ll be there if something happens. What did Maddox and the police say?” I asked Caroline.

      “My car had been wiped clean, there were no prints on anything. They took the note and photos as evidence, but Maddox said, without further evidence, there isn’t much they can do.”

      “That’s true,” I said. “But it’s always better to have it on record, so when we catch this guy, we’ll have evidence stacked against him.”

      Caroline nodded. “Maddox said the same. I did take a picture of the note and photos on my phone so you could see them.” She grabbed her phone from the side table, swiping across the screen a few times before handing it over to me.

      I stared at the evidence, and fury boiled in my gut. I hated that this person was getting to her so easily and wouldn’t quit—he was finding her through every electronic device she had. He was smart—I’d give him that—but in the end, I’d win. There was no other option. Caroline’s safety was paramount. I sent the pictures to my phone and to my work computer.

      “I’ll swing by your office in the morning and pick up the security tapes.” I swallowed and gritted my teeth before continuing my thought. “So far this guy has been thorough, and I’m not sure I will find much on the tapes, but it will help to know how he blocked them.”

      Caroline nodded. “The police made a copy and reviewed it and said that the technical team would review the tapes as well. I’m ready for this to be over and forget about it.”

      “I can help with that,” Daphne said and grinned.

      Caroline looked over at her friend and smiled softly. “How?”

      Daphne winked at Caroline and turned to me. “I’m a photographer. Mostly crime scene photography, since it pays the bills, but I’m trying to break into the book cover market. Kiernan, you’d be the perfect romance hero.”

      “Oh, no,” Caroline said. “I said no!”

      Daphne patted Caroline’s arm without looking at her. “I’m helping you forget. Kiernan, will you pose for photos?”

      I raised my eyebrows and glanced at Caroline. Her cheeks were red, and she was shaking her head while glaring at her best friend. I wanted to laugh. “What kind of photos?”

      “Shirtless. Please tell me what you got going on underneath that shirt is as good as I’m hoping.”

      “Kill me now,” Caroline whispered and turned to me. “I told her not to ask you about this.”

      I turned back to Daphne and patted my stomach. “It’s better. I’ll do it. Sounds fun. Only on one condition though.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Caroline has to be there.”

      “What?” Caroline shrieked. “Why would I need to be there?”

      “I’m sure Daphne needs an assistant,” I said, shrugging, and turned to Daphne.

      She nodded. Her expression was completely serious. “I do. I do need an assistant. Please, Caro. He’s so perfect for a book cover. This could change my business! That’s our goal for this year!”

      “You’re playing dirty,” Caroline hissed, and Daphne’s serious expression morphed into a puppy look.

      “I’m only trying to help you forget this situation by bringing some levity into the mix, and what better way to forget than watch this guy without his shirt on for the afternoon?”

      I held back my chuckle as Caroline’s face turned even redder. She glanced at me and her eyes swept down my body. I grinned. “I’ll go,” she muttered under her breath.

      “Excellent.” Daphne grinned at me. I wasn’t sure what I was getting myself into, but it was time with Caroline away from our jobs. And being able to see her gorgeous face flushed while staring at me was only going to be a bonus.
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      Caroline’s front porch was stacked with boxes, and Emilio and Isaac sat in her rocking chairs. Isaac’s head tilted back as he slowly rocked back and forth and snored loudly. Emilio was watching a baseball game on his phone. I leaned against the pillar and kept a hold on Pepper Jack’s leash. He was lying on his side on the step below me with his back legs spread out. His eyes were closed, and he looked absolutely content to be lying in the sun and waiting for Caroline.

      Tonight would be her first night back home. There were only a few final touches to put on her system before it would be ready to go, making it safe for her to be here. Or as safe as I could make it. Worry churned in my stomach. As I had known, the security cameras had been severed with a jammer. There were a few minutes of static before they reappeared online like nothing had happened, but there wasn’t a glimpse of anything from the seconds before or the seconds after.

      Caroline pulled into her driveway and got out of her car. “I’m so sorry I’m late. Work was hectic today.” She popped open the back door of her car and grabbed an animal carrier. She strode up the walkway toward me, and I admired the swing of her hips in her scrubs. “I’m so sorry y’all had to wait. I hope it wasn’t long.”

      Isaac’s snore cut through the air, and Caroline glanced at the men sitting in her rocking chairs. She frowned.

      “No worries,” I said. “It wasn’t long.”

      “Long enough for him to fall asleep,” she said frowning. “I feel so bad y’all had to wait out here.”

      “That’s Isaac, and he can fall asleep anywhere, any time. Really, it’s been a few minutes and it’s a nice day. Ready to be home?”

      “I think so.” She lifted the carrier. “Harmonica is ready to be here. She’s been grumpy without her window swing and clawing tower.”

      I bent down and peered inside the carrier, sticking my finger through the hole. “Hi, Harmonica.”

      “Be careful. She’s not very nice. She barely even likes me.”

      Harmonica purred softly and I scratched under her chin. “Seems like a sweetheart to me.” I grinned and looked up at Caroline’s shocked face.

      “Of course,” she muttered under her breath and strode past me to the front door to let us inside. I kicked Isaac’s leg. He startled awake and Emilio closed down the game on his phone and followed me in. Isaac trailed behind him. Pepper Jack trotted next to me. “You can unleash him.”

      I bent and unleashed Pepper Jack. Since Caroline’s training classes he’d been better, but I was still worried that he would cause some destruction. He’d been by himself for too long today, and I’d had no other choice but to bring him. I’d need to watch him, and if he started anything, I would have to send him to the backyard or my truck with the A/C running. I grimaced. I didn’t want to think about the damage that he could do while I was gone.

      But once again, Pepper Jack proved he only had it out for me. He sniffed around the living room for a few seconds and, before I could even blink, he jumped on the couch and fell asleep. “Pepper Jack, off.”

      “He’s fine. I don’t mind him on the couch.”

      “Are you sure, Caroline?”

      She smiled and placed the cat carrier on the ground. “I’m sure. She unlocked the latch and Harmonica jumped out. She turned toward Caroline, hissing once, and wound herself around my legs before sashaying across the living room, jumping on the back of the couch, and climbing into her window swing. It was attached by suction cups, and her face was turned toward the lawn as she watched the street. I chuckled.

      “See? She’s all attitude.”

      “Still think she’s sweet.”

      Caroline rolled her eyes. Isaac and Emilio had already gotten started on hooking up the last items, leaving me to chat with her. “I can’t believe she’s nice to you. She’s mean to everyone. Even me and I’m the one who feeds her, gives her treats, and brought her home!”

      I shrugged. “She likes me.”

      Caroline scoffed. “Don’t know why.”

      I ate up the distance between us, leaned down, and whispered in her ear. “Same reasons you do, sweetness.”

      Her cheeks flushed as I stood to my full height and walked away to help Emilio and Isaac. “We won’t be long,” I called over my shoulder. “I’ll teach you how to use it before I go.”

      “Thanks, Kiernan. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      She wandered down a hallway. I watched her until she was out of sight, and a moment later, I heard a soft click as a door shut. I turned back to my work and finished wiring the cameras and motion sensors. Every square inch of her lawn, front and back, was covered from multiple angles by the cameras. They were small and unobtrusive and could potentially go unnoticed. Hopefully, they would and if Caroline’s stalker showed up, we’d have him.

      Several panic buttons had been installed on light switches throughout her house. If she pressed one, MarxMen and I would be notified immediately. I’d done as much as possible to make her feel safe here and honored her one wish—no cameras inside. I couldn’t blame her. After being watched on camera, she was leery of the technology and worried that the hacker could find a way in.

      He wouldn’t though. There was no way he’d hack into our measures. Caroline came out of her room a few minutes later, changed out of her scrubs. A few strands of wet hair fell from her ponytail. I wondered if she had showered.

      “Can I get y’all anything?”

      “No, thanks.” Isaac stood, wiping his hands on his jeans. “We’re done. Emilio is clearing out the boxes, but we’re headed out, boss.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, guys. See y’all later.”

      The door closed behind Isaac. Emilio was already outside waiting on him. I watched through the window as they pulled off; then it was just the two of us. I turned toward Caroline. “Ready to learn how to use this thing?”

      Caroline followed me around the house as I pointed out each panel and panic button, explaining what they did and how she could use them if she needed help. I picked up the tablet I had set down in her living room. It showed a live feed of the cameras outside and the different options she had. I set up her phone with the same monitoring system.

      She listened and nodded. Occasionally she asked a question, but mostly she stayed quiet with a small wrinkle between her brows as she concentrated on every word I said. The stiffness in her shoulders was easing by the minute.

      “Do you go above and beyond like this for all your clients?”

      I stopped pointing at the feed I was referencing and gazed at her. She was watching me intently. I cleared my throat. “I do all I can to help anyone who comes through our doors.”

      The truth was no, I didn’t. I did what I could to keep our clients safe, provided for their security needs, whatever they may be, and suggested further ways to improve their security. But I’d never taken it on myself to install a system in someone’s home before they asked for it. And usually Emilio and Isaac set up the systems without me being there. I trusted them and knew their work. I was typically more in an overseeing position, but with Caroline, I’d taken point, handled the grunt work, and done everything in between.

      “But do you go above and beyond for all of them like you are for me? You make sure I’m safe every day and check in with me. You’re walking me through this system, when I’m sure one of your guys could’ve done it. You’re high up at the company, right? Do you normally supervise an installation?”

      “No, I don’t do this for all my clients. Hell, I’m hardly ever in the field anymore unless I’m needed. Roman has been asking me to buy into MarxMen, so I can be a co-owner, since I’m already in a managerial role. Or head guy. Depends on the day.” I shrugged.

      Her lips twitched. “So it’s just me?”

      “Yeah, it’s just you. You’re special.”

      She smiled fully, and I couldn’t take my eyes off her or her full lips. Her lips twitched often and she smiled softly, but it was rare that she broke out her full smile, showcasing the small dimples in her cheeks and her straight teeth and revealing the brightness in her eyes. I felt like I’d earned this smile, and I wanted to earn it every damn day.

      Caroline was always beautiful, but when she smiled, she was heart-stopping—stuttering-over-your-words, losing-your-mind, devastatingly gorgeous.
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      “Do you want to stay for dinner?” I asked Kiernan. My belly swarmed with nerves, as if I were asking him on a date. I wasn’t. Kiernan stared at me intensely, scanning my face. “To say thank you for the system and for helping me. My treat.”

      I bit my lip, waiting for his answer. His chest, underneath his hunter-green T-shirt, rose and fell slowly with each breath he took. His shoulders were wide and strong. The boy I remembered from high school had been cute, but this, Kiernan the man? He was sexy.

      “That sounds good. I’d love to,” he finally said and my shoulders relaxed.

      “Pizza?” I asked. Before I’d gone to Daphne’s for the week, I’d cleared out my refrigerator and, since it was my first night back in my house, I hadn’t been able to go to the grocery store, so takeout was our only option.

      “Pizza sounds great.”

      I wrinkled my nose, wondering if he was going to be disappointed that his only drinking options were carbonated lemonade, which I was obsessed with, water, and wine. “I don’t have any beer.”

      He shrugged. “That’s fine. I don’t need it. Let me pay for the pizza though.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s my treat.”

      His lips pursed but he didn’t argue. He crossed his arms over his chest, gazing at me. I felt like he could see every part of me, as if I were standing naked in front of him. Under his gaze there was no hiding. I wasn’t in the shadow of my sister, my friends, or anyone prettier. When our eyes met, I couldn’t help letting him see every piece of myself.

      I saw the same in him. I saw past his facade. He was so much more than the man with a smile permanently plastered to his face and his jokes. He was good and true. Kinder than he’d ever let on. While he was cocky and knew he was insanely attractive, he was selfless and cared about the people around him. I wondered if he knew that I saw him, just as he saw me.

      I led Kiernan to the couch in the living room, where Pepper Jack was still passed out and snoring softly. I snickered and shook my head. For all Kiernan said he was destructive, I’d yet to see that behavior. Sure, he was a little crazy in class, but he wanted to have fun, just like Kiernan. “Don’t know what it is about you, Caroline, but my dog only listens to and respects you.”

      “I guess that’s fitting since Harmonica seems to like you, but no one else. Daphne wouldn’t nap on the couch this week because she was scared Harmonica was going to claw her face and, to be honest, I wouldn’t put it past her. She’s not very nice.”

      Kiernan leaned over the couch to pet Harmonica, still lying in her swing. She turned her face toward him, closing her eyes, and purred, snuggling deeper into his tickling fingers. I scoffed. “Don’t let it go to your head. It’s already big enough.”

      “Good thing I have you here to bring me back down to earth,” Kiernan said. He grinned and winked at me, not at all offended when I joked with him. None of my exes—well, all two of them—had been like that. They got angry.

      I ordered our pizza from my phone and turned on the TV, sinking deeper into the love seat. Pepper Jack was taking up most of the couch, leaving the love seat for Kiernan and me. He sat next to me, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off his body, but not close enough that we were touching. I felt the energy zapping in the small space between us, and I wanted to feel his skin against mine, but I knew it wasn’t a good idea. Kiernan flirted with me and acted like he was attracted to me, but I wasn’t sure I believed it. Half the time when I was around him, I still felt like the unseen and forgettable girl I’d been in high school, even though I’d worked damn hard in the years since to love myself.

      Kiernan’s focus was on the TV as I flipped through the channels. He sank deeper into the love seat, putting his arm behind me, but he still wasn’t touching me. I wanted to fall into his side. It’d been so long since I’d sat and snuggled with a man. I wondered what it would be like to do that with someone who truly cared.

      I settled on a comedy and tried to relax. “You said Roman wants you to buy into the company?”

      Kiernan’s eyes left the screen and turned toward me, and he shifted in his seat until he practically faced me. I faced him, my legs between us. He ran one finger up my shin. His eyes followed his finger. He stopped at my knee and took his hand back. “Yeah, but I’ve hesitated. I like how things are. I make good money and I enjoy my work. I’ve stepped in so he could spend more time with his family.”

      “How do you know Roman?”

      “We served in the army together.”

      “Is that what you did after high school?”

      He nodded. “Served in the army. Got out at the same time as Roman, and he started MarxMen in Nashville. Then a few years later we moved it down here.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      Kiernan grinned. “Harper. Roman’s wife.”

      “That’s sweet.”

      He nodded. “They’ve got one kid now. The coolest little dude, and one more on the way.”

      “Do you ever go home?” I hadn’t been back to our little town in Tennessee in ages and didn’t have plans to. I had no one to visit. I surely wasn’t going to see my ex–best friend and ex-boyfriend.

      “Nope,” he said. “There’s not much for me there.”

      “I understand,” I whispered.

      The doorbell rang, breaking us from staring at each other. “I’ve got it.” Kiernan got off the couch before I could even move.

      “It’s already paid for,” I called after him as he pulled his wallet out of his jeans. He spoke quietly with the delivery guy and handed him some cash before grabbing our pizzas, shutting the door, and locking it behind him.

      “It was already paid for,” I repeated.

      Kiernan shrugged. “Kid said something was wrong with the machine. Asked if I had cash.”

      Even without his smirk, I would’ve known he was lying. He sat next to me and I softly kicked his thigh. He wrapped his free hand around my ankle, his thumb stroking the visible skin there. And I could’ve sworn his eyes heated as he stared at me.

      “What do you want to drink?”

      “Lemonade,” I answered softly.

      He got up after setting the pizza on the coffee table in front of the love seat, and he came back a moment later with two bottles of carbonated lemonade. I took a swig of the refreshing drink and opened the box of pizza. I handed a slice to him and took one for myself. As we ate, he told me about his friends, and I told him about Daphne and our plans for this year.

      It wasn’t until the end of the night that I remembered why he was there and panic started to bubble in my chest. I hadn’t slept in a house alone since last week, and now I was scared that, as soon as he left, something else would happen and the feeling of being watched would creep back in.

      Kiernan turned off the TV and cupped my cheek. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m nervous about being alone for the first time, which is stupid. I’ve lived alone for a long time.”

      He shook his head. “It’s not stupid, Caroline. You’re safe though. Want me to run through the system again?”

      “No, I’ve got it.” I twiddled my fingers and tilted my head, closing my eyes, enjoying the warmth of his large, calloused hand against my cheek.

      “I can stay. Pepper Jack and I will sleep on the couch. I’ll be by the door, and anyone who comes in will have to get through me to get to you. And I swear to you, Caroline, no one will get through me.”

      Guilt churned in my gut. He was longer than my couch, and he deserved to go home and sleep in his own bed, but I couldn’t deny that I would feel safer with him here. His presence calmed me, and I knew he’d never let anything happen to me on his watch. I’d only need it for one night. Just once, and tomorrow would be better, I silently swore to myself.

      “Would you really do that?” I asked quietly, meeting his fierce gaze. His green eyes stared into mine and, underneath the soft lamplight, I saw more than just the jade green. There were flecks of deep gold and light brown. His eyes were brilliant set against his tan skin and chiseled face. I knew I would never actually stand a chance with a man like him. He was far better looking than my exes, and I hadn’t been enough for them. Why would I be for Kiernan? I knew he had women swarming him. I shook away those thoughts. This wasn’t about that. He was only making sure of my safety because it was his job.

      “Yes,” he answered. “For as long as you need. I can sleep anywhere, and Pepper Jack has already made himself at home.”

      “It’ll just be for tonight,” I whispered.

      “As long as you need,” he answered resolutely. I nodded. “Let’s get some sleep.”

      I nodded again and stood up, already missing his hand against my cheek. He stood too and pulled me into his body, wrapping me tightly in a hug. He kissed the top of my head. “Don’t worry about anything tonight. I’ll be here and nothing will happen. Rest, Caroline.”

      I leaned back, my arms still wrapped around his waist. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      His gaze swept over me and he leaned forward and I met him halfway. Our lips were only inches apart, our breath mingling.. My stomach tightened in anticipation of his lips against mine. Kiernan closed his eyes, clenching his jaw, and cleared his throat, stepping back and breaking our embrace. “Sleep well, Caroline. I’ve got you for tonight.”

      My cheeks flushed. Embarrassment and disappointment flooded me. I smiled tightly and nodded once. “There’s pillows and blankets in the hall closet. I’ll see you in the morning. Good night, Kiernan. Thank you for everything.”

      I turned toward my bedroom, angry that a flood of tears was filling my eyes. I closed my door, pressing my back against it, and sank to the floor. I wouldn’t cry over this. I swiped the tears away and shook off what I had been telling myself—Kiernan wasn’t attracted to me. And I hated myself a little bit. All the work I’d thought I’d done to let my past pain go and let my family’s comments roll off my shoulders had crumbled so easily.
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      “Pepper Jack!” I called as I shut the front door behind me. I whistled and jingled the keys and frowned. Pepper Jack was usually scratching at the door when I got home. When I pulled into the driveway, I could usually hear him barking, but I hadn’t heard him today. “Pepper Jack!” I called again while walking down the hall and peering into my office.

      I’d closed this door that morning. I looked at the knob and sighed. There were teeth marks on it, and a pillow from the couch had been completely shredded. There was even fluff on top of my desk. “Are you hiding, Pepper Jack? Did you do something else? A surprise in each room?”

      He’d never acted ashamed of his shenanigans before. I’d always laughed when I saw videos online of dogs looking everywhere but at their owners after they had destroyed something. Pepper Jack usually trotted in front of his massacre like a damn proud peacock.

      I backed out of the room and continued down the hallway, glancing into the living room and over the furniture. Nothing had been torn apart, but he wasn’t in here either. I turned the corner, went into the dining room, and froze. “Pepper Jack?”

      He was lying on the floor on his side. His eyes turned toward me, but he didn’t move to get up and he was panting hard. I ran to him and sank to my knees, brushing my hand over his fur. He whimpered. “What happened, bud?” I asked, even though he couldn’t answer me. I didn’t see any wounds on him. I searched the area, stopping at the doorway to the kitchen. The trashcan had been pushed over onto the floor. “Fuck,” I hissed. He must have eaten something.

      Pepper Jack whimpered again. “It’s going to be okay, boy. I’ve got you.” I lifted him into my arms and stood before striding out of the house and back to my truck. I juggled him as gently as possible while opening the back door and laying him across the seat. Then I jumped into the driver’s seat and took off toward Caroline’s office.

      I sped the entire way there, glancing every other second at the rearview mirror to check on him. My throat was tight and my heart was beating erratically. I reached back and stroked his neck. “It’s going to be okay.”

      He cried, but his eyes stayed closed. I thought back to what I’d recently thrown away and what I’d eaten over the last few days. Fear caught in my throat when I remembered throwing away a carton of old Chinese food. It’d been in the refrigerator for a few days, so it wasn’t fresh and it had onions. “Fuck!” I yelled and punched the steering wheel.

      I swerved into the parking lot and pulled into a spot crookedly. I launched out of the truck and picked up Pepper Jack from the back. Caroline’s office wasn’t an emergency vet’s office, but I wanted only her to see to Pepper Jack. I trusted her and, as scared as I was right now, I needed to see her familiar face.

      The front desk receptionist must’ve seen me jogging across the lot with Pepper Jack in my arms, because she opened the door for me and Caroline was running to the front. “Do you know who it is?” Caroline asked..

      The other receptionist inclined her head toward me.

      “Kiernan,” Caroline said, surprised. She ran to me and rubbed her hand along Pepper Jack’s spotted coat. I loved his spots; they’re how I’d come up with his name. It had reminded me of the random spots on pepper jack cheese, my favorite kind. “What happened to Pepper Jack?”

      “He ate something, I think. I came home and he was lying on the floor, not moving, but the trash can was knocked over and food was everywhere.”

      “Follow me.”

      I followed her into an exam room and placed Pepper Jack on the table, but I kept my hands on him, rubbing his hind legs. He kept his eyes on me. A lump formed in my throat. I’d only had him for a couple of months, and I’d already fucked this up, like I did everything else in my life.

      I swept a hand through my hair.

      “Did he throw up?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t see any, but I ran out of the house pretty quickly and didn’t look through the whole house. There was some few-days-old Chinese food in the trash, and my meal had onions in it. I don’t know how he got to the trash can. I put it up on the refrigerator so he wouldn’t get to it.”

      “Based off everything you’ve told me, he might’ve climbed on the counter, knocked it off, and then eaten his way through whatever he smelled. We need to give him activated charcoal so he will vomit what he has in his stomach, and I’ll give him a hydration pack in his back to replenish his fluids. We’ll monitor him.”

      I nodded. Caroline opened the door to the back of the office and called out orders for the hydration pack and charcoal. I pressed my forehead against Pepper Jack’s. He rumbled and his tail thwacked against the table. “I’m so sorry, bud.”

      Caroline rubbed her hand over my shoulder. “It’s not your fault, Kiernan. Sometimes animals get into things, and you did the best you could by putting the trash can on top of the refrigerator. I have to admit that’s a new one.”

      I snorted and raised my head to look at her. Her calm presence was bringing down my heart rate. She was petting Pepper Jack, keeping him calm too. “He broke the lid off the first trash can, so I figured there’s no way he could get to the top of the fridge.” I shook my head. “I can never underestimate him. I also found teeth marks on my office doorknob, which I know I closed, and I came home to find that destroyed too.”

      “He may need stimulation in the morning before you leave for work.”

      “I run three miles with him in the morning and try to come home around lunchtime.”

      Caroline bit her lip, hiding a laugh. “He’s persistent and full of life, just like you.”

      At that moment, one of her vet techs came into the room with all the supplies to treat Pepper Jack.

      “This will be better if he’s on the floor. Will you lift him?” Caroline asked.

      I picked up Pepper Jack and laid him on the floor, and I sat next to him on the white and gray speckled linoleum tile. Caroline fed the charcoal to him and injected the hydration pack into his back. A hump slowly rose. “Once that goes down, he’s absorbed all the fluids.”

      I nodded. Pepper Jack shifted and got sick. I cringed and kept petting him, hoping that I could keep him calm. He was shaking and looked tired. My phone rang. I pulled it out and rejected the call from Maddox. He immediately called again. I grunted and answered the phone.

      “Not a good time,” I said, getting ready to hang up again.

      “We found a body. Pretty sure it’s the vet, but it’s hard to tell with the damage that was done to her. There was a thumb drive with the body. It’s encrypted and you’ll be able to crack it faster than any of our guys. Chief wants to bring y’all in on this.”

      “Fuck,” I hissed. “I’ll be there as soon as I can. I’m at the vet with Pepper Jack. It was an emergency, but I’ll head over as soon as I can.”

      I hung up and stuffed my phone back into my pocket. The vet tech left the room, giving Caroline and me some privacy. I knew she had other patients, but I wasn’t ready to see her go yet. There was a crease between her brows, and her mouth was pinched in a frown. “Is everything okay?”

      I couldn’t say anything until it was confirmed to be Dr. Velasquez. I knew Caroline had taken on some of her clients and even one of her vet techs. I didn’t want to cause panic if there was none to be had, and I had no idea if the family had been informed of the possibility yet. “No,” I answered. “Work emergency.”

      “You can go,” Caroline said gently.

      “I can’t leave him.” Pepper Jack was lying down again. He wasn’t panting anymore and his eyes were closed. He still didn’t look good, but mildly better than when I brought him in.

      “I’ll look after him. I can bring him home with me, and you can pick him up later. He’s mostly going to be sleeping. I wanted to keep him for observation anyway. You’re more needed for work than sitting next to him right now. I promise I’ll care for him.”

      “I know you will,” I said. “It’s why I came here instead of an emergency vet.”

      She flushed but smiled softly. “That means a lot to me, to know you trust me with him.”

      “I’ve trusted you from the beginning. Remember, I had to beg for you to be his doctor and to train him. Only the best for my boy though,” I joked, but it didn’t have the usual muster I was able to summon up. I didn’t want to leave Pepper Jack, but I knew he would be in the best, most capable hands, and the faster this murderer was off the street the better. I didn’t even want to think about what would have happened if this guy had chosen a different vet. My vet. My Caroline.

      “I’ll bring dinner tonight. Thank you, Caroline.” I leaned over Pepper Jack’s sleeping form and kissed her cheek.
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      Kiernan had texted throughout the afternoon and evening that it would be a while, but he’d get Pepper Jack and come with dinner as soon as he could. The more time I spent with him, the more confused I was. He didn’t kiss me when he stayed the night, but he seemed attracted to me and seemed to care. I was too afraid to ask and wasn’t sure if I wanted to face outright rejection. It had been hard enough when he didn’t kiss me that night.

      Pepper Jack was recovering nicely, but he was drowsy. He curled up in a ball on the couch as soon as we got home, but the most surprising part was Harmonica sensing his distress. She curled up in a ball on top of Pepper Jack, who peeped through one open eye and let out a long sigh.

      I took pictures on my phone and couldn’t resist glancing at them every few minutes. The adorableness of them cuddled together was almost too much for me to take. Kiernan had told me Pepper Jack didn’t get along very well with other dogs. It was one of the objectives we planned to cover in training classes, but it seemed he had no issue with Harmonica. And my bitchy girl, who pranced around the house like she was the queen of the palace, liked him too.

      This wasn’t our first dinner since Kiernan had stayed over. He checked on me every night, usually bringing dinner with him. We’d fallen into a routine together. I wanted whoever had been stalking me to go away, but I wasn’t ready for Kiernan to disappear from my life.

      I jumped up from the chair when a knock sounded on the front door. I peered out and caught sight of Kiernan standing there. He was in jeans and a dark shirt. The shirt was tight over his arms and chest but looser around his waist and hips. And the jeans fit him perfectly. “Open up, Caroline.” My eyes popped up, catching his gaze and knowing smirk. He’d caught me checking him out.

      I opened the door. Kiernan swept past me carrying two brown paper bags from a local Italian restaurant. The scent of garlic and butter followed him and I groaned. It smelled delicious and I wasn’t even sure what he’d ordered for me—I wasn’t picky and whatever was creating that smell, I knew I’d love.

      “How’s Pepper Jack?” Kiernan asked. “See he’s made a friend.” Kiernan looked over his shoulder and grinned. “I don’t think your girl is as rude as you say she is.”

      I scoffed. “She’s simply putting on an act in front of you. Pepper Jack is doing well. He needs to rest, but he’ll be okay by tomorrow and probably back to destroying your home by the next day.”

      “Never thought I’d be so glad to hear that my home will be destroyed again. It was hard seeing him like that today. I hated it.”

      “I know,” I said quietly. “It’s so hard. Animals are innocent and seeing them hurting is inconceivable.”

      “How do you do it every day?”

      I lifted one shoulder and let it fall, playing with the charm on my necklace. “Healing and helping them makes it worth it.”

      “Did you always want to be a vet?” Kiernan asked while unpacking our dinner. He opened each container. I opened a cabinet, grabbed two plates and two wine glasses, and set them on the table.

      I grabbed a bottle of wine from the small rack on the kitchen island. “Pretty much. I’ve always loved animals and had a pet one time growing up. I was the only one who liked him though, and when my parents got rid of him, I knew there wasn’t another option for me.”

      Kiernan was quiet. I glanced at him as I popped the cork and carried the open bottle to the table. I sat across from Kiernan, who was still standing. He was watching me closely and searching my features. “Why did they get rid of him?”

      “My mom hated having a dog and dog fur being in her house. My sister lost interest in him after the first week, and my dad lives in his own world. My mom didn’t want him around.”

      “How long did you have him?”

      “Not long enough,” I said. “Snickers was my best friend, and I didn’t get to say goodbye to him.”

      Kiernan shook his head, reaching across the table and laying his hand on top of mine. “I hate that you had to deal with shit like that. To be honest, I wouldn’t have guessed that about your family life.”

      “My family is…” I stalled, never sure how to describe them. “My family. They are who they are, and that won’t change. I’ve stopped trying to get them to accept me.”

      “Was it that bad?” he asked, concern in his features.

      “They never abused me or anything, but I guess you could say I’m the odd one out. It wasn’t that bad.” I slipped my hand away from his and served us food. I put a little bit of everything on each of our plates—shrimp linguine, salad, and breadsticks. “Was everything okay when you left?”

      Kiernan sagged back into his seat, scrubbing a hand down his face, and shook his head. “I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but I know you won’t spread it around. The family is being notified right now. Dr. Velasquez was murdered. Her body was found today. Maddox asked me to assist because an encrypted thumb drive was found with the body. I could work faster than the technical team at the station. Besides, they’re so slammed with work, it’s easier for them to outsource some things. That’s what Maddox needed.”

      I gasped and tears filled my eyes. “Oh, no,” I whispered. I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to believe that someone could do that. I’d wanted her to come home safe and sound, but that didn’t happen. My heart ached for her family. “Was it the ex-boyfriend like the news was speculating?”

      Kiernan tensed and clenched his jaw. “I don’t think so. The thumb drive was…” He trailed off without saying what it was, but I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know. He shook his head and changed course. “No, I don’t think it was him, but he hasn’t been completely ruled out yet.”

      “That’s horrible.” I took a long drink of my wine, shivering.

      He nodded. “It is. Hardest part of the job is coming face to face with the worst of society.”

      “Why didn’t you choose something else after the military? Did you want to work with cops when you left the army?”

      “No.” He took a bite of his breadstick. “They have a lot of red tape, and I don’t like working in those parameters. I’m able to do more sometimes and, honestly, I love helping people. Our clients feel safe with us, and I like helping them.”

      “I feel safe with you. I was glad when Maddox sent me to you.

      “I am too, Caroline. Damn glad I got to run into you and help you. I wish I hadn’t been such a dumbass kid and could’ve known you in high school too.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I’m glad we met now. I wouldn’t have been able to string two words together if you’d talked to me back then.”

      Kiernan smiled. “At least it happened sometime, right?”
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      I had no idea what the hell I’d gotten myself into when I walked into the studio Daphne had rented. There were massive lights set up on stands, and a tripod holding a large camera pointed at a black backdrop. Daphne was perched on a stool, tapping a finger against her mouth and grinning at Caroline. Caroline was pacing back and forth. She was dressed in tight jeans, heeled boots, and a billowy, low-cut top. Her chocolate waves were spilling down her back.

      I’d already conned my way into having her here, but I was also going to request a picture with her. I didn’t think Daphne would deny that, but Caroline would most likely be a hard sell.

      “I can’t believe I’m here,” Caroline muttered, continuing to create a hole in the area she was pacing.

      “You’ll have fun. Spending an afternoon watching a hot guy with his shirt off is not a hardship, my friend.”

      I cleared my throat. They’d yet to notice I was here, and if Caroline said anything about me and then found out I’d heard it all, she’d probably flee. I was in jeans and a T-shirt but, at Daphne’s request, I also had a button-up shirt with me. She’d also told me to expect more changes into outfits she would bring me.

      “Hi, Kiernan,” Daphne said and rose from the stool. “We only have the space for a couple of hours, so I’d like to get started if you’re ready.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Just let me know what to do.” I crossed the room to Caroline and bent to kiss her cheek. “Hey. Thanks for being here.”

      “No problem,” she said and smiled tightly, but her cheeks were flaming red.

      “Take off your shirt,” Daphne said. “And stand over in the middle of the backdrop. I need to test the lighting first.” She unscrewed her camera from the tripod and looped the strap around her neck. I took a step back from Caroline, keeping my eyes on her, and stripped off my shirt.

      She swallowed and looked away for a second before running her eyes down my body. I strode to the middle of the backdrop and stood there, unsure what to do.

      “Hey, Caroline,” Daphne said.

      “Yep,” Caroline squeaked and focused on Daphne. Daphne tossed her a bottle and Caroline caught it, looking down at it in confusion.

      “Rub that on his muscles. I need them to shine and pop in the lighting. I’ll tell you when we’re good.”

      “Wh-what?” Caroline choked and took a step back.

      Daphne placed a hand on her hip. “Please, Caroline.”

      Caroline’s neck and cheeks were flushed, but she nodded, straightening her spine, and walked toward me with a fierce determination in her gaze. She bit the corner of her lip and popped open the bottle of baby oil, squirting some in her hands. I took the bottle and placed her oiled-up palms on my chest, and her breath hitched. She slowly looked from her hands to my face, and my gaze fell to her lips.

      My breathing picked up speed, and she’d only just gotten her hands on me. As she started to move them, rubbing the oil along my pecs and down to my abs, my cock swelled in my jeans. In the distance I heard the shutter of a camera, but my only focus was on the delectably curvy woman in front of me. She was breathing hard, and her eyes were chasing her hands as they followed every peak and valley of my body.

      I wanted to explore her in the same way. I was regretting not kissing her the night I stayed at her place, but it hadn’t been the right time. She hadn’t been in the right headspace, and I’d never take advantage of a situation like that.

      A piece of deep brown hair fell into her eyes, and she tried to blow it away. I lifted my free hand and curled it behind her ear, and I traced a finger down the column of her throat. She swallowed hard and met my eyes. “You look beautiful  today, Caroline,” I whispered.

      “I think I should be saying that to you. You’re the one being photographed for a freaking book cover.”

      Her small hand dipped low, tracing the v above my jeans, and my dick got even harder. Impossibly hard. My chest vibrated as I growled. My hand cupped her neck, and I brushed my thumb along her skin as she continued to rub the oil along my body.

      “Is that good?” she asked Daphne.

      “Um…not yet,” Daphne said. “Still working the lighting and, you know, aperture and stuff.”

      Caroline glanced over her shoulder, raising an eyebrow.

      “I think he needs some oil on his arms,” Daphne said. “Do that next.”

      I held back my grin. I was pretty sure Caroline’s best friend was torturing her on purpose, and I certainly wasn’t going to complain about being this close to Caroline. Her perfume invaded my nose. It was soft and feminine and suited her.

      Caroline moved to my arms, and my gaze roved over her body. I wished the situation were reversed. Her nipples were peeking through her shirt, and I barely held my groan. She was as affected by this as I was.

      “A little more, please,” Caroline said. I squirted more into her waiting palm. A small drop flew to her chest, right above her cleavage. I swiped it with my index finger, rubbing it into her skin, dipping low enough to brush the swell of the top of her breast. I met Caroline’s gaze. Her pupils were enlarged, her lips were parted, and her breaths were coming faster.

      Images of her beneath me, spread out on my sheets, flashed into my head. All her clothes would be gone, and I could trace every inch of her with my tongue and slowly drive her into exquisite pleasure as I got to watch her fall apart beneath my touch. She was always put together, and I wanted to make her come undone for me. Only for me.

      Christ. This woman was like a drug. Everything around me had faded, and I was only entranced with Caroline. I’d never been hornier or harder. And she wasn’t even mine. I hadn’t even kissed her. But I craved her more than I had any other woman. She didn’t know it, but this woman already had me.

      “That’s good for now,” Daphne said. “But be on standby. I’m sure he’ll need more.”

      Caroline stepped back but kept her eyes on me, raking over my oiled-up form. I’d never had oil on my skin before, and it felt a little ridiculous now that Caroline’s hands weren’t on me. I followed Daphne’s instructions as she walked me through what she wanted me to do and how she wanted me to flex my muscles. My eyes kept drifting away from the camera to Caroline, and she kept her eyes on me too.

      My body was like a live fuse. Electricity zapped along my skin with every eye graze from Caroline.

      “Okay,” Daphne said. “These are so great. I have an outfit change for you. You can change behind that curtain. The outfit is already in there.”

      “Sure thing.” I walked to the little changing room she had set up. I laughed when I saw the kilt hanging. I’d never worn one before and wondered what Caroline’s reaction would be. I strode out a moment later, still shirtless and wearing the kilt.

      Caroline gasped.

      “This one is for you, babe,” Daphne said. “Caroline loves highlander romance novels.”

      Caroline swallowed and fanned her face. I held back my smile and took my place in the center of the backdrop.

      “I think he needs more oil, Caro,” Daphne said.

      “Um, okay,” she squeaked. She was nibbling on the edge of her lip as she sauntered toward me. Her hips swayed with each step, and my hard dick was definitely going to be more difficult to hide in this kilt. She popped open the top and started the process of oiling my muscles all over again. Her small hands swept over me, and I relished every second.

      If Roman knew I was allowing a client to touch me like this, he’d fire me, but it would be worth it. She was worth it.  I knew the rules, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I was going to be able to resist her. I wanted to make her mine.

      When she was done, I planted a kiss on the inside of her wrist. “Thanks, sweetness,” I said.

      Caroline nodded and walked away, taking her place on the stool as I worked through more poses for Daphne. “I actually already have an author I’m selling the kilt photos to. She’s writing a highlander novel, and you fit her hero! I showed her a picture of you and she flipped. I can’t wait to show her these. They’re turning out so well. A book with him on it is going to sell so well, right, Caroline?” Daphne  chuckled as she glanced at her best friend.

      “I’d buy it,” Caroline muttered under her breath. I barely heard it, but I did. I caught it. I grinned and looked directly into the camera as Daphne caught the moment Caroline’s words hit my ears.

      Caroline coughed, knowing I’d heard her even though she hadn’t intended for me to. I winked at Caroline. I hoped she was ready for me. I had a feeling I’d never want to let her go and that she’d kill me with only one kiss. Caroline tried to hold back her smile, but she couldn’t. And it wasn’t a half smile or a small one, it was the full-on smile that stopped my heart each time I saw it.

      Soon, sweetness, I promised her silently. Soon.
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      My fingers jabbed at my phone screen as I marked the review as spam and sent the report to the website hosting reviews for my clinic. Dean wasn’t going to take getting fired and walk away, never to be heard from again, as I had hoped. The first week after I’d let him go, I’d been worried and prepared for retaliation in some form, but it didn’t happen, and as the days passed, I thought it wasn’t going to. I was wrong.

      I was so wrong.

      He’d spammed every site that had reviews for my clinic, creating profile after profile filled with lies and blasting them all over the internet. He’d claimed I hurt animals, lied to clients to make more money, and performed unnecessary surgery. None of it was true. I knew it was him. Each review called me a bitch. He’d called Alicia a bitch that day, and this type of thing seemed like his style. All the reviews had been posted within a few minutes of each other. I just knew it was him.

      I reported each one, explaining that they’d come from a disgruntled ex-employee and were all false. Now I had to wait and hope they were all taken down.

      I slouched in my chair at the bar and picked up my wine glass, swirling the liquid around. The chatter around me was a low hum. “Sit up straight, Caroline. I taught you better than that. What is wrong with you?”

      I startled, straightened my spine, and pushed my shoulders back, and I turned on the barstool to face my mother. It was another family dinner night. I’d been the first to arrive, and I’d let myself slip and relax while I waited, lost in my own thoughts. “Sorry, mother,” I muttered and stood up.. Now that my parents had arrived, we could sit at our table and wait for my sister. I followed them to our usual table, which was reserved for us, and took my place, placing my hands in my lap and sitting up straight.

      I didn’t meet my mother’s eye, but I could feel every inch of her inspection as she watched me from across the table. I felt like I was under a microscope, as if every dimple and blemish was on display and she found me lacking. It was the same every week. It’d been the same my entire life. I’d never been able to measure up to my sister. I’d tried diet after diet, exercised myself to exhaustion, and I still had the curves and hourglass shape. I felt healthy. That’s not what mattered to the woman across from me. It was the size of my dress, and to her it was embarrassing.

      “I’m sorry I’m late. I met the nicest man on my walk over here,” Katrina said, gracefully falling into the seat next to me. This restaurant was down the street from the office building my sister worked in. It’s why it had been chosen: it was convenient for her. It was across town for me, but that didn’t matter. And all my suggestions of finding a more central location had been batted away.

      “Oh, honey, that’s so nice. What’s his name?”

      “Lee. He’s a stockbroker and we have a date set for this Saturday.”

      “That’s great, Kat,” I said. “I hope y’all have fun.”

      “Katrina,” my mom corrected. “Her name is Katrina. Kat is a terrible nickname. Don’t reduce her beautiful name to something so pedestrian.”

      I nodded once and glanced at the TV my dad was craning his neck to see. A baseball game was on the screen. “Is your team winning, Dad?”

      His dark brown eyes met mine and crinkled in the corners as he smiled. “What’s that, dear?”

      “Is your team winning?”

      “Sure are,” he said and winked, turning his attention back to the screen. That was about all I would get out of him tonight. He’d never been as hard on me as my mom, but he also wasn’t present and never stopped her.

      I sighed and picked up my wine glass, taking a sip of the red wine. “You shouldn’t be drinking wine,” my mom said. “It’s full of sugar and the red will stain your teeth. You should find a drink with fewer calories. Vodka and water perhaps.”

      “Maybe I’ll try that next time.”

      “How’s that whole stalker situation going? Did they know what they were getting when they looked through your camera on your laptop?” I turned my head toward my sister, feeling the flush rise up my neck and toward my cheeks. I felt like their punching bag. A knock-out punch would land against me, and I’d swing back into position for more.

      After the first incident, I’d let my family know what had happened. I hadn’t told them anything else in the weeks since. “They hacked into the cameras at my office and broke into my car to leave a note and photos a couple of weeks ago.”

      “You know, it’s not the cutest way to meet someone, but whoever it is might be your only option,” my sister said and laughed. When she caught the look on my face, she stopped laughing and rolled her eyes. My nose was stinging and tears were rapidly filling my eyes. I bit the inside of my cheek, determined for them not to fall. “I’m only joking. Don’t be such a crybaby.”

      Each time I shed a tear, it annoyed my family. I wasn’t weak because I had emotions. I wasn’t a pushover because I was nice.

      “Grant and Kevin were both very handsome,” my mom said. Neither asked if I was in danger or what the note had said; they’d both already written it off. It was what had happened the first time. They’d thought I was exaggerating and it wasn’t a serious situation. “Though they did both leave her.”

      “I left Kevin,” I snapped. My ex-husband, an extremely short-lived marriage, had been a mistake. The biggest mistake I’d made in my life.

      “That was a mistake,” my sister muttered under her breath. My head whipped around. My chest was rising and falling rapidly as I stared at her. How in the hell could she say that? I’d told them how he’d treated me. I’d had to file a damn restraining order after our marriage because of how he’d harassed me.

      And here they were telling me that was the best I could get and it was a mistake to let an abusive partner go. I was so repulsive to the people at this table that they thought I only deserved to have someone as awful as Kevin.

      Kevin fit right in with them.

      Tears swarmed my eyes again, and this time I couldn’t stop them from falling. I’d spent years trying to beat away the thoughts in my head. That I wasn’t good enough, that I deserved nothing good, that I was weak, unwanted, unloved, and ugly. Fat. Terrible. Stupid. Crybaby. I’d heard it all, repeated over and over, in their voices and my own.

      I cleared my throat, swiping away a tear. I tossed my napkin down on the table, manners be damned. “Have a good dinner,” I said.

      “You’re so sensitive,” my mother said quietly, leaning slightly across the table. “Sit back down. We’re only having a little fun, and you have to ruin it with your tears.”

      “I ruined nothing.” My voice trembled and my lower lip wobbled. “That was y’all.”

      My mom and sister rolled their eyes, and my dad continued to watch the television, completely tuning out the conversation. I wouldn’t be surprised if he didn’t even notice that I’d left.

      I grabbed my purse and stalked toward the bathroom. My entire body was shaking, and I could taste the metallic taste of my blood. I’d bitten the inside of my cheek too hard. I held my chin high, refusing to be the beaten-down girl hiding in the shadows anymore. A hand grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop. I gasped and turned, fear soaking into me.

      I released a breath when my gaze met jade-green eyes. “Kiernan,” I said quietly.

      “What’s wrong?” He cupped the side of my face and brushed away a tear trailing down my cheek with his rough thumb.

      I shook my head and laughed humorlessly. “Nothing. It’s nothing. I’m fine.”

      “I don’t believe that. Did you receive another note? What happened? Talk to me, Caroline.”

      I blew out a breath and waved a hand in front of my face. “No. No. Nothing like that. It’s family stuff. Weekly family dinner ending in tears. It’s nothing new. I promise I’m fine. I’m using the restroom then leaving.”

      “You can’t drive like this,” he said, brushing away another tear. His voice was low and rough. He was still holding my arm, keeping me close to his body. “Please let me take you home. One of my guys is here with me. I drove him, he can follow us in your car.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “A client was treating us to dinner. Let me take you home, Caroline.”

      I finally nodded. Kiernan leaned into me, wrapping his arms around my waist, tugging me into his large, warm body, and kissed my forehead. “I’ll wait for you up front.”

      I quickly used the restroom, washed my hands, and tried to clean up the bit of mascara that had gathered under my eyes, but with no makeup remover, it was a lost cause. I laughed without humor and shook my head, staring at myself in the mirror. My hair was straight except for one wavy strand I’d missed while straightening my hair this morning. Mascara was under my eyes along with dark circles from lack of sleep and long hours. My face was splotchy from crying. I ran my hands over my hips. Every bit of me was soft. My top fit me well, but when I turned to the side, my stomach wasn’t flat.

      I didn’t turn heads when I walked down the street like my sister did. I wasn’t an expert at makeup like my mother. My flaws were so apparent, and I was reminded of them over and over again. I felt bruised and small. And I was about to get into a car with the most confident man I knew. Kiernan turned heads when he walked into a room. He had the kind of looks art was designed to capture and songs were written for.

      I walked out of the restroom and to the front of the restaurant, meeting Kiernan in the lobby. His eyes tracked my every step toward him. His mouth pulled up on one side as his gaze roamed over my form, and I thought about the other day when I’d rubbed oil on him and he’d brushed a drop from my skin. I wasn’t sure what he saw when he looked at me, but the heat in his eyes didn’t scream that he was disgusted by my flaws. Under his gaze, I felt like I was truly myself. The one I saw in the mirror when I didn’t allow the other voices to sink in.
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      Caroline was silent the entire drive to her place. She stared out the passenger window, watching Austin pass by from the highway. Every few seconds, my gaze would land on her and her reflection in the window. The tears had long since dried by the time I pulled into her driveway. One of my men parked her car on the street before hopping into another and taking off. I got out of the truck with Caroline and placed my hand on her lower back as we climbed the steps of her porch and I waited for her to unlock the front door.

      She swept through the entryway, leaving the door open for me to follow her, and went straight for the kitchen. I leaned my forearms on her kitchen island and sat on a stool as I watched her scurry around the cabinets, pulling out bowls and various ingredients. “What are you making?”

      “Cookies,” Caroline answered without pausing. Harmonica hissed at Caroline as she opened the refrigerator door. Harmonica sat on top of the fridge, glaring down at her. Caroline peered up at Harmonica. “I don’t need to hear from you too, Harmonica.”

      She leapt from the top of the refrigerator to the floor and circled around the barstool I was sitting on, rubbing herself against my legs. Caroline glowered at the two of us before meeting my gaze from across her kitchen. She had a carton of eggs in one hand and a stick of butter in the other. “Is everything easy for you?”

      “For me or Harmonica?”

      Caroline rolled her eyes. “I know everything is easy for Harmonica. She’s got it made, with treats to fill her belly every day, a warm home with a mom who loves her even though she’s rude in return, and all the toys she could want. Does everyone, including animals, always like you? And fawn over you?”

      I scratched my cheek. The slight scruff was rough against my fingers as I thought about what she’d said and tried to decipher her tone. She sounded pained, but also annoyed. Exasperated. My life wasn’t a basket of puppies, but I didn’t have the shit she was dealing with either. I hated that she’d felt unwanted for even a second of her life. “What happened tonight, Caroline?”

      She groaned and dropped the butter onto the counter, but she set the eggs down more gently as she started to measure. A plume of flour rose from the bag when she opened it, and she pursed her lips, dropping the flour into a large red mixing bowl. “My mom and sister are perfect. They’re beautiful and—”

      I cut her off. “You’re beautiful.”

      She shook her head and snorted, glancing up at me for a moment. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her lips tilted up on one side in a sad, dejected, and mocking smile. “Not like them. They turn heads when they walk into a room, and they are classically beautiful. The kind of beauty no one could dispute. I’m…” She gestured to herself and shook her head, brushing a strand of hair away from her face with the back of her wrist.

      “Beautiful,” I finished for her.

      Her hands shook as she poured the sugar into the mixing bowl, and her chin wobbled. It was taking all my strength to remain on this side of the island. I wanted to stomp around her, wrap her up, and kiss her until she believed me. But if that happened right now, I’d never know the full extent of what had happened tonight. She was trusting me right now, and I didn’t want to fuck it all up.

      “Kiernan,” she whispered. “You don’t get it. You can walk into a room and every single person pays attention. I walk into a room and someone will sit on me because they don’t even notice I’m there. For me, it’s been that way my entire life. And don’t argue. You didn’t even know I was alive back in high school, and we had classes together. I try so hard to be put together and look presentable. It comes naturally to my family. It was drilled into me early that I’m unsightly unless my face is fully made up and my hair is perfectly in order.”

      My hand curled into a fist, and I leaned across the island, reaching out to her. I put a finger under her chin and brought her eyes to mine. “I was an idiot back then. A stupid kid trying to hide all of his own shit. I notice you. If you walk into a room, it doesn’t matter who is there, all my attention is on you. Only you. You could never be invisible, and anyone who thinks so doesn’t deserve to even be around you. I see you, Caroline.”

      She bit her lip, pulling her chin away from my touch, and mixed the dough while keeping her eyes firmly away from mine. “What happened tonight?” I asked again.

      “My ex-husband was the worst mistake of my life. I met him at a truly low point for me, and he was the first man to give me attention. I was flattered that this insanely attractive man paid attention to me. I was so desperate for the attention he provided me that I married him without thinking about it, but he didn’t treat me well. So I left him and he couldn’t stand that. He hated that his ‘fat wife’…” Caroline rolled her eyes and used air quotes around that phrase. “Had walked out on him.”

      I growled low in my throat. I loved every inch of her curves, and she wasn’t fat. Even if she were, that wasn’t a way to treat a person.

      “That’s when I got the restraining order. He went over the deep end and wanted to get back at me for leaving him and remind me that I’d never have anyone better. That I would regret that mistake for the rest of my life.”

      She laughed softly, pouring some chocolate chips into the dough. Stopped and looked into the bowl before pouring more. I smiled and swiped one of the chocolate chips from the pile. “Even if I was alone and only had Harmonica, or another animal, for the rest of my life, it’d be way better than being with him. But my family told me tonight that I made a mistake leaving him and I’ll never find another attractive man interested in me again.”

      “They’re idiots,” I said. I didn’t want to offend her by insulting her family, but what in the hell couldn’t they see when they saw Caroline? I shook my head. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. Any man would be lucky to be with you.”

      Caroline turned on the oven and prepared a baking sheet. She stayed silent for a moment. Her cheeks were flushed, and she kept scrunching her nose like she was holding off tears. “Did you check into Kevin?”

      I gritted my teeth. I’d started checking into him the first time she’d come into the office, when she’d told me she had an active restraining order. She’d been sure it wouldn’t be him, but often it’s someone the person knows. I wasn’t sure if she knew about his new life or not, but I was afraid to tell her. Worried about how she’d feel and that the news would hurt her.

      “I did,” I hedged.

      “And?” she asked, placing the last cookie on the baking sheet and giving me her full attention.

      “I don’t think he’s the one stalking you. I haven’t ruled him out, but I can confidently say I don’t think it’s him. For one, he doesn’t live in Austin anymore.”

      “What?” Caroline asked. Her eyes grew rounder, and her brows arched. So she definitely didn’t keep tabs on him.

      “He’s in Houston. He’s married and has a kid on the way. Your restraining order was for four years and will expire in about a year. If this truly isn’t him and he hasn’t attempted to contact you, it won’t be renewed.”

      Caroline nodded, licking her lips, and stared at the island counter. She traced one of the veins in the marble with her finger and whispered to herself, “Married? With a kid?” Then she started laughing.

      Laughter was not the response I had expected. It wasn’t filled with happiness or humor. It was laughter in disbelief. “I’ve had two serious relationships in my life. Both of those men told me they didn’t want children, and I was going to sacrifice that dream for both of them. But they just didn’t want children with me. Kevin’s new wife is probably beautiful,” she muttered quietly and placed the cookies inside the oven, setting the timer.

      I stalked around the counter and framed her face between my hands. Her deep, rich brown eyes looked back and forth between mine as I drank in every single one of her features with my gaze. Her cheeks were pink and her pouty lips were parted. Dark lashes framed her eyes. There were so many hues of brown and golden tones in her irises. My breath hitched from staring at her face. I hated that she’d ever felt anything less than completely desirable, but I was damn thankful those fools had let her go. They’d thrown away something rare and precious for something common. “Stop that. Whatever negative thoughts are racing through your mind about yourself. Stop. Just fucking stop. You’re beautiful. Goddammit. You’re so much more than beautiful, I don’t have the fucking words to describe it.”

      I closed my eyes for a second, shaking my head, searching my mind for a way to describe the way I saw her and the way it felt to look at her. How she trapped me with a single look and I’d never be tired of watching her. “Most people hate the rain and pray for the sun to come, but have you ever noticed what it looks like when the sun has already broken through the clouds but rain is still coming down?” I didn’t wait for her answer, but tightened my grip on her, threading my fingers through her satin-like hair, and stared into her eyes fiercely. “It’s fucking beautiful. The rain is brighter and shines under the sun’s rays. Each drop glimmers. It rarely happens, but when it does, it’s a showstopper. Stops me in my damn tracks every time. That’s you for me.”

      A crease appeared in her forehead. “I don’t know if I ever noticed that,” she whispered.

      “I do.”

      “You notice me,” she said.

      I  nodded and watched her gaze flit across my face and drop to my lips for a second before she stood on her toes and pressed her mouth firmly against mine. Before I could even form a thought, one of my hands left her face, curving around the back of her neck, and held her tightly to me as my lips brushed across the seam of her lips, begging her to open them for me.

      I groaned when she did and our tongues met, clashing against one another. She whimpered and my mind finally returned. I broke our kiss and leaned my forehead against hers.

      “You’ll never know how badly I wanted that,” I whispered. “But it can’t happen now.”

      I want to be a good man for her and not take advantage when she’s upset. I don’t want her doing this because I give her attention or thinking I could ever be the same as the men in her past. “Not tonight, sweetness. You had a bad day and you’re my client…and…”

      I was running out of excuses as I stared at her and her lips. Fuck. I wanted to kiss her again. Once wasn’t enough, and we hadn’t kissed nearly long enough.

      “I want you to kiss me, Kiernan. It’s not because of a bad day or anything you’ve said. I’ve wanted to kiss you since you showed up in my training class and I saw you with Pepper Jack. Please kiss me.”

      I stared at her, tightening my hold on her again. I leaned back and tried to find the answers in her gaze.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered again. I’d have been a fool to resist.

      I slammed my lips down on hers and devoured her.
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      Kiernan’s kiss chased away the memories and hateful thoughts that had been consuming me. I wound my arms around his neck and arched my body into his. The long, thick column of his cock pressed against my stomach.

      I felt this kiss down to my toes.

      It was the kiss. It wasn’t two people pressing their lips together. It was all-consuming and passionate. Life changing. Nothing else mattered except for his lips and tongue. And his hands, roaming over my body. I was wet. My nipples were pebbles. My clit pulsed with need. I was coming undone at the seams, and we were only getting started.

      My hands trailed over his chest and abs until I reached the point where his shirt ended. I pushed my hands under the fabric, feeling his solid form beneath them. Since the photoshoot, I’d been fantasizing about having my hands on his body again and about his being on mine. The planes of his chest were warm and hard. I brought my hands back down to the bottom of his shirt and pushed the fabric up.

      Kiernan broke our kiss and traced a finger over my cheek, down to my lips, and across my bottom lip. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I said and pulled his shirt off the rest of the way. My voice was husky and filled with desire. “I need you.” I’d never admitted that to anyone before. I was independent and spent most of my time alone. I needed Kiernan. Right now, I needed to feel him inside me. I was too scared to analyze it any further, thinking about how else I might need him.

      My eyes swept over his body. In the dim light of the kitchen, the peaks and valleys of his muscles created shadows across his form. I leaned forward and planted a kiss against his chest, smoothing my fingers over each ripple of his abs. Kiernan groaned. Large, calloused hands trailed down my body to the curve of my ass and down to my thighs. He lifted me off the ground, and I wrapped my legs around his waist as I yelped and looked down. “Kiernan…” I started to protest and unwrap a leg from around him.

      His hand gripped my thigh tightly. “Shut it. Don’t even think it. You’re perfect. I love your body and I’ve been dreaming of it.”

      I licked my lips and nodded, deciding to trust him. Wrapped in his strong arms and leaning against the vast expanse of his chest, I didn’t feel like I was too big for him. I fit perfectly against him, like we’d been two puzzle pieces just waiting to connect and fit together.

      Kiernan strode to my bedroom and kicked the door closed behind him. “Don’t want to be interrupted by Harmonica,” he said and grinned. He turned and pinned my back to the door before ripping my shirt over my head. I arched my back, unhooking my bra, and let it drop to the floor. Heat rose in my cheeks as Kiernan’s eyes trailed down my neck and to my breasts.

      My hands curled into fists on his back as I resisted the urge to cover myself. When his eyes met mine again, I gasped. He didn’t say a word, but I read it all in his features. With him, I was safe. I was cherished. Under his gaze, I wasn’t broken, undesirable, or something to be discarded. He didn’t see me that way. I was beautiful.

      Our lips crashed together again. He pushed his hips against me and brought his hands to my breasts, tweaking my nipples. His lips left mine and trailed down my skin until he sucked a nipple into his mouth. I moaned, arched my back, and begged for more.

      Somewhere in the distance the oven timer rang, but we both ignored it. Kiernan carried me to the bed and fell on top of me, still kissing and sucking on my skin. I fumbled with his belt and the button of his jeans until he rose from the bed, removing the rest of his clothes while staring at me. His gaze roamed over my body, and I felt it like a caress.

      My throat felt dry as he stood before me naked. Every inch of him seemed to have been carved from stone. He exuded power. He stroked his long, hard cock, squeezing the head. My heart hammered in my throat, and I couldn’t even blink. From his golden hair all the way down to his toes, the man was divine. He made me ache.

      My hands grazed over my stomach to my breasts, and I tweaked my nipples, still unable to look away from him. Kiernan had bewitched me. He groaned and his chest puffed out. One second he was standing tall in front of me, and the next he had me naked along with him and his hands were everywhere, driving me into a lust-filled frenzy.

      Kiernan’s fingers circled my clit, and his tongue traced the column of my neck. He whispered in my ear as fingers entered me. “Words don’t fail me often, but seeing you naked and needy for me has left me speechless. You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen, Caroline. Fuck. There’s so much I want to do to you, but first I have to taste you. You’re so fucking sweet, and I need to know if your pussy is just as sweet.”

      My breath hitched. Kiernan kissed down my body, leaving a trail of goose bumps in his wake. I’ve had men between my legs before, but it always felt like they were doing it because they thought they had to before the main event. But Kiernan’s growl as he spread my thighs and breathed in deeply made me quiver with anticipation. He lowered his head but kept his jade-green eyes on me as he swept his tongue over me. He closed his eyes in his rapture, pressing his tongue harder against me, and ravaged me. My hands fisted in his hair, and I ground my pussy against his mouth. One of his hands tightened on my thigh, and the other followed the path of his tongue, dipping into me and thrusting as he licked and sucked on my clit.

      “Open your eyes, Caroline.” I did and met his hungry gaze. “You’re even sweeter than I hoped.” His voice rumbled against me, making me shiver, before his mouth returned to my clit, but his eyes never left mine. He let me see everything he was thinking and feeling. I’d never felt more powerful, more beautiful, or more desired in my entire life. I came alive under his touch. My orgasm slammed into me, and I cried out his name. My eyes never left his. Even as he licked and sucked and fingered me through the waves of my orgasm and crawled up my body until his hips were cradled between my thighs.

      His hard length was against me. I wasn’t even sure when he’d put a condom on, but he had. I shifted my hips. I wanted him closer. I wanted to feel him inside me. I wanted to connect with Kiernan on every possible level. “I need you, Kiernan,” I whispered.

      “I’ll never get tired of hearing that from you,” he said and plunged inside me. I gasped at the feeling of fullness. He claimed my mouth. Claimed me. His hips rocked, pulling himself almost all the way out and slamming back inside me. I cried out against his lips, but he never stopped kissing me.

      “You’re gorgeous, sweetness. I didn’t think I’d ever see something as stunning as you smiling at me. For me. But you coming for me just may rival it. I fucking want you so badly, Caroline.”

      My nails raked down his back and he growled, slamming harder into me, lifting one of my legs higher on his hip and picking up his pace. I’d never been consumed so wholly. So completely. So devoutly. I believed every single whispered comment. I felt his need and desire.

      My pussy began quivering around him, and my second orgasm was barreling down on me. Our bodies were slick with sweat, and our lips kept meeting for more kisses, never getting enough from each other. He didn’t stop telling me how much he wanted me. How beautiful I was.

      In that moment, as my orgasm crashed into me like a tidal wave and he planted himself deep and came with me, I felt beautiful.

      Kiernan pulled out of me and lay next to me, wrapping his strong arms around me, both of us still breathing hard as we came back down to earth. The oven’s timer was still going off, and I finally registered it. I bit my lip and giggled. “I don’t think those cookies survived.”

      Kiernan laughed and kissed my neck. “Doesn’t matter, sweetness. What we just had was so much better than any cookie.”
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      I’d spent the past few nights in Caroline’s bed, getting lost in her body. We’d barely come up for air, and I knew the pile of work on my desk at MarxMen was piling up. Crawling out of her bed that morning, while she was still naked and wrapped in her white sheet, leaving nothing to the imagination, was almost impossible. The image of Caroline with tangled sheets wrapped around her legs, the swell of her breasts peeking from the top with hard nipples poking through the fabric, and her luscious hips and ass on display would be seared into my mind for the rest of my life. Her hair was scattered over her pillow, and an adorable sleepy smile was on her lips as she slept peacefully. I didn’t want to leave her side. I wanted to climb back into bed and stay there with her, but Maddox and Roman were waiting on me in the pre-dawn hours.

      Another woman had been taken.

      Roman and Maddox were sitting in the conference room when I arrived. Cups of steaming coffee were in front of them, on the gleaming black surface of the table. I strolled into the room and went straight to the coffee bar, poured some into the largest mug, and grabbed a protein bar from the selection next to the pot. I sat in the swivel chair and opened the bar. “What happened?”

      Maddox grabbed the back of his neck. His suit jacket had been flung on the chair next to him. His shirt was wrinkled and his tie loosened around his neck. He had scruff along his jaw and looked like he hadn’t slept in days. “Another woman was taken. A dentist…Carrie Leonard. He took her from her office, just like the vet. We’re not sure if they’re connected, but it’s the same area and both female doctors.”

      “Security cameras? Any witnesses?”

      Maddox shook his head. “Security cameras were cut, including those from surrounding businesses. The parking lot where her car was parked is in the back of the office building. Seems she was the last to leave. Her car, some blood, and her purse with her phone were found in the lot.”

      “Who alerted the police?” Roman asked and took a long drink of his coffee. He was flipping through the thick manilla files in front of him, scanning down each page.

      “When she didn’t come home and the roommate couldn’t get in touch with her, she drove over to the office. They had plans. She saw the bloodstained purse with its contents spilled in the parking lot and called the police. Donahue and I were still at the office working on the vet’s case when the call came in. We arrived on the scene shortly after the first officers who responded.”

      “Where’s Donahue?” I asked. Porter Donahue, Maddox’s partner, was usually with him when Maddox came to us for assistance on a case.

      Maddox growled. “A fuckin’ rookie handled some of the evidence before we got there. He’s watching the evidence intake, making sure the kid doesn’t screw up again.”

      “Think he did it on purpose?” I asked. I’d learned to question everything and never make assumptions.

      Maddox shook his head. “No. He’s just a kid in his first few months on the force. Besides, I think Donahue scared the shit out of him and he’ll never make a mistake like that again.”

      I chuckled. Donahue was a grizzly bastard and stuck to his code. He didn’t like mistakes and wouldn’t tolerate them from anyone. If you were on his good side, then you were golden, but if you were on his bad side, he’d snarl and lecture you until your day was effectively ruined and you were scared straight.

      “What do you need us to do?” Roman asked.

      “Our tech department is backed up. This can’t wait. I brought the victim’s phone and copies of the surveillance in the area. It will include footage for forty-eight hours before the abduction. See if y’all can find anything in the days leading up to the blackout or can determine how the person cut the tapes. Fuck. I’ll take anything right about now.” He scrubbed the back of his neck again.

      “I’ll get on it. Some of the other guys too.”

      Maddox lifted a cardboard box from the floor and pushed it across the table. I stopped it with my hand and put it in the chair next to mine.

      “Appreciate it. Call if you find anything.”

      Roman nodded, rising from his chair, and shook Maddox’s hand. I did the same and sat back down as Maddox left the room. Roman sat back, steepling his fingers in front of him. “You have time to help comb through that?”

      I nodded. “I’ll make the time. Shift some things around if I need to, but I’ll take this and keep Caroline’s case.”

      “What’s happening with her case?” Roman asked, putting a file in front of him. Everything in the office was digitized, but Roman still preferred to work from paper.

      I groaned and scrubbed a hand down my face. Several late nights and the exhaustion of knowing that whoever had terrorized Caroline was still out there were weighing on me. Every path I went down led to a dead end, and I was locked in a battle of wills with the person on the other side of the screen. They were damn good, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. I’d track them.

      “They’re pinging IP addresses all over the world. Nothing in the southern United States. There hasn’t been anything else since the note in her car, but she’s freaked out. I’m monitoring all her work technology. She still hasn’t gotten back on her laptop. Every time I think I’ve had a break, it leads to a dead end. The guy is playing with me and with her.”

      I wasn’t sure what Roman heard in my voice, but he pushed the file away and set down his coffee mug, staring at me from across the table. I met his gaze, unfazed by his piercing eyes. This look may have gotten others to talk, but it didn’t work on me. Never had. Something which drove him crazy. I smirked and he scowled.

      “Kiernan. She is a client. If you cross a line and it goes bad, there are so many scenarios that I don’t even want to think about. There is a reason the rule is in place. It’s an unbalanced power dynamic and she’s vulnerable right now. You’re a good man, Kiernan. I know you wouldn’t hurt her intentionally, but you haven’t been looking for anything serious. What if she is? If you actually think there’s something there and you want to pursue it, wait until you find the bastard and then pursue her. I know you like her, but you have to play this smart, man.”

      Anger bubbled in my chest, but I didn’t say a damn word, just stared at him. He didn’t know what was between Caroline and me, and I sure as hell wasn’t going to share. I understood where he was coming from, but I’d never hurt her.

      “Understood,” I said. And I did understand him, but that wasn’t going to stop me. There wasn’t a damn thing in this world that could stop me at this point. Not now. I stood up, grabbing the box under one arm, and left Roman in the conference room.
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      “What the hell is he doing?” Daphne asked.

      She was lounging in the chair next to my fireplace. She lifted her legs when I vacuumed between the chair and the coffee table. Her blond hair was piled on top of her head. The shirt she was wearing had a picture of a cat, and her leggings had tiny skulls on them. She’d come over to drop off a portrait of Kiernan in a kilt, which an author had bought. It was still wrapped in brown paper. I was waiting for him to come over and open it before I peeked at it.

      Daphne was staring at Pepper Jack, who was pacing in front of the couch. It was the same couch he always plopped down on, but he wasn’t lying there now. He was pacing in front of it. He’d seen me vacuum before and didn’t seem to have an issue with it until I got closer to him, so this behavior surprised me.

      I turned off the vacuum and edged around the coffee table toward him. “What’s going on, bud?” I asked. His eyes flicked to mine then away and he kept pacing. His tongue was lolling out the side of his mouth, and his gaze kept shifting to the couch. “Did you lose a toy in the cushions?”

      Kiernan had slept over almost every night for the past week, and Pepper Jack had stayed when he wasn’t here. He didn’t cause any of the destruction that he normally did at Kiernan’s, much to his chagrin, but it made me laugh and I loved giving Pepper Jack treats to continue to win him over. I lifted one of the couch cushions, and Pepper Jack sat down and placed his paw on my arm. I lifted the next cushion and froze for a moment.

      “What the hell?” I muttered.

      “What is it?” Daphne asked. She came to stand behind me, hovering over me, and burst out laughing. “Did he do that?”

      “I think so.” I turned my attention to Pepper Jack. His gaze was bouncing throughout the room, avoiding me. He was busted.

      Buried beneath the middle cushion on the couch, I’d found Pepper Jack’s stash. There was a loaf of bread, the plastic torn in the middle and chunks missing along the top of the loaf, a sleeve of crackers in the same condition, and an empty pretzel bag. I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. A few days ago I’d gone to make a sandwich and couldn’t find the loaf of bread I could have sworn I’d purchased.

      Pepper Jack was still avoiding my eyes. He whined when I reached for the food he’d tried to hide and must have been randomly snacking on throughout the day. “Bad boy,” I admonished, but my usual tone when trying to teach an animal wasn’t there. I had trouble keeping the laughter out of my voice.

      “This dog is crazy,” Daphne said. She plopped back down on the chair. I gathered the food from inside the couch and put it on the bar that divided the living room from the kitchen. I vacuumed away the crumbs before rearranging the couch and falling back onto the cushions. Pepper Jack jumped up next to me and curled into my side, laying his head and paws on my thigh. Harmonica was only a few minutes behind. She hopped down from the platform on her scratching post and curled into Pepper Jack’s side. He blew out a puff of air and closed his eyes.

      “You seem happier,” Daphne said. Her head was tilted to the side, and she played with a long lock of hair that had fallen from her bun. A small smile played at the corners of her lips.

      I sighed and scratched behind Pepper Jack’s ears. “It’s kind of crazy. I have a stalker, basically. I’m drowning in work. My family is…still my family. There’s a lot happening, but I think I’m the happiest I’ve been in a long time. I feel…content.”

      Daphne grinned. “You deserve that, you know.”

      I scrunched my nose. “I’m trying to understand, and I think I’m finally learning that the people who care see me in a far better light than I ever see myself.”

      “It’s true,” she said. “You’re one of my favorite people in the world, and I wish you knew you don’t need to hide in anyone else’s shadow.”

      “Thanks, Daph. You’re one of my favorite people too.”

      Her phone beeped and she groaned. “Duty calls. Another crime scene to photograph. Make sure to tell your man thank you. The pictures turned out so great, and authors are snapping them up!”

      Your man. I loved the sound of that, even though I probably shouldn’t. It had been a little over a week since Kiernan and I had first slept together. The sound of those two words shouldn’t give me the thrill it did.

      “He’s not my man.” I grabbed the wrapped frame from her hands and brought it into the kitchen, setting it on one of the chairs at the table.

      Daphne snorted. “Honey, you slept with him. It was amazing sex. If I remember correctly, your exact words were ‘He ruined me, Daphne. He was the best sex of my life.’ And he’s been here practically every night since and shattering your world over and over again. He’s your man.”

      I bit my lip to contain my smile.

      “I ruined you, huh?”

      “Frick!” I groaned and closed my eyes. I hadn’t heard the door open or Kiernan come in. I’d been too distracted thinking about Kiernan truly being mine. He came up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, and kissed my neck.

      “I am your man,” he whispered in my ear. I didn’t know how he had the confidence to declare something like that. I’d been too scared all week to bring up the topic of what we were. I’d just been determined to enjoy myself for however long it lasted.

      Daphne chuckled. “I’ve got to go. Thank you for posing, Kiernan. This is the most traffic my website has ever received.” She patted the frame sitting on the chair. “This is for you. It’s the first picture from your session that was purchased.”

      “Thanks, Daphne.” He squeezed his arms around me more tightly. “Have you looked at it yet? Do I look good, sweetness?”

      “I haven’t seen it yet. I was waiting for you,” I said quietly. My cheeks were flaming. I was still stuck in the moment when Kiernan had overheard our conversation.

      “Later, Caro.” Daphne kissed me on the cheek and patted Kiernan’s shoulder as she walked out the front door.

      I broke away from Kiernan’s arms. “You’ll never guess what Pepper Jack did.”

      Kiernan groaned. “Did he eat something of yours? Break it? I swear I’ll replace it.”

      I chuckled and shook my head, waving for him to follow me into the living room. I pointed at the bar, where Pepper Jack’s loot was still sitting, half-eaten and torn apart. “He had all this hidden in the couch.”

      I smiled, and he looked at me with his eyebrows raised. “What do you mean?”

      “I was cleaning and he started to act weird when I got close to the couch. I think he knew I was about to find his treasure. He was pacing in front of it. I thought maybe one of his toys was buried in the cushions and he couldn’t get to it, so I took them off and found his food. He avoided looking at me, and that’s when I knew for sure he was guilty.”

      Kiernan scoffed. “He always stares me down when he does something, like a challenge.”

      I laughed. “That doesn’t surprise me. It’s probably a good thing you signed up for my classes, but he may need the more advanced class as well.”

      “It’s good for two reasons. One, hopefully my dog doesn’t destroy all of Austin before he learns something. Two, it led me to you.”

      I licked my lips and stared at him. “I like you, Kiernan,” I blurted out.

      His arms wound around my hips and tugged me until my body crashed against his. I rested my hands on his chest. He grinned and kissed me. “I like you too.”

      “No,” I said slowly, suddenly feeling like a middle schooler. “I like you, like you.”

      “I know,” he said. “I like you, like you too. Caroline, I thought you understood that I want this, whatever it is that’s happening between us, I want it. Whether it lasts for a week, a month, the rest of our lives—I’m here and wanting to explore it. Your friend is right. I’m your man, sweetness.”

      I bit my lip. Kiernan tugged my bottom lip from my teeth and shook his head. “Stop. Don’t hide your smiles. They’re fucking gorgeous and make my days better.”

      I smiled then. A full-on, all-out, showing-your-teeth smile. Complete with dimples.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

          Caroline

        

      

    

    
      “It was wonderful to meet you, Dr. Townsend.” I stood behind my desk and shook the young veterinarian’s hand. He was two years out of veterinary school, but he had an impressive resume and came from a family that trained K-9 officers. He smiled and buttoned his suit jacket.

      “Thank you for meeting with me. Your clinic is great, and I’m really interested in your training program. I look forward to hearing from you.”

      “We have a few more candidates to interview, but I will be in touch soon, either way.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Conroy.”

      I led Asher to the front and waved as he exited. Alicia was waiting for me back in my office. She had been sitting in on interviews throughout the week. I wanted her opinion, and she would know who would work well with the other technicians.

      “What’d you think?” I asked.

      “He was great. He’s one of the top candidates on my list, but I’m wondering if it would be inappropriate to give him some extra points because he’s so freaking gorgeous.”

      “Definitely inappropriate,” I said. Asher was handsome, but I wasn’t looking for a boyfriend, I was looking for a partner for my practice. “His looks don’t matter. Only if he’s a good doctor, good leader, and good to my staff.”

      Alicia sighed. “I know, I know, I was kidding, but honestly, I was impressed by him. He has a great grasp on how to handle animals and training. It’d be wonderful for you to have help not only at the office, but in training classes as well. He’s friendly. Everyone on staff will like him.”

      “He’s only a few years out of veterinary school,” I reminded her.

      “So were you when you started your practice.”

      My lips pulled up on one side. “That’s true. He’s one of the best we’ve met so far, but I’m keeping an open mind for the people we’re meeting later this week. Though he also has experience with horses and cows. We could maybe expand…” I thought about what we could do in the area if we broadened the scope of our practice.

      Alicia laughed. “Let’s do one thing at a time, Dr. Conroy. First, we need to get our heads above water before we talk about growing. Slow it down.”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “You’re right. Let’s get back to it. Have you seen Toby yet?”

      She shook her head. “Maybe he arrived while we were in the meeting.”

      I glanced at the watch on my wrist. Toby was coming by today to disable all the cameras on our devices and block anyone from accessing our electronic equipment. It might be overkill, but I was hoping it would make me feel safe. At the moment, I was keeping tablets turned away from me and off my face until the last possible moment. I hated having them in my hands now, but changing from electronic devices to paper would be overwhelming for my staff.

      I walked out of my office and poked my head into each empty exam room until I found Toby. “Hey, Toby. How’s it going?”

      His head popped up. His shaggy hair fell into his eyes and he flicked it back. “I’m just getting started.” His brow crinkled and he turned toward me in the swivel chair, crossing his arms over his chest. “So you want me to block the cameras and microphones, and any apps that use them besides your office software?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. I didn’t want to explain everything to him, but I wondered if he’d find this request odd. “There have been some…security breaches,” I hedged. “I want everyone on the staff to feel more secure.”

      “Is everything alright?” he asked.

      I nodded. “It is. It’s okay. We’re handling it, but I’d like all the devices to be able to handle only the office software and remove anything else accessible by a camera.”

      “It shouldn’t take me too long to do that. Has the software been glitchy again?”

      “No.” I held up my hand with crossed fingers. “It’s been great since the last time you fixed something. But I do have a question about security cameras. When you installed them, you said that there were very few blind spots and, without overlapping, that was the best it could be.”

      “That’s right,” he said. Toby had done all my technical work since I opened the practice, and I usually went with anything he recommended.

      “I’d like to do some overlap and completely eliminate blind spots. Could you get that set up for me and expand the recording system to save more than one month at a time?”

      “Sure,” he answered slowly. “Caroline, are you sure everything is alright?”

      Before I could answer him, Kiernan called my name from down the hall. I poked my head out the door and smiled. “Hey,” I said softly. He came over to me and kissed the top of my head. He was in jeans and a polo with MarxMen stitched over his right pec. “Kiernan, this is Toby, my IT guru. Toby, this is Kiernan, my boyfriend,” I said a little hesitantly. Kiernan squeezed my waist and dropped another kiss on the top of my head.

      “Hey, man. How’s it going?” Kiernan extended one hand toward Toby. He eyed it before standing and shaking his hand.

      “I didn’t know you had a boyfriend, Caroline. Finally getting out of the office?” He smirked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Yep, finally trying to have a life.”

      “I’ll have this done shortly and leave them at the front for you. Want me to lock up when I’m done?” I’d given Toby a key, about a year ago, when he’d started coming in monthly to do backup maintenance.. “It was good to meet you.”

      “Same here,” Kiernan said to Toby before speaking to me. “Ready? I’ve got a surprise for you.”

      “Yes, let me grab my purse and I’m ready to go.” I turned back to Toby. “Thanks again. Lock up when you leave and send me an invoice for the cameras.”

      “Will do,” he said.

      Kiernan ran his fingers down my arm until he secured my hand in his and walked me to my office to grab my things. I didn’t know what he had in store for me that night, but as long as I was with him, it didn’t truly matter.
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      I propped open the back door to MarxMen and held it aloft for Caroline to walk through. The back hallway was dim until the automatic hallway light flipped on as she entered. The floors were a dark polished concrete, and the walls were black with a few doors lining the hallway. Each door had a security panel on the outside to gain entrance to the room. Normally, no one but the team was allowed down here, but every once in a while, we made an exception.

      “Is your surprise that you’re going to kill me and then hide my body? I feel like I’m about to walk into an interrogation room or something.”

      I chuckled and shook my head, placing one of my hands on her lower back, urging her toward the last door in the hallway. “Nothing like that.”

      I tapped my index finger against the panel on the outside of the heavy black metal door and tapped in my security code. Caroline watched me, and I didn’t bother to hide any of my codes from her. “You’re turning off the cameras?” she asked. “What are we doing here?”

      I finished turning off the cameras and locking the room for privacy. Caroline walked through the door and swiveled her head around, inspecting the cavernous space. Along the far wall was an indoor shooting range, and in the opposite corner was gym equipment, a boxing ring, and heavy bags hanging from the ceilings. In the center were large mats for practicing hand-to-hand combat. Caroline strolled toward the center and slowly turned in a circle, taking it all in. Half the walls were lined with mirrors, and the other half were painted black. The room was soundproofed and completely contained.

      I put my hands on her shoulders and caressed her arms. “I want to start teaching you some self-defense moves and, if you’re up for it, maybe even practicing firing a weapon. I turned the cameras off. We have a team that monitors our security and that of our clients twenty-four-seven. In here, it’s just you and me for right now.”

      Caroline pulled at her scrubs. “I’m not exactly dressed for a workout.”

      “I’ve got that covered, sweetness. There’s a bag over there with some gear for you.”

      Her gaze fell on the gym bag I’d left in here earlier. I’d outfitted her with everything I thought she could use for our training sessions. This wasn’t going to happen overnight or with one session. I wanted her to be able to defend herself, though, and feel confident doing it. Sometimes it’s a mental thing, knowing you have the capability to take on an attacker. She swallowed thickly and nodded. “Okay.”

      I held her hand as we walked to the bag waiting on the bench. She bit her lip and looked around the room. “Are you sure the cameras are off?”

      “Yeah, sweetness. It’s you and me.”

      She took off her shirt and her bra. I couldn’t stop myself from reaching out and tweaking her nipple. She smiled. “We’re here for a reason.”

      “I suddenly forgot that reason,” I said and stared at her naked chest. She was fucking gorgeous. And way too damn distracting.

      She giggled and pulled a sports bra over her head, followed by a tank top. She shimmied the scrubs down her legs, kicking off her tennis shoes as she went. She pulled on the pair of leggings I’d bought for her, and I groaned when she bent over to slip her shoes back on her feet. She stood, placing her hands on her hips. “What’s first?”

      “A few laps around the room to warm up.”

      She scrunched her nose before sighing. “I hate running.”

      “We’re doing a light jog to get your blood moving and body warmed up. Come on. I’ll keep at your pace.”

      We jogged around the gym three times before I brought her to a space with cushioned mats. “If your attacker is a male, hitting any sensitive part as fast and as hard as you can is always what you should do first, and then run. It will at least give you time to put some space between you, and you can look for help. Eyes, nose, groin, feet, stomach. I’m going to come at you from the front. There are a few different options here.”

      I slowly walked her through each, correcting her posture and the angle of her hands before changing my position and going through different moves. “Do you think you want to try shooting?”

      She bit her lip, casting her gaze to the side. The line between her brows revealed that she was deep in thought. “Yes, but not today. My arms are already aching, and I’d like to try that when I’m fresh.”

      I nodded. “We can do that. If you want, you can also go to my friend James’s gym. He runs a self-defense class for women a couple nights a week. It’d be great for you to try and keep up with some moves. All my friends’ wives go. One even heads some of the classes. I think you’d really like them.”

      “Your friends?” she asked hesitantly. I knew Caroline still doubted that I was serious about wanting to see where this could go. She’d called me her boyfriend a couple of times, but always with a bit of trepidation.

      “Yeah. You’d fit right in with the women and would like the guys too. I’d like you to meet them one day. When all this shit is over and not hanging over our heads.” That wasn’t the only reason it couldn’t be now. Roman had made it clear what he thought of my pursuing Caroline right now, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to divulge that I didn’t give a damn about this rule.

      “I’d like that,” she said and smiled softly.

      I bent and kissed her once. And then twice. On the third swipe of my lips against hers, I licked her bottom lip until her mouth opened for me. She made a noise in the back of her throat as our tongues tangled together. I slid a hand down and around her curves until my arm hooked under her ass and I lifted Caroline into my arms. I broke our kiss and skimmed my lips down her neck as I stomped to the couch near the boxing ring. I set her down and stepped away from her, and I turned the couch toward the mirrors hanging on the wall.

      “Get undressed, sweetness,” I said. There was an edge of command in my tone. She shivered and, piece by piece, took off her clothes. I did the same and sat on the couch with my legs spread and gripped my hard dick. Caroline sauntered toward me. I reached out and grabbed one of her hips, spun her around until her back was to me, and set her down on my lap. My cock was nestled against her wet pussy, and I lifted my hips. I tugged the hair tie from her ponytail, and her silky hair fell around her shoulders. As I brushed it to one side, she shivered in my arms and kept her gaze away from the mirror in front of us.

      I was determined for her to see what I saw. How fucking gorgeous she was. How she was worth it all. Worth everything. Deserved everything.

      My hand caressed her stomach and moved up the center of her chest before I tugged on a nipple. She fell back against my chest, and I kissed her bare neck and along her jaw. Caroline turned her face to meet mine, and I took her mouth in a passionate kiss.

      “You’re going to watch yourself while I fuck you, Caroline. I’ve never seen anything as beautiful as you when you come. A slight smile breaks over your face in the seconds before, and when you fall apart for me, you’re gorgeous.”

      “Kiernan,” she breathed.

      “No, sweetness. No matter what it takes, I’m going to show you how much you’re worth. I swear I’ll prove it to you.”

      She ground herself against my hard length. She was already soaked and ready for me. I lifted her a little bit and guided myself to her entrance. “Keep your eyes on the mirror, baby.” She made eye contact with herself in the mirror and I smirked, guiding her onto me until I was fully inside her.

      My fingers trailed over her chest, sliding over a nipple and then over to the other one, before I moved up to her neck. “See how pretty this pink blush is?” I asked. “I fucking love that it starts at your nipples. I love your tits. They’re perfect for my hands.” I squeezed one and gasped. I slowly circled my hips, but I was barely moving inside her. She was trying to squirm on my lap, but I kept her rooted to me with one of my hands. I flicked one of her nipples with my other hand. “Your nipples are so sensitive, and when they’re hard like this, I’d love nothing more than to torture them for hours. I’m dying to know if I could make you come like this.”

      My hand left her hip and joined the other at her chest. I pulled and twisted. Her breath was hitching and she was moaning. “Keep your eyes on the mirror. See that fire in your eyes, Caroline? You’re so goddamn sexy, sweetness. I love when your pouty lips are parted like that.”

      Caroline’s eyes trailed over her reflection in the mirror, and her blush became deeper. My hands skimmed back down her body to her hips, and I lifted her and slammed her back down. Her back arched, thrusting her breasts out. She never closed her eyes or let her gaze stray from her reflection. She watched every movement as my dick slid inside her and I spread her lips apart. I was already on the edge, gritting my teeth, as I strained to hold off my orgasm.

      Her pussy was fluttering around me as I continued to show her how gorgeous and fierce she is. Her lips started to spread into a smile. I rubbed her clit with one hand and brought the other hand up to one of her breasts. Her moans were growing louder with each thrust. “Watch yourself, baby. You’re so fucking gorgeous when you come.”

      She broke apart around me and came. I thrusted a few more times and followed her over the edge. She collapsed on my chest, and I held her against me, still half buried inside her. She was breathing hard.

      “Did you see how beautiful you are?” I asked her softly.

      She bit her lip and nodded. I lifted her off my lap and turned her around, hugging her to my chest. Her eyes welled with tears as she stared at me. I curled her hair behind an ear and brushed my thumb over her bottom lip. “Never let anyone make you feel unworthy again.”
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      If anyone had seen me right then, I don’t think my training classes would be as popular. I had taken aggressive dogs and shown them how to trust their human family and be mindful of other dogs and humans. I’d trained stubborn bathroom users out of their habits. I’d trained dogs in agility and basic commands. There were many areas in which I lacked confidence, but my skills with animals wasn’t one of them.

      Right now, I was questioning all of that though. I’d leashed Pepper Jack and decided to take him on a walk through the neighborhood. We’d made it all of three houses before he stopped walking abruptly, lay down, and flipped over on his back with his legs in the air.

      I chuckled. Well, at first.

      “Come on, Pepper Jack,” I said and tugged on his leash. He didn’t budge or even acknowledge me. I’d commanded him in a voice he usually followed. I bribed him with treats. Nothing. The dog wouldn’t move. Wouldn’t walk another step.

      I groaned, swiping the back of my wrist across my forehead. I tried to pull him, hoping the slight pressure on his harness would get him moving, but it didn’t. And I could barely drag him an inch. He was still a growing dog, and I couldn’t even drag him an inch.

      I put my hands on my knees, breathing deeply and resisting the urge to flip off the teenage boys that passed by on skateboards laughing at me. “Am I going to have to carry you?”

      One eye popped open and he stared at me before shutting it again, belly still in the air like he was tanning. “Fine, let’s go home,” I said. At the words go home, Pepper Jack popped up and sprinted to the house, dragging me behind him. I barely managed to stay on my feet. He pulled me up the porch steps and jumped on the front door. I was breathing even more heavily than I had been.

      “You have to be quiet,” I said. Kiernan had been on a work call and I hadn’t wanted to disturb him, so Pepper Jack and I had snuck out of the house. I opened the door quietly. Before I could unharness Pepper Jack, he took off into the living room, jumped on the couch, and plopped down. His first snore broke through the room before I’d even closed the front door. He was breathing deeply like he’d just run a marathon instead of walking three houses.

      “He did what?” Kiernan shouted. I froze and walked slowly down the hall to my office. I poked my head through the half-open doorway. He was sitting in my desk chair with his phone pressed to his ear. His elbows were propped up on my desk and his head hung low as his free hand scrubbed through his blonde locks.

      “You can’t keep doing this,” he said. “Don’t start that. I’ve asked you a million times to leave that bastard and come here. You won’t.”

      He let out a frustrated growl. “I’ll send it.” He jabbed at his phone screen and tossed it aside. One hand fisted in his hair, and his other hand punched the desk. “Fuck,” he muttered. He took a few deep breaths, and I walked into the room.

      “Kiernan,” I said quietly, approaching him slowly. I’d never seen him so mad and agitated. His head popped up, and he spun the chair to face me. The scowl on his face slid away.

      “Fuck,” he muttered again and scrubbed a hand over his face. “I didn’t mean for you to hear that. Did I disturb you? What have you been doing?”

      “I took Pepper Jack for a walk,” I said. “Well…I tried anyway.”

      He snorted and shook his head. His shoulders were tense, and his hands were fisted on the arms of the chair. I could feel the anger and frustration rolling off of him in waves. “How far did you get?”

      “Three houses.”

      He laughed, but there wasn’t much humor or life in it. Not like there usually was. The smile on his face wasn’t nearly as bright or all-consuming. “That’s more than I’ve ever gotten. He will only go two houses in my neighborhood. But he will walk in a park.”

      I snickered and shook my head. Pepper Jack had a huge personality. It was as funny as it was frustrating. I closed the space between Kiernan and me, placing one of my hands on his chest for balance as I lowered myself into his lap. He sighed deeply as he brought his arms around me, placing his forehead on my shoulder, and breathed quietly for a few moments. One of my hands was holding the back of his neck, brushing the skin, and the other was resting over his left pec. His heart was beating beneath my palm. “Are you okay? Who was that? It didn’t sound like work.”

      “It wasn’t,” he said. His finger traced a meaningless pattern along the skin of my thigh under my shorts. “That was my mom.”

      My brow furrowed. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever heard him mention his parents besides the fact that they were still in Tennessee. When he spoke about “family,” it was always his group of friends. “Is everything alright?”

      I tried to lean away to see his face, but he kept his grip tight on me. “Stay right here,” he said. “Please.”

      I nodded and nestled into him even more, allowing my body to completely melt against his. He sighed. “I haven’t seen my parents since I left after high school graduation. I joined the army and never looked back. My dad is a drunk and a mean bastard. It wasn’t…” His voice trailed off and his head rested against the back of the chair. He was staring at the ceiling. His jaw clenched. “It wasn’t easy growing up in that house.”

      I frowned. He’d been my high school crush. I’d stared at him in the cafeteria and dreamed about what it would be like if he talked to me. He was loud, funny, and charming. “I never would’ve guessed. I’m sorry.”

      He shook his head. “Nothing for you to be sorry about, sweetness. I got out. I have a family now. Sure, none of them are blood, but they’re so much more than that. I’d do anything for them, and I know they have my back in the same way. I’ve been through hell with most of them. War with one. They are what matters to me. They are my family.”

      I smiled and my heart warmed for Kiernan, but there was also a twinge there. A little bit of pain. I had Daphne and she was the greatest friend I’d ever had, but I didn’t have anyone filling that family role. I had my family, but they mostly caused pain. “Do you hear from your mom often?”

      He snorted. “When she needs money. She works two jobs, refuses to leave my dad. He’s a lazy drunk, doesn’t work, and ruins most of her jobs until whatever place she’s at fires her. He’ll show up drunk and asking for money. He doesn’t allow her to talk to me, and she abides by that unless he spent all their money on booze or strip clubs or gambling.”

      “She needs money?” I asked. My fingers massaged the tense muscles in his neck. He groaned softly.

      “As usual,” he muttered. “He owes someone five grand. I have the money. I can give it to her, but fuck. They’ll eventually bleed me dry.”

      “I have some money. I could help.”

      Kiernan groaned again, shaking his head before leaning against my shoulder. “So damn sweet.” He placed a kiss on my shoulder. Kiernan had swooped in and been my hero several times in the past two months. He was my knight in a shining pickup truck. I wanted to be able to do the same for him. I wanted to take his pain away and shoulder the burden of it with him. I wanted to find out everything he’d missed out on because of his difficult home life and give it all to him.

      He was making me crave a life with someone. With him.

      “I don’t need your money, sweetness.”

      “You know, you told me not that long ago that if someone doesn’t see how great I am then they don’t deserve to be in my life. You said that about my parents and my sister. The same goes for you, Kiernan. You don’t have to be the guy everyone leans on without getting anything back. You’re a wonderful man. I hate imagining how awful your mother’s situation might be, but you’ve given her an outlet and I know you. There’s no expiration date on that offer.”

      He shook his head. “There’s not. She could choose not to call for ten years and then show up on my stoop. I’d let her in and take care of her. Same doesn’t go for that bastard.”

      I shook my head. “Didn’t expect it to. But you don’t have to give every time she calls. One day…” I paused, a little bit of fear chasing up my spine. I knew Kiernan wanted to explore our chemistry and relationship, but I wasn’t sure how far that extended. If I mentioned his having a future with someone, would he take off out the door? I was trying my best to quash the girl that thought the cute boy was too good for her and take the man at his word, but a little part of me still didn’t understand how a man like him could go for a woman like me. “One day you might have a family with someone, and they’ll be your priority. You may have to say no one day.”

      “I wish I could say no now,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m pretty sure she gives him the money I give her for whatever he wants.” Kiernan’s head fell back against the chair again, and he chuckled quietly. It sounded like he was in disbelief about something. “I’ve never told anyone that before.”

      My brows rose. “Really?”

      He shook his head. “No one in my life knows about them. I just don’t talk about it.”

      “Thank you for trusting me,” I whispered.

      “You trust me.”

      I nodded and Kiernan stared at me. Stared straight through to my soul. “No one has ever looked at me the way you do,” I said.

      “Like how?”

      “Like I matter.”

      “You do.”
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      “They’re going to love it, I swear,” Tate said and stood on her tiptoes, pressing a kiss against her husband’s cheek. James was quiet, as usual, but he was scowling at Pepper Jack. My dog was by my side now, but a minute ago, we’d caught him eating the peach cobbler Harper had made. It had been in James’s office, on his leather couch. The sweet mixture was spread all over the leather.

      James’s scowl didn’t faze Pepper Jack. He stared right back without blinking and looked thoroughly unimpressed with the angry giant. I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing. It hadn’t been my idea to bring Pepper Jack along; it had been Tate’s.

      Once a month James hosted a community dinner at his gym. Any family was welcome to come for the free meal, and they could sign up for gym memberships and classes. Tate had thought the kids would love to play with Pepper Jack, so I’d brought him along.

      Tate apparently hadn’t told her husband about her bright plan. James shifted his scowl from Pepper Jack to Tate. Her smile widened. He shook his head. “Fine, sunshine,” he muttered.

      Tate squeezed James around his waist. “Thank you. I promise the kids are going to love him.”

      He arched a brow and turned to me. “He’ll be able to handle kids, right?”

      “He’s good with kids,” I confirmed and rolled my eyes. “You’ve seen him with Avery and Caden. He’s great with kids. Other dogs, not so much. He can’t be trusted around food, but yeah, the kids will love him.”

      “Fine,” James said and squeezed the back of his neck before walking away. Tate winked at me and followed her husband.

      My eyes shifted to Pepper Jack. “Don’t make a liar out of me, dude. And stop eating all the damn food!”

      His mouth opened in a puppy-dog grin, complete with his tongue hanging out of his mouth. I strolled over to the recent expansion on James’s gym, Raise the Bar. He’d added a kids’ area with a trampoline and foam pit. It was closed most of the time, but it was open during community dinners. Hudson was bouncing on the trampoline with his stepdaughter Lilly. She was in gymnastics and would climb on anything, jump off anything, and scare Ava half to death. And it only made it worse when Hudson joined in.

      Ava was watching her husband and daughter launch themselves from the trampoline, over the six-foot gap, into the foam pit. I wrapped an arm around Ava’s shoulders. “Heart in your throat?” I asked.

      “Always is with these two,” she grumbled. She gave me a side hug but kept her eyes on Hudson and Lilly. Hudson was now tossing Lilly in the air and letting her fall to the trampoline. She was giggling and swiping her long blond hair out of her face.

      “Blueberry and I are perfectly safe. Don’t worry, bluebonnet. You aren’t getting rid of me that easily,” Hudson joked and winked at Ava.

      “Throw me again, Dad!” Lilly shouted.

      Ava groaned and covered her face. “Come on,” I said. “I need your help letting Harper know that Pepper Jack ate her peach cobbler.”

      “He didn’t,” Ava gasped and giggled, covering her mouth. “She’s going to be so upset.”

      Pepper Jack’s tail thumped against the ground. There were times when I swore he could understand exactly what I was saying. “Come on,” I said and gave a slight tug on Pepper Jack’s leash. Ava strolled next to me as we went searching for Harper. She was sitting on one of the chairs at a long table, already set for guests to arrive, and rubbing her belly. Avery and Caden were running around next to the table.

      “Uncle Ki Ki!” Avery shouted and sprinted toward me. She lunged on her last step, and I scooped her up in the air, placing her on my hip.

      “How’s my best girl doing?”

      “Cedric stole my dolly you gave me, and Caden hit him in his nose!” My gaze shifted to Caden. His little chest puffed out and I chuckled. “Who’s Cedric?” I asked Avery.

      “A boy at school.”

      “Gross,” I said and she nodded seriously. “Nice job, little man,” I said to Caden. I held my hand up for a high-five, and he slapped it as hard as he could. He crouched down on the ground and petted Pepper Jack.

      “Tell her,” Ava whispered.

      “Tell me what?” Harper asked.

      I grinned my most charming smile, and she tilted her head to the side and narrowed her eyes. “What’d you do, Kiernan?”

      “I didn’t do anything, but Pepper Jack might’ve eaten your peach cobbler.”

      Harper groaned and shook her head. “You know, any other day I might care, but today I’m too tired. I’ve been pregnant for fifteen months, and I’m ready to have this baby!”

      “It’s only been eight, sweetie,” Ava said gently and patted her shoulder.

      “I brought extra desserts today,” Harper said. “Besides, Pepper Jack is too cute to be mad at.”

      I snorted. “Sure.”

      My phone started ringing in my pocket. I glanced at the screen, put Avery down, and stepped away from the group so they couldn’t hear me. “Hey, sweetness.”

      “Can you tell me how to rewind the cameras at my house so I can watch what happened earlier?” Caroline asked, passing right by a greeting. Her voice sounded frazzled..

      I froze. “What happened?”

      “Someone egged my house and I want to know who. It’s still so hot outside, and it’s going to start to smell if I can’t wash it off.”

      “I have a power washer. I’ll pick it up and come over and help.”

      She sighed. Her voice wobbled when she spoke again. “You don’t have to do that. I know you’re busy tonight.”

      I shook my head even though she couldn’t see me. My lips tugged up at the corners. When was she going to get it? “You’re more important. Go to  the security panel in the living room. That one has a screen.”

      “I’m already there.”

      I walked her through the steps and approached James, covering the mouthpiece with my hand. “Hey, man. I’ve got to go.”

      He arched one brow to question me. “I’ll explain later.” I headed out through the open bay door without saying goodbye to anyone else. They would have too many questions that I wasn’t ready to answer.

      “That freaking asshole!” Caroline screeched as I got into my truck.

      “You know who it was?”

      “Yes,” she grumbled and released a long breath. “You know, I’m just glad to know who it was. Dean, that guy I had to fire. He’s the one that egged my house.”

      “I’ll be over soon,” I said, starting my truck. Before I picked up the power washer, I had one little stop to make first. After I hung up, I remotely logged on to my laptop at work, from my phone, and ran a fast background check on Dean to find his address. I smiled when I saw he wasn’t far from where I was and wouldn’t detour me for too long before I got to Caroline’s.

      I pulled up to the curb at Dean’s townhouse, leaving Pepper Jack in the running, air-conditioned truck. I knocked on his door and turned my back to it, waiting for it to open. As soon as I heard the latch opening, I swung around and rushed him, grabbing him by the shirt collar and shoving him against the wall next to his door.

      “Nice to meet you, Dean,” I said.

      “Who the fuck are you?” he asked, trying to push me off of him, but he wasn’t any match for me.

      “Caught your fun on camera earlier.”

      He stopped wrestling against my hold for a minute and paled slightly, before trying to manuever out of my hold again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Yeah you do, asshole. If you ever come near Caroline again, her place of work, her house, anything even remotely connected to her, you’ll deal with me.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” he asked again.

      I pressed my arm against his throat and kept pressing until it was hard for him to breathe. “Don’t make me waste my time by telling you all the things I could do to you or all the people I could call. Do we have an understanding?”

      I tightened my arm again, crushing his throat beneath my hold. He clawed at my arms. His face was turning red, and his eyes were staring at me in panic. I pressed harder one more time until he finally nodded. I released him. “Good,” I said and patted him on the shoulder. “That was your only warning. Hope I don’t see you around, Dean.”

      I strolled out of his house, whistling to myself as I hopped in my truck to grab my power washer and head to Caroline’s.
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      I’d barely said a word throughout the appetizers. I hadn’t shown up for our family dinners for the past few weeks. This was the first one I’d attended since walking out, and I’d regretted coming almost as soon as I arrived. My mom was giving me the cold shoulder. Our table was silent until my sister arrived, late again.

      As my mom and sister chatted, I stayed silent, sipping my water and enjoying the stuffed mushrooms the waiter had brought.

      “Are we going to make it through this dinner without you throwing a tantrum like a toddler?” My mother sneered.

      I placed the fork and knife I’d been using to cut the mushrooms in half down on the plate, took a sip of my water, and met my mother’s eyes. Her stare was icy. I glanced at my sister; she was smirking. And, as usual, my dad was oblivious. “I didn’t throw a tantrum,” I stated calmly. “You were rude and I left.”

      My sister rolled her eyes and huffed.

      “You’re so dramatic,” my mother said. “I’ve never understood why you couldn’t simply calm down instead of causing a scene at every turn.”

      “I didn’t cause a scene. I got up to go to the restroom and then left. How long did it take you to realize I was gone?” I asked.

      “Pretty quickly,” my sister said. “Without your screeching and crying, it was rather quiet.”

      Anger started to bubble in my chest. I bit my cheek. I always cried when I was angry; that was when my tears surfaced. I hated it. I loathed that trait because my family had always used my tears as a weapon against me. I took a deep breath. “Kevin was emotionally and verbally abusive, and you suggested that was the best I could get.”

      My mother shook her head. “Your sister always has dates and you never do. It’s just that we don’t want you to wind up alone.”

      It wasn’t that at all. She wasn’t concerned about me; she didn’t even want me to be happy. She wanted someone who fit into her image. She wanted me to fit into the image she had in her head of a perfect daughter.

      “Maybe if you had put a little more effort into your appearance, Kevin would have treated you better.”

      “I deserve to be treated with respect, no matter what a number on a scale says or how big my jeans are,” I hissed across the table. I couldn’t stop the flood of tears welling in my eyes or the fury igniting in the pit of my stomach.

      “Here come the tears from the crybaby,” my sister said and took a drink from her wine glass.

      “Shut up,” I seethed. I clenched my jaw, and my hands knotted into fists in my lap.

      Katrina laughed. “Someone’s trying to grow a spine. You’ve always been a pushover.”

      “I’m kind, not a pushover,” I stated firmly. “Do not ever mistake my kindness for weakness. Don’t mistake my emotions for weakness…or my tears. My tears don’t make me weak. You are not stronger than me. You are not better than me because you cry less. Crying makes me human. It shows my empathy and compassion and my humanity. I am not weak.”

      I swallowed and swiped at a stray tear that fell down my cheek. I glared at Katrina and my mother. These words had been bottled inside me for years. I’d longed for understanding. And I’d found it through my friendship with Daphne and through Kiernan pushing my boundaries. Kiernan showing me my beauty, inside and out.

      I deserved more than this.

      I was finally understanding that.

      My hands shook as I rose from my chair. “I choose to be here because I am loyal to you because you are my family. I don’t have to come, and I refuse to tolerate this any longer. I’m one of the most highly sought after vets in the city. Do you know how rare that is for someone my age? I’m a master dog trainer. I’m kind, loving, empathic, and giving. It doesn’t matter that you don’t find me beautiful, because I do. And so do others. I am your daughter,” I said to my mother, staring hard into her eyes, before swiveling to my sister. “I am your sister. I deserve more than you give me.”

      Judging from the smirks on their faces, I wasn’t sure if they’d heard me. To them, this was another crying jag, another fit I was throwing. To me, it was my moment of standing and refusing to conform to what they needed. I wouldn’t live in my sister’s shadow. I strode out the door and into the parking lot. A few stray tears were slowly falling as I got into my car and headed home.

      The shaking had finally subsided by the time I pulled into my driveway. I got out of my car and walked up the front path. A letter was taped to my door. I froze. I gulped. My hands started to shake as I took a step forward, searching around me. There wasn’t anyone around. My street was empty.

      The envelope was blank. I knew it had to be from the person who had been taunting me. They’d been silent, and it had only been a matter of time before they came back. I took it off the door and opened the envelope.

      Another stack of pictures and another note.

      I pulled out the note.

      I can get to you anywhere.

      You’re next, Caroline Leigh Conroy.

      I shivered. The fact that this person knew my entire name, had hacked into my computer, and had shown up at work—and now at my home—proved that they were right. They could get to me anywhere. Fear coated me and I couldn’t breathe as I pulled out the pictures.

      The tears I’d worked hard to battle away after leaving dinner came back as I stared down at the photos. Another tally mark in the column proving that they could find me anywhere. It was photos of Kiernan and me having sex in the MarxMen training area. I’d watched Kiernan turn off the cameras. I knew they’d been off.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end, and the feeling of being watched reappeared. And the safety I’d allowed myself to feel was smashed to smithereens.
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      I’d never imagined what it would be like to come home to someone I wanted to see after a long, tiring day. With every passing day I was getting more frustrated with being unable to find Caroline’s stalker and with the missing person’s case turned homicide case we were assisting Maddox with.

      Her body had been found.

      In the same area as the vet’s.

      We’d speculated that they were connected before, but this was the proof we’d needed that it was definitely the same person. I wanted to sit on Caroline’s back porch with her curled up in my lap as I sipped a beer. I just wanted her near me. I already knew she would be balm to my soul and exactly what I needed on this long day.

      I smiled when I saw her standing on her front porch as I pulled into her driveway. She hadn’t invited me over. Pepper Jack wasn’t even here, but Caden and Avery were having a sleepover and had convinced Savannah and Liam to take in Pepper Jack too. So I was showing up at Caroline’s unannounced.

      Her hair was down and straight. Her dress hugged her body, and the heels on her feet made her legs look impossibly long. I wanted to spend the night kissing my way up them and devouring her, getting completely lost in Caroline.

      I slid out of my truck, jogged across the lawn and up the steps, and wrapped my arm around Caroline’s waist. She screamed and pulled away, spinning around. “Caroline, what’s wrong?”

      Her hand was over her heart, and she was breathing deeply. “Kiernan,” she breathed. “You scared me.”

      “Why were you so scared?” I asked.

      I scanned her face. Her eyes were red from tears, and her cheeks were flushed. I took a step toward her and glanced down at the envelope in her hands. I tensed, my muscles coiling tightly. I took the envelope from her and stared at the pictures.

      It took a moment to fully comprehend what I was seeing. Once I did, rage flooded through my veins. My grip tightened and crinkled the edges of the photos. “Let’s get inside,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Caroline unlocked her door and turned off her alarm once we were inside. I went to the panel and scanned the footage, going back hour by hour, until I found what I needed. A teenage boy with a hoodie on stopped on his skateboard in front of Caroline’s house and strolled up the driveway. He was patting the envelope against his thigh. When he reached the door, he peeled off some adhesive and let the trash from the sticker fly into the wind and stuck it to her door.

      Caroline was behind me, her hand on my back, watching the small screen with me. “Do you know him?” I asked. “Recognize him?”

      “I’ve seen him around the neighborhood, but I don’t know who he is or which house he lives in.”

      “We’ll find out.” I glanced at the pictures again. I wanted to rip them in half and destroy them. Light them on fire. That moment between us had been perfect. That moment for Caroline had been monumental, and some bastard was trying to destroy it.

      “Do you think he’s the one doing all of this?”

      I shook my head, lifting my gaze to meet hers. I put the note, which I hadn’t even read yet, and the pictures on the side table and cupped her face. “No, I don’t. He was probably paid to drop it off and had no idea what was in it. With any luck, though, we could have him sit with a sketch artist.” I kissed her and leaned my forehead against hers for a moment, breathing her in. Her arms wound around me, and her hands fisted in my shirt at my back. She closed her eyes and stood in this moment with me. “Don’t let this asshole destroy that memory for you, Caroline. That was one of the best days of my life, and I’ll be damned if I let him take it from either of us.”

      “I won’t,” she whispered. “That was ours. It’s still ours.”

      I kissed her again, once and softly, before releasing her to grab the photos and the note. I looked at the pictures again. They were definitely from MarxMen security cameras. The ones I’d turned off and knew my men wouldn’t turn on until I gave the all clear. This was personal. This was meant as a slight to me. I knew it. We’d been battling back and forth, trying to gain more information, and he’d done everything he could to block me from infiltrating his system and finding out who the fuck he was. This was meant to show that he could get to her through me.

      When I found this asshole, I was going to end him. Hopefully slowly.

      I brought the note to the front.

      I can get to you anywhere.

      You’re next, Caroline Leigh Conroy.

      I read the words over and over. The last line was bothering me.

      You’re next.

      Next for what and after who? The words in front of me blurred as I thought through the options. I stilled. All the air in my lungs halted. “Fuck,” I hissed.

      “What is it?” Caroline asked, grabbing my arm. Her eyes were wide and scared. I circled one of my arms around her shoulders and brought her into my side.

      “Hold on,” I said. “I need to find something out first and see if I’m right.”

      She nodded. I pulled my phone from my pocket and dialed Maddox’s number. I put him on speaker. I didn’t want to hide this from Caroline, because if I was right, she needed to know. I hoped I wasn’t right. I wanted to be wrong and to be overreacting, but as soon as the thought had infiltrated my head, I’d known.

      The person after Caroline was also the murderer Maddox was looking for. She was a female doctor with dark hair, like the other two.

      One thing I knew for certain, Caroline would never be next on that list. If it was the last thing I ever did, I’d stop this fucker before he got to that point.

      Maddox answered on the fourth ring. His voice was gruff and dreary. “Kiernan,” he said.

      “Maddox, the two murder victims, the female doctors…did you find anything in women’s homes about being stalked…or threatening notes? Anything?”

      He was silent for a long beat. “How’d you know? That was discovered this afternoon on the victim found today. The tech team had the devices sitting in a locker for the first victim, waiting to go through them. Since we found a note in the second victim’s house today, I rushed our tech team. They were both harassed.”

      “Fuck,” I hissed and clenched my jaw.

      Caroline gasped and her grip tightened on my shirt.

      “Who’s that?” Maddox asked.

      “Caroline,” I said.

      “Kiernan, you can’t talk about an active case in front of her.”

      “Remember you sent her to me for a reason. She was being harassed. She came home tonight to a new set of photos and a note. That promised she would be next.”

      “You don’t think…”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what I think. We need to compare everything Caroline has received to what we’ve found with the other two women.”

      “Dammit,” Maddox said. I could tell his jaw was clenched and he was speaking through gritted teeth. “Get down to the station. Bring everything.”

      “We’ll meet you there,” I said and hung up the call.

      “The person who killed Dr. Velasquez is after me? This is the same person?”

      “I think so. I’m almost positive. The other women were brunettes, like you, and both doctors of some kind.”

      “Oh my god,” Caroline whispered, shaking her head.

      “I will protect you,” I promised her. “You’ve got a twenty-four-seven bodyguard now, sweetness. Me. I’m not fucking leaving your side.”
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      Kiernan hadn’t been lying when he’d told me he was going to become my twenty-four-seven bodyguard. We’d barely been out of each other’s sight. He was working from my office and staying at my house. He’d gone from keeping his firearm in an under-the-seat safe or a carrier, when inside my house, to keeping it on his person. He took guarding me very seriously. We hadn’t really been away from each other until this morning. I’d gotten my hair trimmed before going to the park with Kiernan and Pepper Jack.

      If I hadn’t been terrified that a real serial killer was after me, I would have found it kind of funny how he hovered and cleared my office and house before I could enter.

      The teenager that had delivered the envelope to my house was a dead end. He couldn’t remember what the guy looked like and had no interest in helping. He’d only shrugged and said it was an easy twenty bucks. Well, he did offer two details. It was a male and he was Caucasian. It wasn’t helpful information. I thought Kiernan was going to launch himself across the interrogation table and strangle the kid. Maddox placed his hand on Kiernan’s shoulder, physically holding him back. I watched through the double-paned window, unseen.

      I was trying my best to let it all go today. The sun was shining, and it was the first time the temperature wasn’t in the nineties. I sat under the shade of a tree watching Kiernan work with Pepper Jack on some of his skills. Pepper Jack obeyed when it suited him, but other than that, he did what he wanted to.

      “It’s useless,” Kiernan said and jogged over to me. He grabbed a ball from the bag I’d brought. Pepper Jack’s ears twitched, and he focused on the ball in Kiernan’s hands. “Want to play fetch?”

      Kieran tossed the ball and Pepper Jack raced after it, scrambling to get it as it rolled. Once he had it in his mouth, he lay down and started chewing on it. Kiernan put his fists on his hips and dropped his head forward. I covered my mouth to smother my laugh.

      “You’re supposed to bring it back,” Kiernan shouted at Pepper Jack.

      He looked up with the ball in his mouth, stood, and dropped the ball, and he ran back to Kiernan and sat at his side. Pepper Jack’s eyes shifted from Kiernan to the ball.

      “I think he wants you to fetch the ball,” I said. A giggle escaped.

      Kiernan glowered and Pepper Jack’s head whipped to me, and I covered my mouth again. “I see that,” he muttered and jogged to pick up the ball. He threw it to Pepper Jack again. He caught it in the air and then lay down with it, resuming his attempted destruction of the ball.

      Kiernan strutted back, shaking his head the entire way, and collapsed next to me with his back to the large tree trunk. Pepper Jack was in front of us, tearing pieces off the ball. The ball that the packaging had promised would be indestructible.

      “What’ve you been reading?” Kiernan pointed to the tablet in my lap. I picked it up, flipping back to the front cover. And there he was, a picture of him in a kilt looking like my dirtiest fantasies.

      Kiernan grabbed it from me. “It’s already out?”

      I nodded. “The author was done with the book but was having trouble with the perfect cover until you came along. That’s what Daphne told me anyway.”

      “Am I any good?” Kiernan asked, leaning forward and skimming his lips along mine.

      “Definitely,” I said. “Very good.”

      He made a noise low in his throat and wrapped his hand around the back of my neck. He kissed me thoroughly, and I was so lost in him. Then Pepper Jack came and laid his heavy body on his lap and nudged Kiernan away from me. I laughed.

      “Don’t encourage him.” Kiernan scowled.

      I rubbed Pepper Jack’s ears and he grumbled low. That noise made me smile every time I heard it. It was so close to a growl, but he always did it when he was happy. He was the funniest dog I’d ever met. And absolutely perfect for Kiernan.

      “Want to go get some lunch from the food truck park?” Kiernan asked. This was one of my favorite parks in the Austin area. There were trails, a river cutting through it and, on one edge of the park, food trucks always waiting to serve.

      “Sure,” I said and stood. I started wiping the dirt from the back of my jeans, but Kiernan stopped me.

      “I’ll get it,” he said, smirking, and brushed his hands along my ass for far longer than was necessary. He squeezed my butt. “Let’s go, sweetness.”

      I grabbed Pepper Jack’s leash. “Heel, Pepper Jack,” I said. He came to my side and walked with me. Kiernan shook his head.

      “You make it look so damn easy.”

      “It’s easy unless I’m trying to walk him in a neighborhood. Though the last time I tried, I got him to go four houses instead of three,” I said chuckling.

      Kiernan kept his hand on my lower back as we walked along the trail, staying near the edge to let runners and bikers pass us easily.

      “Uncle Ki Ki!” A little boy with dark hair shouted and sprinted toward us as fast as his little legs would carry him. I smiled and looked for the person he was running toward.

      My brows arched when Kiernan bent and scooped him up, hugging him to his chest. “What are you doing here, little man?”

      “Miss Ava is taking pictures of Mommy!”

      “Caden!” a man shouted, scanning the area until his eyes fell on Kiernan and the little boy in his arms. He had dark hair like his son, tan skin, and dark eyes. He was as tall as Kiernan and fierce. I hadn’t met Roman but, somehow, I knew that this was him. The man that Kiernan had served with and considered a brother.

      I smiled fully. “Kiernan,” Roman said.

      “Roman,” Kiernan replied, confirming my suspicions. Kiernan’s voice sounded strained. Roman closed the distance between us, and Kiernan let Caden down on the ground. Kiernan stayed silent, and my gaze bounced back and forth between him and Roman.

      The smile was slowly slipping from my lips. Two women walked up as I was trying to figure out the intense silence and silent conversation happening between Roman and Kiernan. They were both blond and two of the most gorgeous women I’d ever seen. One was hugely pregnant, and the other had a camera around her neck—I guessed she was Ava. And I knew Roman was married to a woman named Harper.

      “Kiernan,” Harper and Ava said while smiling and leaning forward to kiss his cheek. He returned the sentiment and smiled back at them.

      “Guys, this is Caroline. She’s Pepper Jack’s trainer.”

      Pepper Jack’s trainer. I plastered a smile on my face, but it wasn’t my full one and it wasn’t real. Kiernan glanced at me for a moment and something flashed in his eyes that I couldn’t read. I turned my attention back to the group.

      “Hi, it’s nice to meet you…”

      “I’m Harper. And this is Roman and Caden.” Her hand went to Caden’s shoulder. She was grinning at me and almost bouncing on the balls of her feet. I inched away from Kiernan, putting a little distance between us.

      Pepper Jack’s trainer.

      “I’m Ava.”

      I reached out, shaking each of their hands, fighting to keep the smile on my face. My grip tightened on the leash, And Pepper Jack stood up, feeling the tension. “Sit, Pepper Jack,” I said quietly but firmly.

      Pepper Jack’s trainer.

      These people in front of me were among those Kiernan considered family, and he’d introduced me as Pepper Jack’s trainer. Not even as a friend. His promises that he was my man floated through my mind, and I batted them away. My heart was hammering in my chest as we stood in an awkward circle. Kiernan was quiet and tense.

      He’d said he wanted to introduce me to his friends, but here was the opportunity and I’d been shuffled into the position of a worker. I could feel my cheeks heating. My hair was down and straight, fresh from getting a trim and blow out. I had makeup on. But the thoughts I’d been successfully locked away came back full force.

      He was embarrassed by me.

      He didn’t want to be seen with me.

      I was only filling time for him.

      I straightened my spine and pushed my shoulders back slightly, taking in a quiet breath and trying to suck in my stomach. This was worse than how my family made me feel, because it was Kiernan, with his words that had promised I was beautiful. It was Kiernan, and his words and his touch, that had finally made me see I was worth something.

      Until now.

      Until it was all exploding in my face, and I was able to see that I’d naively believed a man I shouldn’t have.

      Their conversation was like white noise in my ears. My own thoughts were drowning them out, and one was louder than all the rest.

      He doesn’t want you. He’s embarrassed by you.
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      Caroline was smiling, but I wasn’t falling for it. This was closer to a grimace than a real smile. She would nod her head every other minute, but her eyes were glazed over and a crinkle creased  her brow. She wasn’t listening—she was thinking. She’d stopped listening when I said she was Pepper Jack’s trainer.

      I wanted to take my gun from its holster and shoot myself in the foot. Roman’s gaze was shifting between Caroline and me.

      I hated myself in that moment and wanted to correct myself, but my mouth didn’t open. No words came. I knew I’d hurt her and wished I had explained earlier about the company’s rules.

      “You haven’t been in the office,” Roman said.

      “I’ve been working from home.”

      I hadn’t updated Roman on the progress of her case or why I would be with her all the time until it was over. I’d reassigned the other cases I’d been working on. I cleared my throat, glancing at Caroline. I would’ve updated him right here, but I didn’t want to air Caroline’s troubles in front of Harper and Ava. She was already struggling through this conversation; I wasn’t going to make it worse than I already had.

      Roman nodded. “Check in later,” he said. “We have to get going. It was great to meet you, Caroline. I hope I get to meet you another time.”

      “Huh?” Caroline said, shaking herself out of her thoughts. “Oh, yes. It was great to meet you too. And y’all,” she said to Ava and Harper. I didn’t miss that she left out seeing them again. I closed my eyes for a second as my chest twinged in pain.

      Fuck. I’d royally fucked up.

      Roman, Harper, Ava, and Caden walked away. Caroline watched them turn a bend in the path before she left my side, walking back the way we’d come and toward our cars. She still had Pepper Jack’s leash in her hand; I wasn’t even sure if she noticed.

      “Caroline,” I called.

      She shook her head and kept walking. I caught up to her and brushed my hand over her arm. “Please let me explain.”

      She stopped, turning toward me. “Kiernan, there’s nothing to explain. I understand.”

      “No, sweetness,” I said quietly. I reached for her hand, but she withdrew it from my touch, taking a step back, putting more space between us.

      “Please don’t call me that,” she whispered.

      I sighed and scrubbed a hand down my face. “Please let me explain. It’s not what you think.”

      She shook her head. “Kiernan, honestly, I can’t listen to this right now. My entire life I’ve been thrown away and cast to the side. You know that. I’ve told you that. I’ve handled it from others. Maybe not well, but I did. I can’t from you. Anyone but you,” she said. Her bottom lip wobbled, but no tears came. She took a deep breath. “I’m going to walk away because I need to. Please let me.”

      I nodded once, gritting my teeth. “I don’t want to let you, but I’ll give you a little space and a little time. I’m not going anywhere, Caroline. I’ll be in your driveway later, because I’m not leaving you alone right now. Take Pepper Jack with you.”

      Caroline swallowed and nodded. She stared at me for a second more before walking away. I watched her, letting her have some distance before I started following her. I’d give her time, but I couldn’t leave her alone knowing there was a serial killer out there that wanted her.

      I’d fix this. I had to. There was no other option. I wanted Caroline in my life, and I didn’t see that changing anytime soon. I scrubbed a hand through my hair, keeping Caroline in my sights. Pepper Jack trotted next to her the entire way to her car, and he kept his eyes on her too. I knew he could feel the tension through the leash. Her head was down, watching her feet as she walked. Even from behind she looked dejected.

      I wanted to punch myself in the face.

      Why had I been such an idiot? I’d known from the beginning that she was worth the trouble it could cause at work. Instead I’d toed the line, lying to Roman, a man who had been my family since I’d left my own, and to the woman who was quickly becoming the most important part of my life.

      She was my purpose.

      I got into my truck, once again keeping a distance between me and Caroline. My phone started ringing. I glanced at my dash, seeing my mom’s name flash across the screen. I hit accept on the steering wheel.

      “Hello.”

      “Kiernan,” she whispered.

      I gritted my teeth and white-knuckled the steering wheel. “How much this time, mom?” I snapped.

      She grunted. “That’s no way to talk to me.”

      “That’s all you ever call for.” I was so close to the edge and didn’t need this shit. I wanted to hang up on her and pretend she hadn’t called.

      “I got fired again. I only need a little bit to keep us afloat.”

      Caroline’s advice floated through my mind. And she was right. When I had a family of my own one day, this shit couldn’t happen. I didn’t want either of my parents to be in my future kids’ lives. She’d never be the grandma they would need and deserve. And any money I gave to her could go to them. To my family.

      I pictured Caroline holding a baby. One that had her dimples. Her eyes. A little girl just like her. We could give our kids a life, and they’d never need to go through any of the shit we had. We’d give them so much goddamn love.

      I pounded my fist on the steering wheel. My anger at myself had only increased with every mile I’d driven toward Caroline’s. This money relationship with my mother had to end.

      I had a future to prepare for. One with Caroline.

      But first, I had to fight for it.

      “Mom, I love you. I will always love you because you are my mother. My father is an asshole who doesn’t deserve you. My life has been better since I left. And I wish you would too. If you ever leave Dad, call me. Until that happens, though, I’m done. I am giving you money one last time. It’ll be more than you need right now. If you’re smart with it and don’t let that bastard blow it on beer and strippers and whatever else he does—it’ll last you and help you get on your feet. This is the last time. My door is open if you leave him. Until then, I can’t have you in my life.”

      She was quiet for a minute. I could hear her breathing softly and my dad yelling at the TV in the background. “How much?”

      I rolled my eyes. So fucking predictable.

      “Fifty grand.”

      “Make it seventy-five and I’ll never bother you again.”

      “Done,” I said and ended the call. Ended the relationship with my mother. If you could even call it a relationship. She used me for money and nothing else. I had the money. Roman and I had become very successful since moving to Austin. Paying seventy-five grand and getting rid of that noose around my neck was worth it.

      I pulled into Caroline’s driveway just as she was entering her house with Pepper Jack at her heels. I hoped he would stick with her and make her smile. Caroline closed the drapes, cutting off my view through her window. I couldn’t see her clearly, even before the drapes were closed, but I could see her silhouette. When she shut the drapes, I felt her pain as if it were my own. It was even worse knowing I’d caused it. That was something I’d never wanted to do. I wanted to be the man that made her see her beauty every day.

      I rolled down my windows and turned off my truck, settling in. I didn’t know when she’d be ready to talk, but I’d spend days out here if I had to. Just as long as I knew she was safe.

      One guarantee I had though: when it was time to talk, I’d be getting my sweetness back. And this time, for good.
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      Pepper Jack and Harmonica watched me pace the living room. The drapes were closed, but even through them I could feel his stare, like he knew exactly where I was. He’d been sitting in his truck for the past three hours, since we arrived back at my house.

      “Caroline,” Daphne said calmly. “Let that man explain. He looks at you like you’re the reason for the sun rising every day. He’s spent so much time letting you know how much you mean to him. At least hear him out. Don’t shut this door yet.”

      “He introduced me as his dog trainer,” I reminded her. I rubbed my chest, my heart still aching. The voices in my head had descended, telling me I wasn’t good enough,  but now that I’d had a little space, I’d shut them out again.

      “I know, sweetie, but there might be a reason, and if there isn’t tell Pepper Jack to bite a chunk of his ass off.”

      I laughed and shook my head.

      “After everything, doesn’t he at least deserve a chance to explain?”

      I knew she was right. And I was always going to talk to him, but I needed a little space after the park. I needed to be able to think and not be distracted by his eyes. “Yes,” I said.

      “So what are you going to say?” she asked.

      I huffed and renewed my pacing. “I’m not exactly sure, but I think it’s time.”

      “Let me know how it goes,” she said.

      “I will. Thanks, Daphne.”

      We hung up the phone and I went into the kitchen. A pot of spaghetti sauce was simmering on the stove. I poured some noodles in water to boil before walking outside and to Kiernan’s truck. His eyes tracked my every step. He opened his door as I got closer and slid out, walking toward me. “Please let me explain, Caroline.”

      I nodded. “Spaghetti will be ready in a few minutes. Come in and let’s talk.”

      Kiernan nodded. I spun on my heel and went back into the house. He was following closely behind me. Close enough that I felt the heat from his body, not so close that we were touching. “I’m sorry it took me a few hours to be ready,” I said.

      “I would’ve waited all night. Days if I had to.”

      I sat down on one of the chairs in my kitchen, glancing at the clock, reminding myself I needed to check the noodles in a few minutes. Kiernan sat across from me. His hair was sticking out, a little wild, as if he’d been constantly running his hands through it. He sat in the chair next to me, reaching out and tracing a finger down my arm.

      “Kiernan, I don’t understand what happened. Since I walked into MarxMen looking for help, you’ve been telling me to trust you. You’ve been telling me how wonderful I am and how much I deserve. And…and I believed you. For the first time in my life, I believed someone when they told me I had value. You’ve told me you wanted me to meet your friends, and then there they are and suddenly I’m your dog trainer? Okay, maybe you didn’t want to use the world girlfriend, which I don’t understand because you said you’re my man. But not even your friend?”

      “Fuck,” Kiernan groaned, fisting his hand on top of his thigh. He grasped my arm with his other hand and leaned closer. He was only a few inches from me, staring into my eyes. “We have a rule about dating clients. Since taking your case, Roman has been able to tell I’m interested in you. He’s reminded me at every turn of this rule. Reminded me that because of your situation you’re vulnerable. He asked me to wait until after we found out who is responsible for the hacking to pursue you. I didn’t agree, but…I didn’t exactly disagree either.”

      “Would you get fired?” My brow furrowed and I pursed my lips. I didn’t want him to lose his job or, even worse, his best friend because he was dating me.

      He shook his head. “Probably not, but I do have a responsibly as the second-in-command at the company. If I break whatever rule I want, why wouldn’t the people below me?”

      “Then why didn’t you wait?”

      He laughed humorlessly. “I couldn’t, Caroline. You’re addictive and sweet. So damn sexy. I tried, but I wanted you so badly, and every time I saw you, that want grew until I couldn’t resist kissing you. Being with you.”

      I nodded, going to check the noodles. I drained them and rinsed them, and I ran through Kiernan’s words in my mind as I plated our dinner. I placed a bowl in front of each chair and sat back down. I twirled spaghetti around my fork, but I didn’t take a bite.

      “The second the words were out of my mouth, I regretted them,” he said. I found his gaze, searching it. There was only honesty there. “Please believe me. I will fix this, Caroline. I’ll go to Roman first thing tomorrow and make it right.”

      I sighed. “I don’t want you to lose your job.”

      He shook his head. “I won’t. Roman wouldn’t know what to do without me. And even if I did, it would be worth it, Caroline. Roman will be pissed I lied to him, but I’ll handle that.”

      “I do believe you, Kiernan.”

      “I’m so sorry, Caroline,” he said, framing my face with his large hands. His eyes bounced back and forth between mine before his lips descended and landed on mine. I melted under his kiss for a moment before breaking it.

      “I’ve been put in the shadows my entire life, I couldn’t take it if you put me there too.”

      He shook his head. “I’ll make sure you live every day of your life in the light. You could never be in the shadows. You are my light.”

      “If we need to wait until you and Maddox catch this guy, we can do that, but…” I bit my lip, looking down, feeling shy now that I was about to lay my feelings on the table. I wasn’t saying those three little words. I wasn’t ready for that, but I was admitting something huge. “I’m not ready to let you go.”

      “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready to let you go, sweetness,” Kiernan said, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. I lifted my gaze and met his, breaking into a beaming smile.

      “You’re definitely all light, baby. Never let anyone take that away,” he said, staring at me. His lips tilted up. “Even me if I’m being an idiot.”

      I laughed and leaned forward, looping my arms around his neck. “Deal,” I whispered. “Are you hungry?” I asked, a blush rising on my neck and cheeks.

      “Yeah, but not for spaghetti.” He smirked and picked me up from my chair, putting me on the table. He flicked the button of my jeans open and dragged my jeans down my legs. I lifted my shirt, tossing it away, not wanting to waste a second. He stood up, shedding his shirt and jeans before leaning over me and taking my mouth in a heated kiss. It was all tongues and passion and unsaid promises.

      His lips trailed down my neck to the tops of my breasts. He peeled down the cups of my bra and took a nipple into his mouth, keeping his gaze on mine. I arched my back and reached around, unhooking my bra before flinging it aside. Kiernan’s fingers skimmed down my sides and pulled my panties down my legs. He got rid of his briefs a moment later and bent to grab a condom from his jeans.

      I grabbed his hand and shook my head. “I’m on birth control. I…I trust you,” I said softly.

      His eyes heated and he nodded before covering me with his body and kissing me again. A kiss I felt down to my toes. Kiernan’s fingers found my clit and slid lower to my entrance. “You’re so wet,” he said, nibbling along my neck.

      I nodded. “I need you. Now. Please, Kiernan.”

      One second I was empty, and the next Kiernan slammed into me. We were a frenzy of movement. A bowl of spaghetti crashed to the floor, but Kiernan didn’t stop. I met every thrust with a roll of my hips.

      “I’ll never hurt you again,” Kiernan promised.

      My nails raked down his back, and his fingers circled my clit. His tongue swept into my mouth. I was consumed with Kiernan. In this moment, he was all I saw. All I tasted, felt, heard, and smelled. I loved every second and didn’t want this moment to end, but I couldn’t stop the orgasm that was crashing into me.

      “Fuck,” he groaned. I threw my head back and came on a cry of his name. He followed me a minute later with my name on his lips.
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      The wind snapped the door back, after I yanked it open, and it hit the side of the building. I was on a mission. Since the moment I’d dropped Caroline off at her clinic, I’d been moving with a purpose. I’d gunned my truck on the way to MarxMen. Most mornings I stopped by the desk to check in with whoever was manning it, but this morning, I didn’t even offer a chin lift. Roman’s office was my destination, and I wasn’t going to stop for anything else.

      My boots squeaked against the coated and stained concrete floor. Every thud was a warning to Roman that I was coming and a reminder to myself of my new priorities. All it took for a man to shift his way of thinking, his entire way of life, was for the woman he was meant to be with almost walking away and the knowledge that she’d forgiven him. When I’d woken up with Caroline in my arms and our legs tangled together that morning, I’d known I’d sacrifice anything to keep her in my life.

      I entered Roman’s office without knocking, shut the door firmly behind me, and stood in front of his desk with my legs shoulder width apart and my arms crossed over my chest. A ghost of a smile flickered over his face.

      “Are we doing this?”

      I nodded once.

      “About damn time,” he muttered under his breath, sitting up in his chair and tossing the pen he was holding onto his large matte black desk. Most of MarxMen was modern, sleek, and done in tones of blacks and grays. Roman’s desk was the only matte piece in the building. He gestured to the charcoal leather chair across from him. I sat, keeping my arms crossed over my chest.

      In our years of friendship and brotherhood, I’d never laid down an ultimatum. We were usually on the same page. Our relationship was set in stone. He was the broody and cocky man who needed to be in control, and I was the guy that poked at him until he cracked. I knew he had my back, and there wasn’t another man I would trust to keep me alive under fire, but I wouldn’t be playing by his rules anymore.

      Friendship or not.

      Brotherhood or not.

      Caroline was mine and that’s the way it would stay. I wasn’t going to wait until the man who was after her was caught. Life was too short and too much could happen. I’d live the rest of my life in regret if I let a day pass without the knowledge that she was mine and something happened to her. I shook that thought away. Nothing would happen to her. I wouldn’t allow it.

      “I’m with Caroline. I have been for a while, and that’s not going to change. I don’t give a fuck about the rule. If you have an issue with it, I’ll quit.” I lifted one shoulder in a casual shrug.

      Roman arched one eyebrow. “And if you quit, what would you do?”

      I shrugged again. “Open my own firm or become a cop. I don’t know, but I’d figure it out.”

      “You couldn’t be a cop,” Roman said, leaning back in his chair and bringing his hands behind his head. He shook his head once. “You fucking hate red tape more than I do.”

      “I’d do anything to be with her. Even if that means dealing with red tape and spending the rest of my career filling out paperwork.”

      “You hate paperwork.”

      I snorted. “I know. She’s worth it.”

      “You love her,” Roman stated, readjusting himself again. He propped his elbows on his desk and steepled his fingers, staring at me. Waiting for me to either confirm or refute his statement.

      I hadn’t told Caroline I loved her. I’d never been in love. Hell, I think the bastard sitting across from me was the first person I’d actually cared enough about to love, but the brotherly love I felt for Roman was a far cry from the all-consuming ache I felt with Caroline.

      I loved my friends. I didn’t have trouble saying that.

      I wasn’t sure I was ready to say I loved Caroline, but I knew I couldn’t imagine a day without her, and when I pictured a future, she was the future.

      “I haven’t said those three little words to her,” I said before pausing for a moment and adding one final word. “Yet.”

      I uncrossed my arms and leaned back in the chair, propping my feet on Roman’s desk. He reached across and hit my boot with his hand. “Dammit, Kiernan, get your fuckin’ feet off my desk.”

      I didn’t move them, just waited for him to tell me if I was sticking around or choosing between a life in uniform and opening up a new business. “Jackass,” Roman muttered. I smiled.

      “When are you going to get it through your thick skull?” Roman asked.

      “Get what through my thick skull?” I snarled.

      “That you’re my brother. Have been for a long damn time. That’s not ever changing.”

      I stayed silent and watched him. I knew he was my brother. I knew he’d risk his life for me, and I’d do the same for him and his family. I had always considered him my brother, but I wasn’t sure I’d ever considered myself to be his. Roman pinched the bridge of his nose for a moment before meeting my gaze again.

      “Do I want you breaking the rules we have in place for a reason? No. Of course not. But it’s not like you’ve ever listened to me. Didn’t listen to me in Afghanistan. Sure as hell didn’t listen to me when we were stateside and opening up MarxMen. And you don’t listen to me now either.”

      I chuckled and shrugged. It was true. I couldn’t deny it. I’d always listened to his instructions and then put my own twist on it. Usually to his annoyance, which only added to my fun.

      “I only need you to be honest with me. Well, that and finally invest in MarxMen. I wanted you to when we started it, and I want you to now. It’s ridiculous that you haven’t.”

      “I didn’t want the responsibility,” I said.

      He arched his brow again. “You took it on anyway.”

      I licked my lips, dropping my feet to the floor and leaning my elbows on my knees. I nodded slowly. “Alright. I’ll invest. Some things I was spending money on, I no longer am.”

      “Does that mean you aren’t sending money to your parents anymore?” Roman asked. I met his gaze and turned my head to the side. I’d never talked about my home life. Caroline was the first person I’d told.

      “I’ve known all along,” Roman said and smirked. “Think you’re the only one who can dig into another person?”

      “That’s not right,” I said.

      He scoffed. “Sure. Like when you masterminded and helped Caleb feed me information about Harper when I was trying to move on and thought she was better off without me.”

      “That’s different,” I said. “You were being an idiot, and you always belonged with Harper.”

      “And you were being an idiot for helping feed your dad’s addiction for so long. You haven’t answered me. Are you done sending money?”

      I cleared my throat and stared at the picture on Roman’s desk. It was of him, Harper, and Caden the day Caden was born. I looked at the next frame. My lips tilted up on the sides. It was me, Roman, and Caden at a baseball game. The hat on Caden’s head was too big for him, and he was holding cotton candy that was smeared all over his face.

      Roman truly had always been my family.

      “Yeah, I told my mom I was done. That she was welcome to contact me if she left my father. I gave her a large lump sum and said that’s it.”

      Roman nodded. “How much?”

      I sighed, shaking my head. “Seventy-five grand.”

      Roman whistled. “You did the right thing. Consider that your first investment in MarxMen. Getting them off of you is probably the second best thing you’ve ever done. I’m proud of you.”

      I laughed, uneasy with the compliment. Roman wasn’t the type to lavish praise on people, so coming from him it meant a lot. “What’s the first? Reconnecting you with Harper?”

      Roman shook his head. “No, that was all me.”

      I laughed. “Sure, whatever you tell yourself.”

      “The first is Caroline. She’s good for you. I don’t even know her, and I can already tell that. Bring her to dinner.”

      “I don’t know if she’ll be up for that after yesterday.”

      Roman scoffed. “It’s not really an option. When I tell my pregnant wife Kiernan is with someone, she’ll have the whole thing set up, and you’ll be there whether you like it or not. Or Harper will bring the whole party to you. You know she will. And what my pregnant wife asks for, she gets.”

      I laughed. “I’ll ask and see. I’ll run away with Caroline to some remote island if she’s not ready to have dinner with everyone.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past Harper to find you,” Roman said and grinned. “You are our family, Kiernan. You’re our son’s godfather and our future daughter’s godfather. If Caroline is yours, that means she’s ours too. If she makes you happy, then she’s already my sister.”

      I nodded. “She’ll come to dinner,” I muttered.
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      Kiernan cupped my knee and squeezed before rubbing his thumb along the inside of my knee. “It’s going to be okay, sweetness.”

      “I’m meeting your family,” I said and released a long breath. “And when you told me that they would like to have dinner sometime, I didn’t really expect for it to be two days later. I got home late and we’re going to be late.”

      Kiernan shrugged. “So we’re a little late. It’s not a big deal. I promise.” He took his eyes off the winding road in front of him and winked at me. We were driving a little outside the Austin city limits to Liam and Savannah’s house. They lived on the lake. “And Harper works fast. She probably wanted to have the party that night, but Roman bought us a few days.”

      I smoothed my hand down the front of the dress I was wearing. It was a little cool tonight, the first hints of fall blowing in. I had on a burgundy sweater dress, with short sleeves and a deep v in the front, paired with tan suede booties. The dress was a little tighter than I normally wore and hugged my form. “You look beautiful,” Kiernan said.

      He pulled into a long driveway leading up to a stunning house with large windows. Kiernan helped me from his truck and grabbed the Crock-Pot from the back seat. I grabbed the flowers I’d brought for Savannah and took a deep breath.

      “I promise it will be alright. Besides you brought queso, who couldn’t like you after that?”

      I chuckled and shook my head. “Here’s hoping,” I said.

      Kiernan led us up the front walkway and to the door. We stood there for a moment before he leaned down and whispered, lifting the Crock-Pot a little bit. “My hands are full, sweetness. You’re going to have to knock.”

      I raised my fist and knocked on the door. It swung open a second later. I’d already met Harper and Ava and knew they were stunning beyond belief. What was it with these people? The brunette woman standing in the doorway, with a large smile on her face and emerald-green eyes, was drop-dead gorgeous. I swallowed and smiled.

      “You must be Caroline. I’m Savannah,” she said. “It’s so good to meet you.”

      She opened her arms for a hug. I hugged her back before handing her the flowers. “These are for you. Thank you for having me. I hope it’s alright, but I brought some queso since I knew we were having enchiladas.”

      Savannah’s eyes lit up. “That’s perfect! Come on in. Hey, Ki Ki,” Savannah said and stood on her tiptoes to press a quick kiss on Kiernan’s cheek.

      Kiernan groaned. “Only the kids are allowed to call me that,” he muttered.

      Savannah looped her arm through mine and brought me into her living room. She had gray couches with touches of blue throughout the room, and the back wall was floor-to-ceiling windows with a view of the lake. The sun was dipping below the horizon, and she had the perfect view in her living room. I looked over my shoulder at Kiernan.

      “I’m going to set this down. I’ll be right back,” he said, planting a swift kiss on my lips.

      “I’ve got her,” Savannah said, waving Kiernan away. She stopped in front of the couch. “Ready for a lot of names? We’re a pretty big group.”

      Harper and Ava were sitting on the couch with two other women, who were just as pretty. One was holding a baby. “This is Harper, Ava, Iris, and Tate. Those three rugrats running around are Caden and Avery. Caden is Harper’s and Avery is mine. Lilly is Ava’s. And Iris is holding little baby Wren. All the men are outside, but this is probably easier instead of you meeting everyone all at once. When it happened to Ava, she was a little freaked.”

      Ava scrunched her nose. Her deep blue eyes were wide as she nodded. “It’s so true! There were so many of them, and I wasn’t expecting it.”

      I chuckled and waved at them. “It’s great to meet y’all.”

      “Uncle Ki Ki!” Avery shouted. I turned and watched Kiernan come into the room, bending to scoop up Avery. He tossed her in the air and caught her.

      “Hey, pretty girl,” he said and set her on his waist. He strode to my side. “Avery, this is Caroline. Caroline, this is Avery, my best girl.”

      I smiled. Avery didn’t smile as she stared at me. “Are you Uncle Ki Ki’s girlfriend?”

      “She is,” Kiernan said.

      Avery frowned and stared at him hard. “Does that mean I won’t be your best girl anymore?”

      He scoffed. “You’ll always be my best girl. She’s my woman. Get it?”

      “No,” Avery said.

      I laughed and she swung her gaze to me, watching me intently. “Guess what Caroline’s job is?”

      “What?” Avery asked.

      “She works with puppies all day,” he said and opened his eyes really wide. Avery gasped and turned back to me, but this time with a wide smile on her face.

      “Puppies?”

      I nodded. “Sure do.”

      “Can I have one?”

      Savannah swooped in, taking Avery from Kiernan’s arms, and set her on the ground. Savannah kneeled in front of her. “The puppies she works with belong to other people, so you can’t have one of those.”

      “Can I get my own puppy?”

      “Me too,” Caden shouted.

      “Well, that backfired,” Kiernan muttered and I chuckled, stepping to his side. He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and kissed the top of my head.

      “No puppies,” Roman said as he came into the living room with a trail of men behind him. I didn’t know what kind of water this group was drinking, but each of them was gorgeous. The men matched the women.

      Savannah stepped back up to my side. “Ready for some more?”

      I nodded and smiled at her. “Yes.”

      “That’s Liam, he’s mine. The huge guy in the back is James, that’s Tate’s husband. Roman belongs to Harper. The one with the gorgeous eyes is Callan. I think you’ve met Maddox?”

      I nodded. “Yes, briefly. Hi. It’s nice to meet y’all.”

      By the time the night was wrapping up, I was blown away by Kiernan’s group of friends. They were funny and sweet. The women had embraced me openly, and we made plans to go to a self-defense class at James’s gym. Each person there was worried for me and offered to help in whatever way they could.

      I blew out a breath when I was inside Kiernan’s  truck. My heart was filled with warmth. “Not so bad, huh?” Kiernan asked as he slid behind the wheel.

      “You’re really lucky,” I said. “They’re all wonderful.”

      He nodded. “You’re lucky now too.” He lifted my hand to his lips and pressed a soft kiss on the inside of my wrist. Every moment I was spending with him, I was falling deeper and deeper.
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      “I think he’s worked out well today,” I said. Dr. Asher Townsend was my top candidate for a second vet. He’d been working throughout the day on a working interview. We’d seen each patient together, but I was probably going to let him take the last one of the day by himself.

      “That’s great, Caroline,” Kiernan said. He smiled at me. “I’m glad that you’ll finally have some help around here. You’ve been completely slammed, and I don’t know how you’ve managed this schedule for this long without some help.”

      I sighed. “It’s been really hard, but I’m ready for the extra hands. I can even work on some paperwork before the end of the day and might not have to take it home.”

      “Have any idea what to do with your newfound freedom?” Kiernan asked, his lips tugging up at the corners. I tapped the side of my cheek in thought.

      “Hm,” I mumbled. “Assist Daphne at some photoshoots. I think I have a knack for rubbing baby oil on muscles so they’ll really pop in photos.”

      Kiernan growled and I grinned wickedly. I shot him a wink. “What do you think? I think Daphne could for sure use some help.”

      “Sweetness, unless it’s me she’s photographing…you aren’t rubbing your hands on anyone else’s muscles but mine. You feel like rubbing some muscles?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “I’m right here, baby,” he said, gesturing to himself, and patted his stomach, laughing. I snickered and shook my head.

      “Maybe I’ll teach Pepper Jack to go five houses on a walk in the neighborhood. Have a girls’ night with Savannah and the girls. Babysit for Harper, Savannah, Iris, or Ava. Hang out with Daphne.” I shrugged. My options were endless.

      Kiernan arched a brow. “Think you’ll have any time in that busy schedule for me?”

      “I might,” I said.

      “What if I whisked you off to an island vacation. Would you have time for me then?”

      “Most definitely,” I said.

      He shook his head and tried to smother his grin. “So I’ll have to bribe you to be with me?”

      “Maybe sometimes,” I said, winking. He shot me a wink back. He knew he’d never have to entice me with anything to spend even a second with him. But I definitely wouldn’t mind being on a beach with him and forgetting all our troubles.

      Kiernan closed his laptop. He was still working at my office every day, still convinced he needed to be my twenty-four-seven bodyguard. It had been quiet for three weeks, without a peep from the person targeting me. There was a part of me hoping Kiernan and Maddox were wrong and I wasn’t the next target for this guy. That the person who was harassing me was not the serial murderer taking brunette female doctors in Austin.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer Kiernan would be able to work at my office. He insisted he could work everywhere, but he’d officially bought into MarxMen and probably needed to put in some face time with his teams there.

      Pepper Jack groaned and stood to stretch. He’d been cooped up with Kiernan in my office all day, and he was starting to become antsy. Even though he’d slept through most of the day, he didn’t like being contained to this small space.

      “I’m done for the day,” Kiernan said. “I’ll take Pepper Jack on a walk. You can work on paperwork, and try to let Dr. Townsend handle the last patient by himself without you peeking in.”

      I pursed my lips. I had planned to peep inside the exam room while Dr. Townsend was alone for the first time today. I’d let him take lead all day while I’d monitored him, but how did I know for sure he was the person I wanted to hire if I didn’t know how he acted when I wasn’t around? I still had some anxiety about trusting someone else with a portion of my practice. I’d worked my ass off to earn the reputation I had and was worried that could crumble if I made the wrong decision.

      So far, it didn’t seem like it. Dr. Townsend had been my number one choice after the interviews, though I had two other candidates that I thought could also do well. I’d brought each in for a working interview. While the others were good, Asher had a special knack for this type of work. He was clearly born to do this.

      “I won’t peek,” I said. Kiernan stood up, raising his arms above his head in a stretch. His shirt rode up, teasing me with a view of his abs.

      He strode around the desk and bent to kiss me. “I’ll be back in a few.”

      Kiernan grabbed Pepper Jack’s leash. There was a small park around the corner where they would walk. As long as it wasn’t past houses, Pepper Jack enjoyed walks. He trotted over to Kiernan, wagging his tail frantically. He was picking up each paw and putting it down like he was dancing. I rubbed one of my hands down the side of his body. “Have fun, boys,” I said before stepping to the sinks to wash my hands.

      I glanced to my side. Toby was in the server room running monthly maintenance and a manual backup in case the automatic servers failed. I waved at him with a soapy hand. He smiled and lifted his chin before turning back to work, and I rinsed my hands.

      I found Dr. Townsend around the corner, outside the patient rooms, reading a chart on the tablet. He was in navy-blue scrubs and had some scruff along his jaw. He was young, but he seemed to fit in well with the clients and with my staff.

      “Dr. Townsend,” I said.

      “Call me Asher, please,” he said.

      “Okay, Asher. How’d you enjoy the day?”

      He smiled and leaned against the wall, crossing one foot over the other and bringing the tablet down to his waist, giving me his full attention. “Your practice is great. The clients love you, the staff is excellent. Efficient, hard workers, but also relaxed and easy to talk to. I’d truly love to work here.”

      “That’s really wonderful to hear,” I said. I mentally added drafting up a hiring proposal for Asher to my to-do list; I’d do it while he was with the last patient. Most of the staff had already cleared out for the day. There were only a couple of us left, and as soon as the last patient left, I would too. For the first time in a long time, I wasn’t staying after everyone else was gone, and I was leaving work behind at work.

      “I thought you could take this last patient by yourself and meet me in my office afterwards to discuss.” Asher was the first working interviewee that I was leaving to their own devices. The others I hadn’t even left alone with one patient; I’d shadowed them all day. That may not seem huge, but for me, it was.

      “That would be great. Thank you for trusting me,” he said. He brought up the chart. “It’s Mitzy Evans. Anything I need to know that’s not in the chart?”

      I shook my head. “It’s all there, and besides, I want you to get a feel for working without my interpretation or influence. This one is all you, Asher.”

      He laughed. “I’m not sure whether I’m excited or nervous, but this is what I’ve been hoping for.”

      “Good luck,” I said. “See you soon.”

      I strolled back down the hallway toward my office, straightening up some of the workplace areas as I went. I stopped at the kennels housing the pups that were staying with us. Alicia and a couple of other vet techs would trade off nights coming to check on them. I gave each animal a treat before heading to my office to write up a proposal for Asher and get in some paperwork.

      I sat in my office chair, opened my computer, and brought up the local comparisons I’d been looking into when considering how much to offer Asher. I typed up the offer and hit print, feeling excited. I was ready to have some more free time. Time to spend with Kiernan, Daphne, and my new group of friends.

      Toby knocked on the doorframe. “Yours is the last computer to back up. Are you ready?”

      “Sure,” I said. I was about to stand up when I remembered that I wanted to ask about the scheduling features on the software. “I have a quick question though.”

      Toby walked into my office and around my desk to see what I was pointing out. I opened my mouth to explain, but I froze as I felt a sharp pinch in the side of my neck. I looked up at Toby. He was smiling.

      “Toby?”

      He was starting to become blurry and, only a moment later, everything faded.
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      I’d been joking when I’d talked about whisking Caroline away on a beach vacation, but now I couldn’t get it out of my mind. Caroline in a bikini, a getaway with just the two of us. I knew I was in love with her and was waiting for the right time to tell her. A beach could be the perfect spot. I wasn’t sure how I could convince her to take some time off work, but even a quick weekend trip would be perfect.

      Pepper Jack tugged on the leash, veering off the path and toward the trash can. I redirected him back to the path, away from whatever food he was smelling in the trash that he wanted to go digging for.

      We walked a few laps on the trail. I glanced at my phone. The last appointment should be wrapping up soon, and it was about time to close up the office. I led Pepper Jack back toward Caroline’s clinic, pushed open the back door, and went straight into Caroline’s office.

      I laughed when I walked in. She wasn’t in there. Either she couldn’t resist peeking in on Dr. Townsend to see how he did when he was alone with a patient or he’d needed her help with something. I figured it was the former, and I should’ve known she wouldn’t be able to hold out.

      I unleashed Pepper Jack, and he drank water from his bowl before plopping down on his bed for another nap. I shook my head and sat in front of my laptop, opening it and bringing up a travel site. I’d never told a woman I loved her. I hoped Caroline would be the only person I ever shared that with, so I wanted this to be perfect. And once the idea had been planted in my head that I should do it on a beach, there was no other option.

      I heard a door open and shoes squeaking against the tile, closer and closer to Caroline’s office. I exited the website I was researching vacations on and smiled, waiting for Caroline to appear. The smile slid off my face when Dr. Townsend knocked on the doorframe.

      “Is Dr. Conroy in here?” he asked. “She told me to meet with her when I was done with the patient.”

      “She wasn’t with you?” I asked, slowly rising from my chair.

      Dr. Townsend’s brow furrowed and he frowned. “No, she let me handle the last patient by myself and told me to meet her in her office.”

      I stalked past him and looked up and down the hall. “Caroline?” I called out. I took a left, heading toward the front of the office. “Caroline?” I called again.

      There was no answer from her. Each door I passed, I opened. All the examination rooms were empty with the lights off. The break room was empty. “Caroline?” I called again, a little louder this time.

      My heart started to pound and I jogged to the lobby. The receptionist was closing out of computer programs and shutting down for the day. “Have you seen Caroline?” I asked.

      She turned toward me, smiling. “Nope. Last time I saw her, she was in her office, and Toby was making his way over there. Hers was the last computer to back up. Have you checked in her office?”

      I didn’t answer her and ran back to the office. Dr. Townsend was still standing there, waiting for Caroline to show, but I was scared that she wouldn’t. I opened her computer and brought up the security cameras going back to the time that I’d left the office. I watched myself walk out with Pepper Jack at my side, and Caroline spoke to Dr. Townsend in the hallway outside of one of the examination rooms.

      “Is everything alright?” Dr. Townsend asked. His tone was worried and unsure.

      “Caroline isn’t here,” I said.

      “Did she leave?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer him. I was watching the footage closely. Caroline went back into her office, Toby left the server room, and then nothing. There was no activity in the hallways, in the lobby, or in either parking lot. Everything was empty and still.

      I rewound the footage and watched it again.

      And again.

      And again.

      On the fourth time watching the footage, I noticed a tiny glitch appear and reappear every few seconds. It wasn’t static or missing pixels. A fly landed on the rear parking lot camera, in same spot, every few seconds.

      “Son of a bitch,” I muttered. “They’re fucking looped.”

      “What?” Dr. Townsend asked. Again, I ignored him. I didn’t fucking have time to answer his questions. Caroline was missing. Someone had taken her, and I was going to find out who. I stood and grabbed my laptop. Pepper Jack left his bed and crossed the room to me. He was standing still, and his tail was sticking straight out. He looked like he was ready to pounce.

      I connected my laptop to Caroline’s computer and brought up the security footage’s memory, finding where it had been rewritten and someone had tried to erase data, but it wasn’t fully done with the code that was running.

      “Got you, motherfucker,” I whispered as I pulled up the footage that hadn’t yet been erased. It wasn’t much, but it had to have some type of answer. I played it, scanning each room until I spotted her.

      Toby carried an unconscious Caroline through the back door and loaded her into a car. Then the screen went black. “Fuck,” I yelled, slamming my fist down on the desk.

      I grabbed my phone, dialing Maddox as I stood to leave. I shot Dr. Townsend a look. His face was pale. He’d seen Caroline being taken as I watched it. “I need you to take Pepper Jack.” I rattled off my number and told him to message me his contact info. I rubbed a hand over Pepper Jack’s head quickly. “I’ll get her, I swear.”

      I ran out of the office, listening to the line ring as I waited for Maddox to answer. I hopped up into my truck just as he picked up. “Toby Spear. He is Caroline’s IT guy, and he just fucking kidnapped her from the office, while we were there. He’s getting more reckless, which means he’s getting more dangerous.”

      “I’ll work on getting a warrant for his place,” Maddox responded, and I heard typing in the background.

      “Get me his address,” I said. I was sitting in my truck, ready to pull out of the parking lot as soon as I knew whether to turn left or right.. “His fucking address,” I yelled into the phone and took it away from my ear, conferencing in Roman.

      “I can’t do that until there’s a warrant,” Maddox said. I heard his chair creak.

      Roman picked up. “Kiernan.”

      “Caroline was taken. Give me that fucking address, Maddox.”

      “I’m already working on the warrant, Kiernan. It’s in the works, when it’s done I will give you his address. We don’t even know if she’s there. We don’t know where he takes these women, but we will search his home and see if we can find answers. A judge is working on it.”

      “Maddox,” Roman growled.

      “We don’t even know where he takes the women when he kidnaps them. I will give you the address when we get the warrant,” Maddox repeated. I opened my mouth to argue, but his tone of voice changed. He was speaking low and quickly. “This is number three. The other vet was taken on the eighth.” He was giving me the address. My heart pounded as I typed it in. I knew Roman would have it too. “We can’t let there be a number four. Both bodies were found on a hill near a crest.”

      “Roman,” I said.

      “Got your back,” he responded. I hung up the phone and turned right toward Toby’s house, 384 Hill Crest. He was a technical mastermind, but he didn’t strike me as a guy who would be able to have multiple venues. I was betting that he took his victims to his house. I don’t know if it was the rational and logical part of me that had drawn that conclusion or just the fucking hope that I was right. I needed to be right.

      I swerved in and out of traffic, laying on the horn, desperate to get to Caroline. I took the gun out of the holster as I whipped my truck onto his street. I parked a few houses down, hopped out, and ran toward his front door, just as Roman was getting out of his car. I heard another car pull to a stop and knew that it was Maddox.

      I knew, whether he had the warrant yet or not, he’d be here. Playing as close to the line as he had to while doing everything he could to help me save Caroline.
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      My head was pounding and my eyelids were heavy. I blinked slowly, barely coming to. It took several moments to become fully aware of the space surrounding me. It was a dim room with large overhead lights that cast an eerie glow. The walls were cement cinderblock, and there wasn’t a single window. It almost looked like a basement, but I didn’t think any homes in Texas had basements.

      I tried to lift my arms. They ached and had fallen asleep. My mind was still fuzzy. I was bound to a chair, my hands duct taped behind my back and my feet tied to the legs of the chair.

      I slowly took in the room again, becoming more aware with every second that passed. My mind raced as I thought back to Toby sticking something into my neck.

      It was cold and damp in the room. I shivered. My heart was hammering inside my chest, and I could barely breathe as the panic started to set in. The anxiety only rose when I spotted Toby in the corner of the room, sitting in front of several monitors. Almost the entire wall was covered in computer screens. He sat there watching.

      There was footage of me playing. Videos he’d taken from my laptop, from the clinic, and even from that day at MarxMen. I wasn’t the only woman on the screens. I recognized Dr. Velasquez. And so many others. All with dark hair, most wearing scrubs. He was completely captivated by the screens.

      Were all those women past victims, or were they future victims?

      I gulped. I didn’t want to think about future victims, because that meant I was dead. Tears filled my eyes and I bit back a sob, refusing to make any noise. Toby didn’t know yet that I had woken up, and I wanted to keep it that way for as long as I could. I pulled against my restraints to check how tight they were and stopped before I could make a peep.

      I wouldn’t be able to break through the duct tape on strength alone. I’d need to find something sharp to help me cut it or something to rub against, to at least weaken the tape until I could forcefully rip through it.

      On the far side of the room, opposite from the wall of screens, was a metal surgery table with an operating room light hanging above it. I bit the inside of my cheek until it bled to stop myself from making any kind of noise. Images of what he could do if he got me on that table were drifting through my mind, and the possibilities seemed endless. I hated knowing that the other women had lived their last moments in absolute terror.

      Kiernan will come, I promised myself. He’ll be back at the office soon and realize I’m gone. He’ll figure it out and he will find me.

      I wanted to laugh. The past couple of weeks, I’d been too scared to tell Kiernan that I was in love with him, and now I might never get the chance. And those three simple words didn’t seem scary compared to this. The tears were rushing down my face, and it was becoming more difficult to stop every noise I wanted to make.

      I gritted my teeth as hard as I could. My molars ground together and I squeezed my eyes shut. I had to stay strong. Kiernan will come. I have to stay alive long enough for that. Long enough to tell him I love him.

      He will come, I repeated to myself. Unless…

      Toby had gotten to him before he left with Pepper Jack. Oh god, what if he’d hurt them? What if Kiernan was hurt somewhere? This time I couldn’t hold back the sob as it erupted from my chest. I shook my head. I knew he heard me, but I couldn’t look at him. Kiernan had to be okay. There was so much life we had left to live. Together.

      “You’re awake,” Toby said. I looked up to meet his eyes and flinched at the malice I saw in their depths. This wasn’t the guy I’d thought he was. He’d fooled me.

      Toby walked in a circle around me, shaking his head. “You were quite difficult, but once I had my sights set on you, I wasn’t going to let go. Hunters never quit until they have their prey.”

      Bile threatened to rise in my throat. I didn’t say a word, only watched him continue his circle around me, as he scanned me from head to toe as if I were a prized buck whose head he was hoping to mount on his wall.

      “Why are you doing this, Toby?” I finally asked.

      He stopped in front of me and grinned. He shrugged once. He grabbed the chair in front of his screens and a knife that was next to the keyboard. He sat down across from me, flipping the knife blade over handle and catching the handle perfectly each time. “Why not?” he asked.

      “Because it’s wrong,” I hissed.

      He threw his head back and laughed. He slapped his knee once as he continued to chuckle. When it subsided he watched me again. “Like I care about what you think is right and wrong. You’re the one that chose wrong. I give all of you an option.”

      “I didn’t choose this,” I hissed, trying to launch myself forward. Anger was coursing through my veins along with the fear. “I’d never choose this.”

      “But you did. I asked you out and you thought you were too good for me. Just like all the others. Every single one of you says no. If you’d have only said yes, you wouldn’t be in this position, and I could watch you without punishing you.”

      “Punish me,” I whispered in complete disbelief. “This is because I wouldn’t go on a date with you? You never truly even asked me on a date. You suggested we get lunch. That’s not asking me on a date.”

      “Would you have said yes?”

      I hesitated before answering. “No, I don’t date inside my workplace.”

      He laughed again and waved the knife in front of my face. I reared back, trying to get farther away from the tip of the blade. “Liar,” he seethed. “You’re dating that meathead and you hired him to find me. He’s good. He was so close a few times, but he couldn’t do it. And he won’t this time either. Well, at least not in time.”

      I gulped. “In time?”

      “I usually like to keep you for a few days, or until I tire of you, but again you like to ruin my plans. But I’m not going to quit or give up. I’d never do that. We won’t have much time together,” he said, frowning at me as if he were truly saddened by the prospect and expected me to be as well.

      “You’ll be gone and I’ll be gone by the time your little boyfriend figures it out. The best hunters always avoid being the prey,” he muttered almost to himself.

      I was shaking. I pulled on the duct tape binds again, hoping to loosen them even a fraction. I knew it wouldn’t work, but I had to try. I had to try anything.

      A loud crack like splintered wood sounded from upstairs and then thundering footfalls. I closed my eyes. It had to be Kiernan, or at least someone he’d sent. A small smile crossed my lips, and I opened my eyes to find Toby inches away from my face with the knife against my neck.

      “Don’t you fucking make a single sound,” he hissed at me before muttering to himself. “It wasn’t supposed to be this fast.”

      The sound of feet running through the house was echoing in the basement. They’d never think to check for a basement, because most houses in Texas don’t have them. I had to alert them somehow. I glanced at Toby and then the knife, weighing my odds. He was turned toward the door at the top of the basement stairwell. The knife was a few inches away from my neck now.

      I listened to the sounds upstairs, hoping I could time this just so. It was risky and it might end up costing my life, but if they caught him, he wouldn’t be able to hurt any other women. Ever.

      As the sounds grew closer to being directly overhead, I took a deep breath and released the loudest scream I could manage. Toby reared back a fist and hit me on my cheekbone. Black dots surfaced in my vision. Toby raised the knife overhead and brought it down into my stomach. I gasped and lurched forward as he pulled it out, bringing it overhead again just as the door at the top of the stairs burst open, letting light flow into the room.

      “Kiernan,” I whispered.
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      Caroline’s loud scream pierced the air. All three of us froze and looked around. “It’s coming from below,” I said. I scanned the walls, ran to a bookcase, and pulled on each of the books until I heard a click. I kicked in the hidden door behind the bookcase and ran down the stairs.

      Toby was hovering over Caroline with a knife raised in the air, ready to stab her. I held up my gun and fired. He jerked to the side, his blood splattering all over Caroline before he collapsed to the ground. Hopefully dead.

      Roman and Maddox were right behind me. “Make sure he’s dead,” I yelled and ran toward Caroline. Her stomach was bleeding. Her eyes filled with tears as they tracked me coming toward her.

      I stepped over Toby’s body and crouched in front of her, pressing my hands to her wound. Blood gushed over my fingers. “It’s going to be okay, sweetness,” I said quietly. “I promise.”

      Maddox kneeled next to Toby, checking his pulse. “Dead,” he muttered. I held out the gun I’d fired. He’d need it for evidence. He took it from me and I brushed Caroline’s cheek, wiping away a tear.

      “Ambulance is on the way,” Roman said, kneeling behind Caroline and slashing the binds with his knife. I held her wound, keeping pressure on the area, and stared into Caroline’s eyes.

      I kissed her. “I love you, Caroline,” I said.

      She nodded. “I love you too.” She tried to laugh, but it came out sounding choked and strained. “This wasn’t exactly how I imagined telling you.”

      “Me either. I was going to take you to the beach, strip you down to your bikini, and tell you while we made love in the ocean.”

      She smiled. “That would’ve been nice.”

      “Yeah,” I said and swung my gaze to Roman. “How far out?” I asked him.

      “Five minutes.”

      Footsteps pounded above us before cops started spilling down the stairs, their guns raised, and clearing the area. Roman and Maddox approached the officers. I didn’t move from Caroline’s side and continued to keep pressure. My hands were covered in blood, and she was growing paler.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I promised her again.

      “I kept thinking about how much I wanted to tell you that I love you,” she said. “It’s all I wanted. It doesn’t matter that it’s not the beach. I love you, Kiernan.”

      “I love you too, sweetness. Stay awake,” I said as her eyes started to drift closed. She opened her eyes slowly and started to slump to the side. Roman ran over and kept her upright in the chair.

      “Hi, Roman,” Caroline said quietly.

      “Hey, Caro. We’re getting you out of here any minute now, and they’ll fix you up. Good job screaming. You did good.”

      Her lips tipped up, and her nose scrunched as she frowned. I could barely breathe watching the woman I love in front of me suffering. I’d have done anything to take it away from her and switch positions. When she grimaced, my heart cracked in half.

      “You’re going to have to call my parents, aren’t you?”

      I chuckled lightly. “Definitely think it’s one of those times where they have to be called.”

      “Ick,” she said.

      The EMTs came running down the stairs with a backboard. One of them switched places with me, taking off the pressure as they bandaged her and prepared to transport. Once she was lying on the backboard, Caroline lifted her hand. “Kiernan?”

      I grasped her outstretched hand. “Right here, sweetness. I’m riding with you. I swear you won’t be alone. I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you before he hurt you. I’m sorry he took you. Please forgive me.”

      She shook her head. “It’s not your fault,” she said, her deep brown eyes connecting with mine. “You came for me. You found me.”

      “I’ll always come for you, Caroline,” I promised. The EMTs carried her up the stairs as I followed. She may not blame me, but the sight of her like this and the terrified scream that had ripped through the air would haunt me for the rest of my life. I blamed me. I’d promised her that she wouldn’t get hurt and that he’d never touch her, but he had. He’d found a way. I swallowed, my throat clogging with emotion, and my eyes burned.

      I hopped into the back of the ambulance after they loaded in Caroline. I kept her hand in mine and rubbed circles on the back of her hand the entire way to the hospital. I held her hand until it was ripped from me as they rushed her through the double doors and kept me back. My hands were still bloody, and I had blood on my clothes. Everybody in the emergency waiting room was staring at me, but I didn’t care. I stood there until Roman arrived and tugged me away, pushing me into a bathroom to wash the blood from my hands.

      I sat next to him in the waiting room, fidgeting as we waited for answers. I called her parents, letting them know that Caroline had been hurt. I gave them the facts and hung up before they could respond. From what I knew of them, I didn’t like them and didn’t care to hear any of the potential bullshit.

      Daphne ran into the emergency room, finding me. I stood and hugged her. “No information yet. We’re still fucking waiting,” I growled.

      My group of friends trailed in a few minutes later, except for Maddox. He was stuck at the station dealing with the bullshit and what had happened. I knew he was keeping it away from Caroline and me as long as he could.

      I wasn’t the one injured, but I still felt as if my entire life was hanging in the balance as I waited on news about Caroline. I wanted to knock down those damn doors and find her, stay by her side, and promise her that it would be okay.

      For now, I had to stay here and wait.
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      “Austin wasn’t the first town he’d done this in,” Kiernan said, stroking my hand. I was lying in bed in an itchy hospital gown, just waking up. I’d been in and out, but too drowsy to ask what I’d been wondering—how long had Tony been hurting women? “He was in Little Rock before this and Mobile before Little Rock.”

      I shook my head, my heart twinging at the women who had been lost. But the others who were on the screens, the ones I’d guessed correctly were future victims, were now safe. My heart broke for the families of those who’d died, but they now had at least a little bit of closure, and the monster who had taken their loved ones was gone forever.

      I couldn’t even find a little bit of sympathy for him. I didn’t want to.

      Kiernan sighed. “You will have to give a statement to the police, but Maddox is holding them off and letting you recover. He told them that you’re still sleeping, but it’ll have to happen soon.”

      I nodded. “Will you come with me?”

      “Always, sweetness. I have to give mine too. I wasn’t leaving your side.”

      My mom scoffed. “Were you going to tell us that you are dating someone?”

      I shrugged and winced when the movement lifted my abdomen. “Eventually, I guess.”

      “It’s important news. You’d think you’d want to share it with your family.”

      My gaze swept over the room. My father was sitting in a chair with his head tilted toward the TV hanging in the corner of the room. Katrina was tapping away on her phone, not bothering to look up. My mother was sitting next to my father in a pristine outfit, with her arms crossed over her chest and legs crossed at the ankle. Kiernan was by my bedside, holding my hand, and Daphne was on the other side glaring at my mother.

      “She’s had more important matters happening in her life. How about instead of scolding her for not telling you about her man, you ask how she’s feeling after she was just stabbed by a man trying to murder her?” Kiernan seethed. He shook his head and turned back to me. I grimaced.

      “Everyone has been here to see you. They’ve been in the waiting room, but they’ll only allow so many back here. When we go home and you’re up for it, they’d like to come visit.”

      “I’d like that,” I said.

      “Pretty sure they’re all planning for us to never cook again. Harper organized a food schedule for them to bring us dinners and stuff. I told them they didn’t have to, that I’d take care of you, but I’m sure you’re getting to know them and know they didn’t listen to a word I said.”

      I chuckled and held my side. A doctor hadn’t come by yet since I’d been awake, so I didn’t know what had happened or what damage had been done. The doctor had been waiting for me to wake up before giving the full details, since Kiernan had claimed he was more family to me than my parents.

      “They’re sweet,” I said, talking about the girls in the group. I wanted Daphne to meet them. I knew she’d like them and would fit in just as well as I did. “Harper should be at home preparing to have her baby. She’s due any day now.”

      Kiernan snorted. “I know. Roman is dragging her home, but she argued that if she goes into labor while checking on you, she’s in good hands because she’s already at the hospital.”

      I bit my lip to keep from laughing. I didn’t want to flinch. Every time I did, Kiernan winced. A man in black scrubs strolled into the room. “It’s good to see you awake, Ms. Conroy. I’m Dr. Murphy. How are you feeling?”

      “Sore and tired,” I said. “What happened?”

      “You were quite lucky for the most part. The stab wound caused a lot of blood loss and nicked your appendix. So you had surgery to remove that, but it missed all other organs. It could’ve been much worse. It’s the blood loss that is making you tired. Your body is working hard to replenish it. You’ll need to take it easy and rest. Allow others to help you. The more you rest and take care of yourself right now, the better you’ll start to feel. I’m discharging you with the promise that you’ll rest.”

      “I’ll make sure she does,” Kiernan said, lifting my hand and kissing the back of it.

      “Thank you, Dr. Murphy.”

      He nodded and exited just as fast as he’d come. I sighed, a weight lifting off of my shoulders. I wasn’t going to miss my appendix, and I was grateful I hadn’t been hurt in any other way.

      “I suppose your fat roll came in handy for something,” my mother said, snickering. “The knife had so much to go through, you were practically uninjured.”

      Kiernan froze and started turning red. “Kiernan,” I said quietly, “just ignore her.” He shook his head and slowly turned toward my mother. Then he stood up and stared her down.

      My mother rolled her eyes. “It was only a joke. My goodness, he’s just like you, can’t handle a joke. I guess it is a match made in heaven.”

      I shook my head. It really wasn’t worth Kiernan getting angry. For the first time in as long as I could remember, her jab at me didn’t hurt at all. Even when I’d trained myself to let it roll off my back, I’d still felt bruised, just not as battered as before. Right now, though, I felt nothing as she made fun of me even while in a hospital bed. I squeezed Kiernan’s hand and he turned to face me. When his jade-green eyes landed on me, I smiled.

      It was because of him and his encouragement to find my confidence and worth that I was able to ignore those jabs.

      “You may be okay, sweetness, but I’m not,” he said quietly to me and turned back to my mother. “You will never speak to Caroline like that again.”

      “I’m her mother, you can’t tell me how to speak to my own daughter.”

      Kiernan scoffed. “I can and I will. I’m going to marry her and have babies with her. You may have raised her, but she’s amazing in spite of you, not because of you. My role in her life will far outweigh yours so, yes, I can tell you how you are not allowed to speak to her.”

      My heart fluttered. I wanted to marry Kiernan one day and have babies with him, wanted to experience what life had to offer for two people madly and insanely in love with each other. I glanced at Daphne. She fanned herself, and I bit my lip to stop myself from laughing. Her eyes were shining. She stood and leaned over to whisper in my ear. “I’m so glad you have a good man, honey. You deserve the world. Let him stand his ground and stand up for you. It’s taken way too long for someone to do it.”

      My eyes welled with tears, but I nodded and returned my attention to Kiernan and my mother.

      “If you do speak to her like that or are rude and try to call it a joke, if you hurt her in any way, she won’t be in your life. You won’t know your grandkids, even though I’d bet they would be better for it. Caroline is beautiful and perfect. You can get the hell out of here. I’ve got it from here.”

      Kiernan turned his back on her. She was gaping like a fish and fuming. Her cold glare turned to me for a moment before she stood and stomped out of the room, my sister following a moment later.

      My dad groaned as he stood from the chair. “Take care, sweetheart. You’ve got a good man here,” he said and followed my sister and mother.

      I didn’t know if they’d listen to Kiernan and treat me better or if that was the end of my relationship with my family. Right now, I wasn’t sure I cared either way. The room was much calmer after they left. A nurse came by with the discharge paperwork. Kiernan pushed me in a wheelchair to the exit with Daphne on my left. “When do you want me to tell everyone to come to our house?” Kiernan asked.

      “Our house?” Daphne asked. “Since when is it y’all’s house?”

      “I’m moving in with Caroline,” Kiernan said, still strolling at a leisurely pace toward the hospital exit. I turned in the chair and looked up at him.

      “You’re moving in with me.”

      He looked down, meeting my gaze, and grinned. “Yeah, I’m moving in. The guys are moving all my stuff right now. Should be there by the time we get home.”

      “What?” I said.

      “Sweetness, I practically live there anyway. Pepper Jack respects your house. That fucker may be dead, but I’m still not ready to let you out of my sight. You have the better security system. We’re safer there.”

      “So you’re just telling me? And not asking?”

      Kiernan shrugged. “Are you saying you don’t want to live with me?”

      I opened my mouth and closed it again. That definitely wasn’t what I was saying. I didn’t want Kiernan to go home. I’d gotten used to his body next to mine while I slept. I loved seeing his green eyes first thing in the morning. I loved coming home to a snoozing Pepper Jack and Harmonica curled up and cuddled together. “No, I’m not saying I don’t want you to live with me.”

      “So you do want me to move in?” Kiernan grinned at me again.

      “Yes,” I answered, matching his smile with one of my own. He dipped down, pressing a kiss against my dimple.

      “Problem solved,” he said. “I’m just doing what the doctor ordered, making sure you rest. I’ll make the decisions for a while.”

      I laughed and held my side. It didn’t matter that it ached as I laughed, I couldn’t help the joy that was spreading through my heart.
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      I’d heard parents say it about their kids, but it was true for my dog too. When the house becomes suspiciously quiet—that’s the time to worry and find them to see what trouble they’re getting into. I woke from a nap and couldn’t hear Pepper Jack’s snores or the jingle of his collar as he moved around.

      It was quiet. Too quiet.

      I rubbed my eyes and rose from the couch. I’d fallen asleep waiting for Caroline to come home. I had dinner prepared, just needed to throw it in the oven when she walked through the door. I opened the sliding glass patio door and checked the yard to make sure he wasn’t out there. Had I forgotten and left him outside somehow? A breeze blew in, so I left the patio doors open. I walked down the hallway and poked my head in the office. He wasn’t in there, but Harmonica was in her window swing. She had one in almost every room and liked changing her view.

      Next I opened the door to the guest bedroom. Pepper Jack could open doors. He’d never closed one behind him, but I wouldn’t put it past him to learn a new trick. Next I checked our bedroom, and that’s when I heard the slight jingle of his collar. I walked around the bed and then into the bathroom and finally the closet. The door was partially cracked. I opened it and tensed.

      Pepper Jack was lying in the walk-in closet with a navy-blue velvet ring box between his paws and was chewing on the outside. “Pepper Jack,” I yelled. “Leave it! Drop it!”

      I’d picked up Caroline’s engagement ring one week ago and was still deciding how I wanted to propose to her. I didn’t want to wait too long, but I wanted it to be a moment she would remember and cherish forever. Something that would always make her smile.

      Pepper Jack stood with the ring box in his mouth. I gulped as he stared at me. His jowls twitched and I narrowed my eyes. I swore that was a smirk aimed at me. “Drop it!” I yelled again. The front of his body lowered to the ground slightly with his butt sticking straight up in the air. He eyed me for a moment and took off like a rocket. I dove for him but missed.

      I ran after him. “Drop it, Pepper Jack! Leave it!”

      He ran around the coffee table and stopped. I slowly approached and launched my arm out to grab his collar. He swerved and took off again. His tail wagged as he ran through the house with me chasing him. I stopped in the kitchen, panting, grabbing a treat and waving it. This was pure bribery, but I didn’t care. I needed to get that box before he ate the ring that was inside. Or hell, swallowed the whole damn box. “Want a treat?” His tail wagged harder and he sat on his hind legs, his tail thumping against the kitchen tile. He dropped the ring box, and I dove for it at the same time he did.

      Pepper Jack snatched it up in his mouth and took off through the open patio doors into the backyard. I chased him through the doors and down the deck stairs. We were having a face-off in the middle of the yard.

      “Drop it!” I yelled and flung myself at Pepper Jack. I caught him, but he was twisting his head away from me, keeping the ring box firmly in his mouth.

      “What’s going on out here?” Caroline asked. My gaze whipped to hers. She was standing on the back deck with her hands on her hips. She walked down the steps and into the yard. Pepper Jack wrestled free from me and ran to Caroline.
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      Pepper Jack sprinted toward me with something in his mouth. He dropped it at my feet, and I bent to rub behind his ears. He licked my cheek and sat next to me with a wagging tail. I picked up the slimy item from the ground and looked at it.

      It was a small navy-blue velvet wrapped box. It was coated in Pepper Jack’s spit and had holes torn in the fabric and teeth marks on the gold hardware at the opening. I opened the box and gasped.

      Kiernan stood and sauntered toward me. He was shaking his head and fighting a smile. “The big moments never seem to go according to plan, do they, sweetness?”

      I bit my lip to keep from shouting my answer to the question that belonged with this ring. I stared at the ring again. The band was covered in diamonds with one large center stone set up higher and haloed with more diamonds. It was stunning and beautiful. The shape of the center diamond was an oval.

      My eyes met Kiernan’s again. He was staring at me with so much love in his eyes. I never doubted it for a single second. Every moment, he made sure I knew how much he loved me, and I did the same for him in return. Neither of us truly had our parents anymore. I’d barely heard from mine since I was released from the hospital, and Kiernan never heard from his. What we lost in them, we gained so much more in each other.

      “This definitely wasn’t planned, but it’s kind of perfect. In our yard. In our home together. Pepper Jack was my unplanned assistant, and he was the reason I found you and got a second chance at something I’d overlooked as a dumb teenager.”

      Kiernan dropped to one knee. I smiled, my dimples popping out in full force and my eyes welling with tears. “Caroline, I love you more than I ever thought possible. I watched friend after friend meet their match and fall in love, but it wasn’t something that was coming to me. Until I saw you, and you knocked me over flat on my ass. I should’ve known in that first moment I was a goner. Will you marry me, sweetness?”

      “Yes,” I said and wrapped my arms around his neck, falling to my knees. He fell back on the grass, laughing. I kissed his laughing mouth, and his laughter died as he kissed me back, weaving his fingers in my hair and holding me to him. I melted against his body, my legs straddling his hips.

      Pepper Jack collapsed next to us, rolling over on his back and rubbing himself in the grass while biting the air. We both laughed in between our kisses.

      “I’ll get you a new box,” Kiernan said and handed it to me as he took the ring out to slide on my finger.

      “Don’t you dare. It’s perfect. This was perfect.”

      “I love you, Kiernan. I can’t wait to be your wife.”
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      My next release is Inferno! It’s an enemies-to-lovers, small town romance! Click here to order Inferno.
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