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From the moment we met
we knew our lives would never be the same.
He saved my life
and she saved mine.
We are destined.
but we know it won’t be easy.
Even though we have every reason to stay apart
we’ll risk it all to be together.




CHAPTER ONE


I wrote in blood…


Despite the horrendous din of Manhattan traffic on a Saturday night, Ravi Suresh was sure he detected the echo of approaching footsteps. Furtive. Quick. After him. Way too close.


And moving closer.


His chest tightened. He balled his hands in his suit pockets, centering the plastic box containing the tiny dot in his left palm. Tiny, yes, but lethal: What he had stolen from the lab was his masterpiece. He had put the finishing touches on Chip 262b, a super-weapon capable of reprogramming the launch codes of several kinds of nuclear weapons. And Anatoly Vodanyov was crazy if he thought Ravi was going to hand it over for a measly five million dollars. There was another player in town, someone who went by “Mr. Q,” and he had offered fifty million.


That would buy Ravi a rajah’s palace back in India. Hell, that would buy him half of Mumbai. He just had to get it to his new contact before Anatoly figured out that their deal was off. But someone was following him.


I have to find a place to park it until everything’s arranged.


He craned his neck, peering upward at his destination— the Penzler Building, a towering edifice of glass, steel, and brick. Down below in the crush of nighttime humanity, he was too far away to see the guests, but he assumed the balmy May weather would have lured them onto the rooftop to admire the stupendous view. He remembered the first time he had walked into the rooftop garden of Chrysalis, his employer— and for now, the legal owner of the chip. The city of New York and all its riches had lain at his feet. “Welcome to the big leagues,” his new boss Steven Lawrence had told him. “Succeed with the chip, and you can write your own ticket.”


It had taken him a very short time to realize that that was a lie. He was an employee. The best “ticket” he could ever hope for was an enormous salary. But he would never share in the real value of the powerful technology he and others like him— the brains of these high-tech companies—would create for their masters. He had been hired, and he could be fired. Praised like some lap dog, criticized like a child. If he displeased one of them, a single phone call could ruin his career: Suresh is a maverick; he’s hard to deal with; he’s a bad risk.


Of course Chrysalis was going to sell it for an unbelievable sum. To the US government, so it was said. Was America any better than Vodanyov? Or than Mr. Q, his new buyer? And what about the next generation of the chip, and the one after that? All that money, and only a tiny fraction of it would trickle down into his pockets.


Mr. Q was getting an incredible deal at fifty million.


He squinted, imagining he could see the hot girl who waited for him up there. Heather Chandler was a babe. A charity gathering with her family—dinner, an open bar. Safe harbor? Probably not. But for now, this was his best bet. There were security guards, and his name was on a list. Whoever it was who was following him would not be on that list.


Barely able to breathe, he hurried toward the building.




CHAPTER TWO


‘Well, here we go,” Vincent said softly, giving Cat’s hand a warm, reassuring squeeze as they exited the burnished metal elevator and faced the open double doors. “You sure you’re up for this?”


“Mother’s Day will never be my favorite day, but for once it’s about something else,” Cat replied, then added, “almost.”


Vincent studied her face. She wondered if he was listening to her heartbeat, assessing her true mood. Both of them had lived with secrets for years, and they were still learning to share their deepest selves with each other. It was such a gift to be able to let someone in, and yet, still so new. What may have once felt like an invasion of privacy was now her new normal. Someone who cared about her was using his senses to see if she was all right, just as a fully human companion would attempt to read her body language. In the time they had spent together, they had already learned a lot about how they reacted to dozens of situations, triggers. And Mother’s Day was definitely a trigger.


“Mother’s Day is tough. I miss my mom too,” he confided. “But I gotta say, my relationship with her was a lot less complicated than your relationship with your mom.”


She felt a pang, as she always did, but it stung a little less than usual. She missed the mom she’d thought she had, as well as the “real” Dr. Vanessa Chandler. Like daughter, like mother: Secrets had forced her mother to keep her true self hidden. “My mother’s relationship with you was complicated, too.”


Cat’s mother had been one of the lead doctors working on the Muirfield Project, a military operation created in order to turn Vincent and the other volunteers in his unit into super-soldiers. Believing that she was protecting innocent lives including Vincent’s own, Vanessa and her team had injected everyone in his company with a serum that had transformed them into mindless predators whenever their adrenaline levels increased above a certain threshold. Beasts. Her experimental subjects had massacred an entire Afghani village, torn apart innocents. The Army had ordered that all the beasts be exterminated. Cat’s mom had risked her life to save Vincent, and for her interference, she’d been gunned down in cold blood years later. Vincent had been forced into hiding for over a decade, and had only recently dared to resume a normal life.


A life that included his medical career… and their marriage. Sometimes Cat could hardly believe that they’d actually managed to have the wedding that had eluded them for months. And it was the fairytale ceremony they should have had all along, shared only with the people who mattered most to them—their best friends Tess and JT, and Cat’s sister, Heather—in their own magical world of the rooftop of Cat’s building.


Now their building.


“Dr. Keller! Mrs. Keller,” a voice called. “We’re so glad you could make it.” A dark-haired woman seated at a black-draped table in front of the ballroom offered up two nametags. “Let me give you a lanyard, Mrs. Keller,” she added, indicating the raw silk black jacket Vincent had bought her for Valentine’s Day. “There’s no way you should stick a pin through that gorgeous fabric.”


Cat was wearing a sleek black pantsuit paired with the jacket. Steely gray pearl earrings, a gray and silver cuff bracelet, and gray silk kitten heels finished off her ensemble. Beside her, Vincent was model-handsome in a beautifully cut ebony suit and gray silk shirt open at the collar. Dark brows above his deep brown eyes matched his hair, which he had grown out a little, the way it had been when they had first met. It made him look younger. He would age slowly, so much more slowly than she.


Her heart skipped a beat at the thought.


“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked.


“I’m fine. Thanks,” Cat said to the woman, as she took the tags with a smile. VINCENT KELLER, MD. CATHERINE KELLER. Call her a throwback, but she loved claiming his name, at least when she was acting as a private citizen. Tonight she was a doctor’s wife, not a cop.


“May I do the honors, Dr. Keller?” Cat pinned the tag on his lapel.


“If you’ll allow me, Mrs. Keller.” His eyes gleamed and the dimples on either side of his mouth deepened as he draped the lanyard over her head like a Hawaiian flower lei. Then he brushed his mouth against her parted lips. A tingle worked its way up from the small of her back. Later, she promised herself, imagining themselves at home, in their bed, wrapped in each other’s arms.


Hand in hand, they swept into the glittering ballroom located on the twenty-fourth floor of the Penzler Building. This was the New York General Hospital’s Mother’s Day dinner dance to benefit the planned expansion of the obstetrics wing. A slowly revolving mobile of golden cupids filled the enormous space above their heads. Gold and white banners proclaimed “HEALTHY HAPPY BABIES” and cherub-and- white-orchid centerpieces topped circular ivory tablecloths dressed with gold place settings. It was a spectacular effect.


Beyond the panorama windows, Central Park gleamed in miniature and the bright lights of the big city twinkled like stars that had landed on the earth. Below, a hundred dramas were playing out. Crimes were being committed.


I’m off duty, she reminded herself. I am not a police force of one.


“Vincent! Cat!” Cat’s sister Heather called. Dressed in a scarlet satin mermaid gown, she approached with her arms crossed awkwardly over her chest, capping her shoulders. Halting, she gave Cat a once-over. “Wow, marriage certainly agrees with you, Cat. You look fantastic.”


“And may I say the same,” Cat replied. “I mean, about the fantastic part.”


Last year Heather’s ex-fiancé, Matthew, had dumped her via a text message, and Heather had only recently waded back into the dating pool. Cat was a little worried that she and her new boyfriend Ravi were moving too fast. Heather didn’t know very much about him and she didn’t understand most of what he said because he usually talked about his highly scientific work. Cat had to admit that he was super good-looking, and pleasant enough. So maybe if Heather took things lightly and just enjoyed his company, things would be okay. But Heather was already making comments that it took him forever to get back to her when she texted him. Also, he had forgotten one of their dates and Heather had wound up at the movies alone. Cat kept hoping for a heart-to-heart at Il Cantuccio about him, and she wondered if Heather kept putting her off because in her own heart, she knew Ravi wasn’t a good prospect.


“Vincent, glad you and your lovely wife could make it,” another voice said. Dr. Grillo, head of the ER, and Dr. Adams, the director of the hospital, paused en route to the other side of the room. “The more physicians in attendance, the better.”


“Attending physicians, that’s a good one, sir,” Vincent said, and the three doctors shared a smile. The two bigwigs moved on, and Heather grimaced like a madwoman.


“Oh, my God, look,” she whispered, lowering her arms. Streaks of tiny red bumps washed her collarbones and upper chest.


“You have a rash,” Vincent said.


Heather rolled her eyes. “Thank you for that diagnosis. It’s my new moisturizer, Cat. I washed it off but it was too late. Ravi’s due any second and I look like I have leprosy!”


“Actually, you don’t,” Vincent offered. “Leprosy presents more like a dark brown—”


“Didn’t you bring a wrap?” Cat asked.


“No.” Heather’s voice rose. “I was going to be late and I just jumped into a cab and…” She trailed off. “I can’t let him see me like this!”


“Here.” Cat snaked off her beloved new jacket and held it out to Heather. Then she grabbed it back and held it against her chest. “I won’t catch her rash, will I?” she asked Vincent.


“Well, it depends,” Vincent began, as Heather yanked it away from Cat and slipped it on.


“Hey,” Cat protested.


“Thanks,” Heather said. It shouldn’t go with the dress, but on Heather, the combination was spectacular.


“Ravi at three o’clock,” Vincent announced.


Heather turned her head. Her eyes widened. “Wow, just in time.”


Ravi Suresh, PhD, was a lanky twenty-something from India, with lush blue-black hair that he wore in a topknot, deep-set hazel eyes, a sharp, angled jaw, and an accent that made women swoon. He saw Heather and gave her what was at best a half-hearted wave. Heather returned it with a bright, anxious smile, which was on no level reciprocated. Cat took note. Ravi was usually very warm and open, but tonight he trudged toward Heather with zero enthusiasm, his mouth set in a line and his brow furrowed. Maybe he’d had a rough day at work. He worked for Chrysalis, a high-tech firm, and even though he was one of their irreplaceable geniuses—according to Heather—Cat knew the pressure on him to produce results was enormous.


“Oh, hi, Ravi,” Heather said shrilly, smoothing the black jacket in place.


“Good evening, Heather.” His smile almost made it to his eyes as he pecked her on the cheek.


Heather shifted her weight. “This is my sister, Cat, and my brother-in-law Vincent Keller. Vincent is a doctor and Cat is a police detective.”


Ravi’s blossoming smile faded. He blinked. “Oh, really?”


“Yes. Really,” Heather said.


Cat reminded herself that a lot of people were uncomfortable around cops. It was one of the drawbacks of the job. Still, it didn’t endear him any more to her. She looked around. “Shall we find some seats? It looks like they’re going to start serving dinner.”


“Oh, boy, speeches,” Vincent murmured.


“There’s a nice table.” Heather took Ravi’s hand. Her sister was almost as nervous as Ravi, but in Heather’s case, Cat knew why. For the Chandler women, Mother’s Day was nearly as emotionally trying as their mother’s birthday. Cat had been their mom’s person, yes, but Vanessa had never seemed to have enough time for Heather. Cat had tried to fill that void, often crossing the line between big sister and surrogate mother during their growing-up years. Special days like this unleashed so many emotions in both the sisters that they rarely celebrated them. But in support of the cause, generous Heather had purchased two tickets.


The four sat near a floor-to-ceiling window. There were other place settings at the table, but those seats had yet to be filled. Ravi lifted his water glass and gulped down the contents. Beads of sweat glistened on his forehead.


“Are you feeling all right?” Vincent asked him, and Ravi jerked as if he’d been shot.


“Fine. Very,” he replied. “Just a hard day at work.” He glanced around the room again. “I could use a drink.”


“Oh, the bar’s outside,” Heather piped up. “I could—”


“Yes.” Ravi pushed back his chair and stood. “Would you like something, Heather?”


“I’ll go with you.” Carefully holding the jacket shut, Heather rose. “Cat? Vincent?”


“I’m fine.” Cat smiled at her sister.


“Me too,” Vincent said.


With Heather leading the way, the younger couple disappeared into the crush. Cat turned to Vincent, who was frowning.


“Something’s up with that guy,” he said.


“I think so too.”


“Great minds think alike. His heartbeat doubled when he heard that you’re a cop.”


“It freaked him out,” she agreed. “But it freaks a lot of people out.”


“Yeah, I get that.” He shrugged. “Still…”


“Yes.”


They both picked up their water glasses at the same time. Sipped at the same time. Put them back down in unison.


“Nothing came up on him on my background check,” Cat reminded him. If Heather ever found out that Cat had vetted her date, she’d be furious.


“Just because you didn’t find anything doesn’t mean that there’s nothing there.”


“Yeah.” But she was good at uncovering information others missed. Look at Vincent—she’d been the one to figure out that he wasn’t dead, despite every official record under the sun asserting otherwise. “Let’s keep an eye on him.”


“Agreed.”


She sighed. “Heather left a bride magazine on the breakfast bar this morning when she came over to get the keys.”


“That’s no good. Rubber chicken at five o’clock,” Vincent announced. A waiter was heading their way with a plate in each hand.


“Ravi could be okay.” She sat back slightly so the waiter could serve her. A mixed salad in a miniscule golden bowl. “But I don’t think he’s the one.”


“Not the one,” Vincent echoed. “Maybe I should pay him a little visit. Beast out and scare him off.”


Cat smiled faintly. He’d never do it, but it was sweet to see how protective he was of her little sister.


“I’d do it, too,” he said.


“I know.” She grinned and covered his hand with hers. Then she made a face. “Oh, my God. You don’t think he gave her that rash, do you?”


“Are these seats taken?” A quartet of newcomers approached their table—two couples attired in finery. Cat shook her head and made a welcoming gesture.


“Please,” she said. “Those four are still up for grabs. I’m Catherine Keller. And this is my husband, Vincent.”


“ER,” Vincent said, half-rising to shake hands.


As they made their introductions, her anxiety about Heather receded into the background. She was here with her wonderful soul mate, the man for whom she had been destined. They had risked everything to be together, and they had triumphed. Together, they could handle anything. And they would.


“It didn’t look like an STD,” Vincent said under his breath.


The woman who had been about to sit down froze. “I beg your pardon?”


“Just shop talk,” Cat said mildly. “My, this tomato looks tasty.”


“He’s probably dumping her right now,” Vincent said. “Texting her while they’re standing on line.” Then he smiled at the newcomers. “No one here has an STD.”




CHAPTER THREE


Tess Vargas flashed her biggest fake smile at her brother as she stood shoulder-to-shoulder beside JT Forbes and held out her hands for the drop. “I’m telling you, Jamie. We’ve got this,” she said.


Her brother chewed the inside of his cheek, his “tell” that he was not quite committed to his decision. “You screw this up and you’re dead.”


No, you’re dead, Tess thought. Despite the fact that her brother was a hardened NYC cop just like the other four, Jamie’s wife ruled the roost. And the tawny little chihuahua struggling in her brother’s arms was officially Connie’s dog, not Jamie’s.


“We won’t screw up,” Tess insisted. “It’s one tiny dog.”


“This is not just a dog. This is Princess Mochi,” her brother shot back, nuzzling the dog’s tiny face. She bared her fangs and snapped at him, and he jerked back his head.


“Um, I think she may be peeing on you,” JT drawled.


Her brother swore under his breath and straightened his arms. Princess Mochi dangled above JT’s marble floor. She yipped. Her teeth flashed and her bulbous dark eyes seemed to go red in the subdued lighting. Princess Mochi, right. Princess of Hell.


Tess took the dog from her brother and set her gently on the floor. Princess Mochi spun around and around in a circle like a windup toy and took off like a shot. Her tiny nails clicked on the stone.


“She just wants to inspect her new territory,” Tess ventured. “You should take off. You’re delaying the inevitable.”


“No, seriously, I can’t wait to go to Disney World with twelve of my closest in-laws,” her brother grumped. “Did I mention that Connie’s brother is on anti-psychotic medication?”


“Antidepressants,” Tess corrected. “Give it a chance. You’ll have fun.”


“And her uncle spits wherever he feels like it and calls me Chachi?”


“That’s better than dumbass, which is what I call you,” Tess said. She pointed to the door. “Go. Get your ears on.”


“If anything happens to Princess Mochi…” He wagged a finger at her. “I’m not kidding, Tess.”


Like a mosquito, the chihuahua buzzed into Tess’s line of vision. Whirring beside JT’s sofa, she uttered chuffing noises and assumed a squat.


“No!” JT thundered, darting toward her. “No, bad dog!”


“She is not a bad dog. There are no bad dogs,” Jamie said. “You need to tell her what you want.”


“Oh, I’ll tell her, believe me,” JT said between clenched teeth.


“No hitting! Hit her and I will shoot you,” Jamie said.


“Who beat whom at the shooting range?” JT reminded him. At a recent birthday party, JT had gotten pissed off at the way Tess’s brothers were dissing her and scored well enough on a paper target to qualify for sergeant.


“Okay, we’re done here.” Tess flattened her hands on her brother’s chest, turned him around, and pushed him toward the door.


“No hitting the dog,” her brother said.


“None. Ever. JT would never hurt a fly.”


“You have her feeding schedule. Her food. She needs two walks a day.”


“Yes. Yes, yes, yes.” And if I didn’t owe you for covering for me when I forgot Cousin Sal’s birthday, someone else would be walking her. Like at a boarding facility.


At the door, her brother turned back around. “Don’t forget to brush her teeth before bedtime.”


Brush her teeth? Oh, my God.


“No problem.” She opened the door.


“Ouch! She bit me!” JT howled.


“You’re upsetting her with this long, drawn-out goodbye,” Tess told her brother.


“I love you, Mochi,” Jamie sing-sang in a lovey-dovey voice. “Be good for Aunt Tess and Uncle JT!”


She firmly put him outside like a garbage can and shut the door in his face. Then she fell against it and sighed before heading across the room to assess the damage. Clutching Mochi against his chest, JT was staring in horror at his right arm.


Two tiny pinpricks stared back at him and Tess. Mentally she rolled her eyes. She loved JT, but she did not love his hypochondria. “Let me get the antiseptic.”


“And the rabies shot,” he grumped. “Remind me again why we’re doing this.”


“It’s nothing. Like I told my brother, we’ve got it.” She retrieved the first aid kit from behind the bar. And a bottle of Scotch.


“How long are we doing this?” JT asked.


“A week. We can do anything for a week.”


“Hah. Trying holding your breath for seven days. Please hurry with a bandage. I’m bleeding all over the floor.”


A flutter of nausea caught Tess off guard. It was one of many flutters she had experienced lately. No, I can’t be, she thought, and an image of the unopened pregnancy test kit that she had bought yesterday flashed through her mind. The kind with the little stick you peed on, and then if a cross appeared in the little circle, it was positive.


“And for your information, I would hurt a fly. I’ve been known to beat up bad guys. I am very fierce.”


“Yes, JT, you are fierce. And brave.”


Much braver than Tess.


No way was she peeing on that stick.




CHAPTER FOUR


Something tells me that he’s not nervous because he’s going to propose, Heather thought, as she and Ravi finally snagged his gin and tonic and her appletini at the charity dinner’s rooftop bar. The line was a mile long. Her rash was on fire. Ravi was looking everywhere except at her and while she’d had a lot of bad experiences with guys, that translated into a lot of experience, period, and she knew a brushoff when she saw one. She may as well face the truth now. Ravi just was not that into her.


Then suddenly he brightened, set his drink down on the edge of a burnished planter containing a miniature Italian cypress, and enfolded her in an embrace. She inhaled his spicy cologne with her sharp intake of breath and allowed herself to melt against him. So much for the brushoff and hello cuddling.


“Heather,” he breathed. “Forgive me for seeming so preoccupied.”


“You had a rough day at work.” Her joyous words were muffled against his neck.


“That’s no excuse for ignoring such a beautiful woman.” He nibbled on her ear and gathered her up even closer. “I need to learn how to turn off.”


On. You need to turn on. “I can help with that,” she said huskily. Her mind traveled to where her body was already going, and she caught her lower lip between her teeth in sudden panic. Wait. How could she get naked with him? With this hideous rash?


“Um,” she said. His hands were following the curves of her chest, and the fingertips of his right hand were dipping into the pocket of her jacket. They came back out as if he had realized he’d made a wrong turn.


Then he kissed her with such intense passion that her head swam. Just as she was getting into it, he released her. “We’re out in public,” he reminded her. “We should get back to the table, to your sister and her husband. You didn’t mention that she was a cop.”


“Why? Does it bother you?” Poor Cat; back in her dating years, she’d gotten dumped a lot because of her badge.


“In my country, police officers are rough. And corrupt.” He smiled. “I’m sure your sister is very different.”


Not as different as my brother-in-law, Heather thought impishly, sipping her appletini. They laced their fingers and headed back to the table. She wasn’t certain her feet were connecting with the ground.


Maybe she could hide the rash with a good dollop of foundation.


Cat and Vincent were both gazing at the two of them intently; Heather couldn’t help a rosy smile. Maybe Ravi was the one. Maybe all the elaborate wedding plans she had made first for herself and Matthew and then for Vincent and Cat wouldn’t go to waste after all. Heather Suresh. Heather Chandler-Suresh. It had a nice ring to it.


A platinum ring. With a marquise-cut diamond.


“Chicken’s getting cold,” Vincent said with his mouth full. His tone was stern.


“It looks delicious.” Heather gave her attention to Ravi as he pulled out her chair for her. She sat back down as he pushed it back in.


“Oh, my phone just vibrated,” Ravi said, patting the pocket of his beautifully cut black trousers. “I must have a text. Excuse me.” He fished out a cell phone—not his usual one—and studied the display. His face fell. “Heather, I’m so sorry, but I have to go.”


“Oh?” She frowned at him. “Is there something wrong?”


He grimaced and put the phone back in his pocket. “It’s work. They need me to come back. An emergency. You know how it is.”


Heather did, actually, and while it sucked that this was happening, she did understand. When he brushed his lips against her cheek, she flashed him an unconcerned smile.


“I’ll make it up to you, I promise,” he said.


“I know. Well, g’nite.” She glanced over at Cat and Vincent, who were regarding him stonily. They looked like disapproving parents, and a little frisson of defensiveness played her spine like a xylophone.


“It was very nice to meet you both,” Ravi said, and then he walked away. Heather watched him go, holding her breath and willing him to look back one last time at her. She had almost given up hope when he did turn, smiled, and mimicked holding a phone to his ear.


I’ll call you.


She wiggled her fingers at him and took another sip of her drink. Then she set it down and folded her hands on the table.


“People do get called into work, you know,” she ventured.


“No one texted him,” Vincent said in an undervoice. “He didn’t get a message.”


“How…?” Heather began, but she knew: Vincent had used his beast sense. His hearing was better than, like, a dog’s.


She finished her appletini in one gulp and picked up her wine glass just as a waiter filled it. White. Fine. She guzzled it down. Then she noticed the strangers at the table. “Good evening,” she said dully. She scooted back her chair and slid her arms out of the jacket. Her hands were shaking.


“I’m going home.” She rose and held the jacket out to her sister. “I’ll be by tomorrow before you fly out.”


“Heather, wait.” The jacket bundled in her arms, Cat began to get up. Every instinct within Heather ignited full blast to let her sister comfort her. But if Cat did, Heather would start crying.


Heather shook her head. “No, it’s okay, Cat. I-I’m just not in the mood for chicken, you know? It’s just… oh, my God, do you know how much I spent on this dress?”


She winced at the bemused expressions on the faces of the other people at their table. She would not cry in front of strangers. She would save it for her couch and her half-gallon of Moose Tracks. And lots of Netflix.


As she moved away from the table, she heard Vincent say, “That is not an STD.”




CHAPTER FIVE


Though he had a to-do list he should attend to, Vincent could barely keep his eyes off Catherine. As usual. She was so beautiful. In her stockinged feet and fluffy white bathrobe, she folded the jacket she had lent Heather with a sad little sigh. The Sea Majesty’s baggage service van was due in fifteen minutes and the jacket was the last thing left to put in her suitcase before she attached the TSA-approved lock.


Vincent had already completed his packing and was making last-minute notes for the charge nurse on his rotation at the hospital. Catherine had begun an email to Tess outlining her progress on a number of cases, and she’d vowed to finish it before she crawled in bed. He admired her work ethic and her dedication. They had both committed their lives to protecting others; it was no wonder they wrestled so hard with Homeland Security’s insistence that they continue working cases involving innocents who had been experimented on, as well as other beasts. If there still were any other beasts or victims of experimentation.


Hopefully we’re done with both.


He was tired at a bone-deep level. They’d been going full-out for so long; this fifteen-day cruise to the Hawaiian Islands was a belated honeymoon, and he fully intended to relax, recharge, and devote all his time and attention to making sure Catherine did the same. He hadn’t imagined that marriage would make him love her any more, but he couldn’t deny that the bond between them had been strengthened the moment they had spoken their vows and exchanged rings. He felt connected to her in a way he could never hope to explain. They were each still individuals, yes, but there was an incredible oneness that he had never experienced before. It was magical, mystical.


Truly, they had been destined.


The buzzer sounded and Catherine pressed the intercom. It was the luggage service, a nice touch: their suitcases would be flown ahead to Los Angeles and transported to the Sea Majesty. Everything would be waiting for them in their stateroom when they came on board. One less thing to worry about.


Catherine buzzed the driver in and Vincent helped organize the luggage in the elevator. Catherine, Heather, and Tess had gone shopping last week for some “special items” that had been declared top secret.


I can’t wait to see them. On her, he thought happily. As the elevator doors shut, he gathered Catherine in his arms. She nestled against him.


Then her cell phone trilled.


“You’re on vacation,” he reminded her.


“It’s Heather.” She took the call. He could hear every word, but tried not to. “Yes, of course,” Catherine said. “Sure. Now? Okay.”


She hung up. “She’s coming over now. She’s so upset,” she said by way of explanation. “So she’s just housesitting one night early.”


“No problem.” He was determined not to get sulky. He could afford to be generous. He would have fifteen glorious days—and nights—on a cruise ship with his wife. It was kind of Heather to watch the apartment for them; it was a nice break for her as she currently had a roommate. A win-win.


“You’re the best,” Catherine said, and kissed his cheek. And then his mouth. And then his chest.


Plenty is never enough…


They moved to the couch. She was still kissing various parts of his body when Heather unlocked the front door and let loose with a shocked little squeal.


“I didn’t see anything, I didn’t,” she cried, covering her eyes as she half-ran down the hall to where her bedroom used to be. “But next time, get a room for real, okay?”


The Kellers burst into giggles. Vincent scooped Cat up into his arms and carried her into their bedroom.


And locked the door.


* * *


Bathroom.


Pregnancy test.


Bathroom.


Pregnancy test.


Tess huffed and sat up in bed. Beside her, JT stirred but didn’t waken. But across the room, Her Royal Highness lifted her head from her puffy pink velour monogrammed dog bed—“PM”—and destroyed Tess’s eardrums with a piercing yip.


“What? What?” JT yelled, slamming into Tess as he attempted to scramble off the mattress. Tess grabbed hold of him.


“Easy. It’s just the dog,” Tess said.


Princess Mochi did not move as she yipped again. Tess’s ears hurt. She pushed back the covers and put her feet on the floor.


“What do you want? Breakfast in bed?” Tess asked.


“Maybe she has to go out,” JT said, fluffing up his pillow and lying back down. “You wake her, you walk her.”


“We did not agree to that,” Tess said. “And I didn’t wake her up.” Except maybe she had. And the dog had already had one accident on JT’s floor.


And if she walked the dog, she wouldn’t be able to take the test. A plus.


“Fine.” She rose, threw on underwear, jeans, a bra, a T-shirt, and some flip-flops, pocketed her phone, and grabbed the pencil-thin pink rhinestone leash. Princess Mochi descended from her little pink cloud and sat beside Tess. Tess couldn’t deny that she looked pretty cute—she was so teeny—and she chuckled as she attached the leash to Mochi’s matching rhinestone collar. She picked up her phone—a habit that had become a necessity when she’d been promoted to precinct captain. Police business was now her business twenty-four seven. It was kind of like dog duty, actually.


Out the door they went, JT making a moaning sound in farewell. Tess checked her phone. Cat had texted On our way! with a picture of the two of them waving at her. Cat had a big fake hibiscus blossom tucked behind her ear. Sweet. She was so, so happy for her best friend. Cat and Vincent had been through hell and back and the bond between them was unbreakable. Not even dog-sitting could tear them apart. There was the whole he’ll-live-longer situation to deal with, plus they were talking adoption for having kids, but they had a love that would conquer all. Even a chihuahua.


Mochi’s entire pee output consisted of a teaspoon, but Tess decided to walk around the block anyway to make sure, and to clear her head. Speaking of crap, she had a lousy case to deal with when she got into work: The son of some friends of Chief Ward had been caught in a drug sting and they were calling in some kind of favor to get him off the hook. Tess was not a naïve rookie, but it galled her that she was expected to extend a courtesy to people she didn’t know. For four years, she had broken laws to cover for Cat and Vincent, and her solid faith in the power of black-and-white, by-the-book police work had suffered many blows. She loved truth, justice, and the American way, to put it in JT terms. She felt so satisfied when the system worked. Proper detective procedure leading to a clean collar resulted in a fair verdict at trial. Period.


They’re probably rich, Tess thought. And he’s some spoiled prep school kid who was doing this for kicks. And I’m supposed to put myself on the line because he burned his fingers.


“Can I pet your doggie?”


A little girl in pink-and-white striped leggings and a fuzzy lavender top decorated with a winged fairy in a tutu tiptoed toward Mochi. She looked so cute that Tess couldn’t help a smile.


“Better just look,” Tess advised. “She’s a biter.”


But to her surprise, Mochi sat back on her haunches and silently looked up at the little girl with her big brown marble eyes. Tess tensed, about to warn the girl to steer clear again when the girl approached Mochi from the side and stroked her back. Mochi didn’t move a muscle.


“It scares them when you pet their faces,” the girl said. “So you do it here. Nicely pet, nicely pet,” she said in a sparkle-fairy voice.


“Good to know,” Tess replied.


“What’s her name?” the girl asked.


“Princess Mochi.”


The girl nodded. “That’s a good name. That’s what I would name her.” She gave Mochi another couple of strokes. “I have to go.” She gazed wistfully at the pup as she straightened. Mochi made a kind of distressed panting noise. “I wish I could have a dog.”


“You probably will, someday,” Tess said. But be careful what you wish for.


The girl kissed her own fingertips and then tapped Mochi on the head very lightly. Mochi licked her fingertips and hopped up on her hind legs like a scrawny petite bear cub. Tess gently tugged on the leash and Mochi came back to earth.


“Bye, bye, Princess Mochi,” the little girl said.


“Yip,” Mochi replied.


The little girl waved at Tess and headed toward a four-story brownstone. Tess waved back.


Trying to go after her new admirer, Princess Mochi tugged on the leash. At the same time, Tess got a text from JT. Hold on, coming to join you. She smiled. That was sweet of him. Honestly, he hadn’t wanted to dog-sit in the first place. He was only doing it for her.


But what if I’m pregnant? she thought. What if we’re having a kid? Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad, if the kid was like that little girl.


She called him. “Hi, don’t bother. I’m on my way back.”


“But you just left.”


“A walk with a chihuahua is a short ride.”


The tugging grew harder. Then Mochi erupted into a barrage of shrieks and barks. Tess looked up—straight into the face of a hulking, mean-looking mutt. Filthy, no collar, all teeth.


“Back off!” she shouted as Mochi launched herself at the dog. He growled and lunged and Tess hoisted Mochi into the air above her head. Mochi struggled and yodeled, nipping at Tess’s wrists. “Get! Get!” Tess yelled.


Preparing to spring, the wild dog moved back on his haunches. Tess’s mind sprang forward, weighing her options—either kicking at it or retreating. She saw stitches at urgent care at the end of either decision.


In a frenzy of pipsqueak barking, Mochi peed on her head. Tess roared in fury.


The dog backed off, turning tail and disappearing into an alley. Tess did the same, heading back to JT’s place. Mochi had not shut up. Of course not a single New Yorker batted an eye.


JT was standing at the door when she marched up and thrust the crazed dog into his arms. Fuming, Tess stripped off her clothes and did not pass go. She stomped into the shower and washed her hair.


When she got out, wrapped in a towel, JT said, “Are you sure your brother gave us the right food? She just threw up.”


“What?”


“Yeah. In your shoe.” He pointed across the room. “Oh, whoops. Which she is now eating.”


“What?” Tess ran barefoot to where Mochi was attacking her best black leather pump. The right shoe, in fact, of her only pair of black leather pumps. “No, stop! You filthy little beast!”


“Tess, look out!” JT cried.


Too late.


Tess stepped in Princess Mochi’s vomit, slid, and landed hard on her butt. Ow, ow, ow. Ass! Elbow! She swore under her breath as the dog leaped out of reach, dragging Tess’s shoe along with her.


I am never having children. Never, ever, ever, Tess vowed, as JT rushed to help her up.


But what if she was?




CHAPTER SIX


Still dressed in her sushi pajamas and drinking coffee, Heather looked around the empty living room of Cat and Vincent’s apartment, which was flooded with daylight, and felt sorry for herself. There was nothing for her from her temporary employment agency and Cat and Vincent were off to Hawaii. Their itinerary was held in place on the refrigerator with a red heart magnet that she had bought them for Valentine’s Day. She couldn’t help her envy. They deserved to be happy. No one had been through more than they had. But it was hard to be left behind.


Ravi had phoned six times now, and texted at least a dozen. She was sorely tempted to call him back. But a woman had to keep her pride. Still, what if there was a reason he had lied to her face and ditched her at the charity dinner last night? A good reason?


Another text came in: Heather, please take my call. Urgent!!!!


“Yeah, what, are you horny?” she asked the phone.


The phone rang. Ashamed of herself for being so weak, she took it.


“Heather.” He was breathless, as if he’d been running. “Please answer your door.”


“My door?” She looked at Vincent and Cat’s door. “Where are you?”


“At your apartment. I need to see you.”


Yes, he’s horny, she thought dismally. “Well, I’m not there,” she snapped. “I slept somewhere else.” Let him chew on that.


“Did you change your clothes?”


She frowned. “Huh?”


“Please, see me. Please. Oh, my God.”


He was frightened. She blurted, “I’m at my sister’s. I’m housesitting.”


“Let me come over.”


“I don’t think so.” She cut off the call. Looked at the phone. Almost called him back. What the heck?


She poured another cup of coffee and picked up the phone again. He’d been a butthead last night, and now this… this weirdness. Was he in trouble? That was his problem. She wasn’t like Cat, throwing herself into oncoming traffic to save a slow pigeon. Wait, that wasn’t fair. Cat wasn’t like that. Heather’s ex-therapist had suggested that Cat devoted herself to saving others because she had been unable to save their mom.


“And only three hundred and sixty-four more days until next Mother’s Day, Dr. Freud,” Heather said aloud.


Sunlight glinted on the phone. Heather kept her distance from it as if it were a rattlesnake. She drummed her fingers on the breakfast bar, sipped more coffee, and opened up the pantry. Wow. You could tell when people were trying to do too much when their spices were all jumbled up like this. Anise was lying on its side. Marjoram’s cap wasn’t even on all the way.


“Basil, cinnamon…” She stopped herself. Alphabetizing someone else’s spices was too OCD even for her.


Laundry. If she knew her sister, Cat had made the bed with fresh sheets before they’d left for the airport. Heather checked the hamper and voila, there was the used set. Heather could wash them for her. She got out the laundry basket, the soap, and the fabric softener. It felt good to have something to do, a plan. Something other than wondering what was wrong with Ravi Suresh.


She added her pajamas and took what she’d intended to be a quick shower before she used up the hot water to do the wash, but in the middle of conditioning her hair, she’d indulged in a pity-party—she and Matthew had planned a honeymoon in Italy, and here she was instead in the city, housesitting, with another Mr. Wrong messing with her heart—
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