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When Fynn invented the ’CadoBox, he didn’t think it would change his life. Make some money? Sure. Fund his own laboratory? Hell, yeah. But not get him almost kidnapped, and land him with a six-foot-six bodyguard shadowing his every move. Fynn doesn’t handle changes well. Having Nolan looming over him has his nerves on edge and his motormouth running. If only the big man wasn’t so damned hot.

Nolan’s owned his own security firm for five years. He’s protected many clients. None of them dragged him into their lab and lectured him on avocado outgassing. And none of them seemed as oblivious of both their danger and their attractiveness as Fynn. Bodyguards shouldn’t fall for their clients, but it’s not “falling” to vow no one’s getting near Fynn on his watch.

An opposites-attract, size-difference, bodyguard action romance with an ADHD scientist and the man determined to keep him safe.

Content warning for abduction, violence.
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Chapter 1

Fynn Dempsey closed the door to his lab, turning left down the hallway— a huge, bearded stranger loomed up in front of him. Gasping, Fynn leaped back. No strangers should be on this floor. He clutched frantically for his phone. Call 911. Except his hand met an empty pocket because he’d put the damned phone in a drawer when it kept spamming.

Shit! He whipped a glance over his shoulder to his lab door. Run down the hall? Duck back in and hide?

Before he could decide, the man stepped away from him, hands raised. “Whoa, easy, Dr. Dempsey. I’m waiting for your brother.”

“Bullshit. Micah never comes up here.” His brother’s interest in the science side of the business began and ended with Do you have anything new for me yet?

“Micah’s going to introduce me to you. He had to go to the john. I’m your new bodyguard.”

Fynn didn’t say bullshit out loud again, but he backed up slowly, darting his gaze left and right.

Except Micah came out of the bathroom down the hall buttoning his jacket, and called, “Hey, Fynn. I see you’ve met Stone.”

Stone. Sounds like a fake name. A guy who was six-foot-six and built like a brick wall would probably be called Nifflebanger or Doozenberg in real life. Not Stone. Even a TV writer would be more subtle than that, unless they were writing one of those adventure video games that dumbed things down to the lowest common denominator. “This isn’t a video game.”

“Huh?” Micah came up beside the big guy, looking less imposing for once— the only benefit Fynn could see to having a bearded man-mountain standing in his laboratory hallway. “What video game?” He waved off Fynn’s mumbled beginning of an explanation. “Never mind. I’ve hired Stone and his team to provide you with protection, after that kidnapping attempt two days ago.”

“Nothing happened. I was fine.” Fynn had to admit, things did get hairy for a minute. If he hadn’t decided efficient use of his commute time was worth hiring a driver, or hadn’t picked a driver with trained skills, that moment when they’d realized they were deliberately boxed in between two looming pickups might’ve led to… something really bad. He didn’t let his mind speculate on what. But Joe had defensive driving training, and they’d gotten away with only minor damage to the Lexus’s front fender. The cops said the pickup Joe hit had been stolen and abandoned. “It was just an… episode.”

That’s what he called it in his head. The episode. The bad guys were gone, Joe helped him trade in the Lexus for a replacement, and life went on. If George de Mestral had let himself get distracted by episodes, he wouldn’t have been able to spend years on his world-changing invention and its development. “We might not have Velcro.”

“Fynn, pay attention.” Micah got up close and waved a hand in front of Fynn’s face, a habit since childhood, and one he still hated.

He smacked at Micah’s hand and missed. Also a childhood pattern.

Micah turned to the man-mountain. “You’ll find Fynn’s rather easily distracted. I’m counting on you and your team to keep him safe.” Which would’ve sounded much more brotherly love-y if he hadn’t added, “In spite of himself.”

“You can’t hire him,” Fynn said huffily, because yeah, he was going to throw his weight around. He pushed his glasses firmly up his nose and sniffed. “I make all the company’s money and if I don’t want to spend it on gorillas in suits, those bucks won’t get spent.”

“Now, Fynn, be sensible.” Micah managed to sound like their great-aunt, a reminder Fynn didn’t appreciate. “You don’t want to get kidnapped, do you? Anyway, the company has the right to take measures to protect its assets, and you’re the biggest asset.”

“Well, you’re the biggest ass.”

Micah mimicked Aunt Louise’s saddened-but-unsurprised expression all too well too. “You’re being childish.”

“I’m not a child!” Fynn strode over to the lab door, pulled it open, and gestured at the hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of expensive equipment. “Does that look like a sandbox? Could a child have made us twenty-six million dollars in one year?”

“I never said you were a child, and that twenty-six million is the problem. Someone figured out the company would pay a big ransom to get you back, and they might try again.”

“The company would, huh? Not my loving big brother?”

Micah’s exaggerated sigh was overplayed, intended to impress Stone, no doubt. “Of course, me, but you also made me president of the company. We’re one and the same.”

There’s part of the problem. He and Micah had never been close. The ten years between them meant they hadn’t been playmates or shared many experiences, until their parents suddenly died. Then Micah had been stuck raising a little brother he barely knew and couldn’t understand. They’d both heaved a sigh of relief when Fynn went off to college on early admission at sixteen.

Five years ago, Fynn’s need of someone practical— not an adjective ever used for himself— to develop and sell his invention, had bonded them financially. Sadly, their shared family ties were now probably the least important of their connections. Micah was all about the company and finances and expanding markets and new designs.

To Micah the president, Fynn was an asset. Of course, that was the truth. No company could survive and expand on the basis of one invention. Micah was as dependent on him to keep innovating as he was dependent on Micah to do all the rest. He should be grateful— he was grateful— that Micah joining him had kept him from having to sell his idea to some other company to spoil or cheapen or take credit for. Gratitude still didn’t make Micah the boss of him.

Fynn jerked his chin up, resenting the two bigger men for making him feel short, which he wasn’t. “I’m working on something new. I don’t know if I want to keep working today if that Mr. Brick will be hanging over my shoulder.”

“He’ll stay outside your lab.” Micah’s expression went avid. “What are you working on?”

“An expansion of…” He glanced at Stone. “Shouldn’t he put his fingers in his ears or something?”

Stone said in his deep rumbly voice, “I signed a very detailed nondisclosure agreement, Dr. Dempsey.”

Fynn kind of liked Stone’s voice, although he wasn’t about to admit it. “Do you know what I do?”

“I think everyone’s heard of the ’CadoBox,” Stone said. “My sister demanded one for Christmas.”

“Does she like it? Use it?” Fynn was always interested in how his invention worked in the field. “Which model did she get?”

“Um, I’m not sure? The cover was green. It cost about a hundred and thirty bucks.”

“The basic model, then.” Fynn made a mental note that the basic was still selling. Economics perhaps, since even one-thirty wasn’t cheap. Micah had insisted from the start that they not underprice the product. The sensors, electronics, and manufacturing only cost about twenty-three dollars but Micah said the market would bear a much higher price and he’d turned out to be right. The newer versions, in fancy colors with sensor lights and a smaller footprint, went for even more. “Does she use it?”

“Oh yes. She says it’s a minor miracle. Stick an avocado in the chamber, close the lid, thirty seconds later it tells her how close the avocado is to being ripe.” Stone chuckled. “Do you get angry letters from avocado growers? They probably sell half as many, now folks aren’t throwing out every other one for missing the miraculous window of ripeness.”

Micah said, “We convinced them folks would buy more avocados if they could be sure they weren’t wasting their money. So in the end, demand should balance out.”

“Did she think the ’CadoBox was too expensive?” Fynn was still embarrassed by how much profit there was in each one. “It wasn’t my idea… People shouldn’t feel ripped off.”

“No, don’t worry.” Fynn was probably projecting, imagining Stone’s voice sounded kind. “I bought it for her and she likes being indulged, plus one-thirty was cheap for something that gets me her homemade guacamole every time I go over.”

“Oh. Well, that’s okay.” Fynn locked his hands behind him and rocked on his heels, in the echo of departing stress. “Good.”

“You were talking about your new project,” Micah reminded him.

“Right. Not the PearBox extension yet.” He’d started working with Bartlett pears but sadly, it was clear he’d be as sick of pears as he was of plain avocados long before the work was done. He still loved guacamole, fortunately, but there were fewer things you could do with pears to dress up the flavor. Pear tart, maybe, although too much sugar did bad things to his brain functioning. Pears poached in rum? He wasn’t a fan of rum—

“New project?” Impatience tinged Micah’s tone.

Fynn blinked. “Yes. An advanced ’CadoBox. This one lets you load up a bunch of avocados in the keeper, and after twenty-four hours of calibration, it tells you exactly when each one will be ripe, a day, two days, four days, or a week or whatever later. Plus temperature and moisture adjustments to speed or slow ripening. I thought we’d call it the ’CadoPlanner.”

“Hmm.” Fynn could almost see the wheels spinning in Micah’s head.

“We could do an industrial size for restaurants too; really reduce waste.”

“Get me the design specs,” Micah said. “I’ll get the manufacturing planners working on a cost estimate.”

“As soon as the last revision is done. I’m still fine-tuning the ripening curve parameters.” He’d tried to narrow down the relevant outgassing to fewer compounds, but the complete array was required for accurate predictions. “Oh, and I’m working on a portable tester. One a customer could take to the store, and scan the fruit on display, to pick which to buy. The design’s challenging from a size and contact standpoint.” Stores didn’t want people putting bruisable fruit in and out of boxes and then back on the shelf. “It uses different sensor technology.”

“Fine. Keep up the good work.” Micah almost clapped Fynn on the shoulder before aborting the gesture Fynn hated. “I’ll be off, then. Squash night. Gotta stay fit.” He tapped his flattish stomach which looked less impressive next to the ripped abs revealed by Stone’s snug T-shirt. “Stone, you keep my brother safe, you and your team. The plans we discussed sound appropriate. Report back to me.” He strode off down the hall.

Fynn stared after him. Plans we discussed. Report to me. What am I, some kind of pricey luggage? When their parents died, he’d been unwanted baggage for Micah, only twenty-four at the time to his own no doubt annoying fourteen. Now he was perhaps wanted baggage, but the change didn’t strike him as a big improvement. Perhaps it was better to be a Louis Vuitton than a ripped backpack, but both were things to be kept around when useful and stashed in a closet when not, even if the Louis Vuitton got a more luxurious shelf instead of the jumble in the bottom with the old shoes. “I’m sick of being stuffed in a closet.”

“Um.” Stone eyed him uncertainly. “Your brother said you were gay. He didn’t mention being in the closet. Is your sexuality included under the nondisclosure, because I thought I’d read in Forbes—?”

“Not that kind of closet.” Fynn shrugged off the question. He was used to no one understanding him.

“If it helps any, I’m gay too,” Stone said.

Helps? Fynn stopped short, his orderly thoughts thrown into a jumbling rockpile by that piece of information. He’s gay. All that yummy muscle and square jaw and neat beard and big thighs, which Fynn could now admit he’d noticed.

Not that it matters. I’m no doubt as far from his type as the man in the moon. Though at least maybe Stone wouldn’t get mad if he noticed Fynn drooling over the eye candy, especially since there wasn’t much Fynn could’ve done if a guy Stone’s size did take offense. Physically, at least. Maybe legally? “There’s probably something in your contract about not beating up the guy you’re protecting, huh?”

“Beating up?” Stone blinked. “I promise, none of my people are homophobes. They wouldn’t work for me if they weren’t totally comfortable with taking orders from a gay man.”

“Ah. That’s comforting.”

“What are your plans right now? I’ll try to stay out of your way whenever you’re in a safe location. My best man is checking building security, and I’ll have a report for you tomorrow.”

“For me? You mean, for Micah, right?”

“He signed the contract, but I assumed you’d want to be kept in the loop.”

“You did?” Fynn looked Stone in the eyes. The man seemed sincere.

“Sure. It’s totally up to you how much information you want me to share with Micah. Your brother thought you’d want to be kept out of the nitty-gritty details, but I got the impression you weren’t pleased.”

Got the impression. I was hardly subtle. Although Micah had either missed or ignored Fynn’s displeasure. “I want all the details. Anything you’d tell Micah. In fact—” He tested his power in this situation. “—there may be things about my private life I don’t want you to tell Micah. Can you promise confidentiality?”

Stone tilted his head. “Our only focus is your safety. I see no reason why we should share personal details with your brother.”

“Really?” Fynn felt a smile tug at his lips. “All right then.”

“You’ll accept my team’s protection?”

“I suppose so.” Protection…

A shudder rocked Fynn as a sound blared in his memory— the crash of metal on metal, a blasting horn, a flashback to the blue pickup closing in beside his Lexus and the realization that the man behind the wheel wore a ski mask over his face. He’d yelped and clung to the door handle, as Joe snapped, “Hang on.” Sudden acceleration and his belt slamming him back in his seat, the shudder as they bumped the truck but didn’t stop—

He sucked in a breath and turned away, rubbing the spot over his shoulder where the seatbelt had bitten in hard. Joe got us clear. Everything was fine. We were okay. He didn’t realize he’d bent over, breathing faster and faster, until Stone appeared, leaning down to peer into his face.

“Take a breath,” Stone advised. “Slow and easy. In… Out… In… Out…”

Fynn followed orders because he couldn’t think of anything else to do. A dozen shaky breaths eased the pounding of his heart.

Stone straightened. “Better? Your brother told us what you went through, and I read the police reports. That must’ve been scary as hell.”

“I— Yeah, it was unpleasant. An unpleasant episode.” Fynn unbent and rubbed his face, trying to get his act together.

“I promise, my team and I are here to keep anything like that from happening again.”

Suddenly, a bodyguard didn’t sound like quite such a bad idea to Fynn. In fact… “You like guacamole, right?”

“Um, yes.”

“Plain avocados? Fresh pears?”

“I enjoy fruit. I try to eat well.” Stone’s cheeks flushed ever so slightly under his beard. “No innuendo intended.”

Fynn hadn’t spotted any innuendo. “You’re a big guy. I bet you can eat a lot without getting full.”

“Um.” Stone’s lips pressed together in an interesting way. “Well, yes.”

Finally, an upside to Micah’s life-management. Fynn had forgotten where he’d been headed when he left the lab, so presumably the errand wasn’t essential. He gestured at his door. “This could work out well. Mr. Stone—”

“Just Stone. Or Nolan, if you prefer.”

“Nolan.” He liked that. Much less cartoon-character-y than Stone. “Yes, good. And I’m Fynn. Come along, Nolan. Let me show you my laboratory.”


Chapter 2

Nolan had guarded a variety of clients since leaving the police force and moving into private security. Everyone from the reclusive octogenarian billionaire who’d hired him to be an unneeded tenth man on his protection team when one of his own guys was out for surgery, to the daughter of a famous actor desperate to get her father’s attention by ever-more-dangerous stunts. He prided himself on summing people up after a few minutes together.

Micah Dempsey was easy, at least at a superficial level. All business, eyes on the bottom line. Nolan thought he probably cared about his younger brother, but his eyes lit up brighter when he talked about RipeBox, and the millions the company generated.

Fynn Dempsey wasn’t so straightforward. Absentminded scientist, sure. Shaken by the kidnapping attempt, which was understandable. Nolan had seen the police reports and talked to Fynn’s driver— good man, that Joe— but the use of two vehicles and at least two men worried him. That wasn’t some single stalker or random impulse. Stone wanted to get Fynn’s recollections, too. Not moments after an aborted panic attack, of course.

Normally, a dedicated science type would be telling Nolan to wait outside the room till called for, ignoring him, and going back to work, not ushering him into the laboratory. Maybe Fynn wanted to keep an eye on him, or maybe he was lonely. His brother Micah didn’t seem like the warm and fuzzy type.

Nolan obeyed Fynn’s demanding wave. He was curious about the set-up he’d be defending, and it paid to keep on the good side of his primaries. Stepping past Fynn, he glanced around.

The lab looked exquisitely clean, lit by large windows and steady, diffused overhead lights. A long bench ran down one side, loaded with an array of instruments. Across from it, a countertop island inset with a stainless-steel sink held what looked like a microwave trying to mate with an electric octopus, and a row of avocados. The other side of the room had four refrigerators standing between two closed doors.

“What are the doors?” he asked, going for the vital info first. Windows could wait, since they were on the second floor.

“Huh?” Fynn glanced at them. “Oh. One’s the bathroom. The other’s the airlock to a clean-room when I need one.”

Nolan crossed the room and opened the first door. A standard, single-use washroom, although containing a safety shower. Vents don’t look big enough to be an access point. Ceiling… He poked upward, his height letting him get a finger against the drop tiles if he stood on his toes. The tile lifted, revealing a space no more than eight inches high before the concrete of the floor above. Nearly impossible to crawl through.

When he let the tile settle into place and dropped his heels to the ground, Fynn was eyeing him, head cocked. “Looking for mice?”

Looking for ways someone might get to you. Memory of the panic-echoes in Fynn’s brown eyes made him say, “Something like that. What’s a clean-room?”

Fynn opened the other door, which swung toward them rather than away. The modest space beyond held a rack of white garments on hangers, a tray of booties, and a long bench. Another door with an inset window stood in the side wall. “If I want to isolate an outgassing compound in total purity, I can work in the clean room, at the laminar flow bench. This level of isolation is perhaps overkill, but nice to have.”

“Can I go in?”

“Don’t open the inner door.”

Nolan stepped around Fynn to inspect the first small chamber. No risks. Through the inner door’s window, he could see another modest lab with benches and a bare stainless-steel rack. No hiding places, no other doors or windows. “Is there a second way in there?”

“No, only through this antechamber. Deliberate design.”

A place to retreat, possibly. Not an entry. Nolan returned to the main lab and took a quick look at the windows. Sealed tight, over twelve feet up, no windows in the adjacent warehouse, possible roof overlook but a hundred feet away.

Fynn shut the anteroom door. “Happy now?”

“For the moment.” Nolan checked his phone, although Sheridan’s report should chime on arrival. Nolan would’ve liked to check the building himself, but he’d wanted to be first on their primary and by age thirty-seven, he’d learned to delegate. No report yet. Which meant no critical vulnerabilities so far.

“You can go if you have someplace to be.” Fynn folded his arms and stood frowning.

Huh? “The only place I need to be is protecting you, until you’re home safe at the end of the shift.”

“You can’t imagine I’ll be attacked in my own lab?”

“When my colleague reports on building security, I’ll let you know of any risks.” Nolan didn’t like the widening of Fynn’s eyes, so he added, “You wanted to talk to me about guacamole?”

The suggestion eased Fynn’s expression. “Oh, yes. Well, mainly the avocados. Everyone here’s pretty sick of them, so if you like them, you can always take some with you.” He pointed at the last fridge with a yellow Pac-Man sticker on it. “Anything in there’s fair game to be eaten.”

Nolan turned toward the row of fruit on the counter alongside the alien electronic-mating device. “What are you working on here?”

“That device is the ’CadoPlanner prototype. Well, a small version. If I can make it work with nine compartments, the design should be infinitely expandable.” Fynn went over, pulled on plastic gloves, and lifted one of the avocados. “The difficulty is in isolating and analyzing the outgassing of each piece individually. When a fruit ripens, it releases a variety of gaseous components. Ethylene, of course. Avocados are both sensitive and producers. But also a whole spectrum of molecules particular to the specific varietal—” He paused. “You can’t possibly be interested in this. Even Micah isn’t.”
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