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JAKE

Trina and Marshal’s wedding
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“I’ll say this only once. Stay away from my sister.” Cole grinds out the words as I stare between him and him and Caylee.

My ex.

The beautiful woman I regret letting go. 

“I can’t promise that.” I shake my head.

Cole already has a problem with me, but finding out that I am the guy who was dating his sister is going to add another level of complexity. Meaning the chances of him punching me have gone up by about another thirty percent.

Great.

Cole, a former Army Ranger, is one of my new colleagues at Black Hawke Security. He was thrilled to learn we would be working together after I stepped in as a Deputy US Marshal a few weeks ago to clean up a dangerous situation with a North Korean spy.

An operation he was leading.

Until I arrived.

His partner, Scarlett, had been taken by the criminals and gone into labor. When I arrived, he was like a wild boar, ready to kill anyone who got near her.

Which was bad enough.

But I wasn’t letting anyone in or out until we had secured the foreign threat, which posed an existential threat to national security.

Fast forward a few hours, and their daughter was born. 

Fast forward a few weeks, and I’m still the enemy. Worse, I’m now the guy who dated his sister, and it didn’t end well.

It doesn’t help that I can’t take my eyes off Caylee, who looks absolutely stunning in her figure-hugging dress. No, edible...and trust me, I know exactly how she tastes.

Like ambrosia.

And have her breasts got bigger? 

Goddamn.

“You look...incredible.” I say, and her cheeks heat.

Cole’s huge body moves, and I recognize the threat. My eyes drift to his slowly to let him know I’m not someone who is going to run away.

I’m a little bigger than him in every way; height, weight and width. 

Scarlett, whom I recognize, places a hand on his arm, stilling him.

Good dog.

I’m smart enough not to say that out loud. 

The truth is, I respect all these guys. I was happy in my role as a Deputy US Marshal, but Josh Hawke and Aidan Black, the co-owners of BHS, coerced me into working for them.

“I heard you worked with NCMEC for a time?” Josh asked when he invited me out for a beer one night.

He was right. 

The United States Marshals was one of the agencies who took part in the ten-week national operation to find endangered missing children. The National Center for Missing and Exploited Children, or NCMEC, had fulfilled me in a way that my normal day job didn’t.  

The operation was conducted across sixteen states, including Los Angeles. We found critically missing children and were able to raise awareness of the epidemic of missing children in America.

“I did.” I spun my beer on the countertop. “My cousin went missing when I was a kid. It’s why I joined the Marshal Service.”

“I know.” 

Fucker. Of course, he did.

I should’ve known he would look into my past. Much of it is locked down because of my job, but a man like Josh Black—nothing much would stop him, I suspect. 

I had a taste of how they worked as an organization when we joined forces, unofficially, to track down the North Korean, Chen, who ended up on the run.

Josh, a Navy SEAL, had already dropped a hint that he wanted me on his team, saying I could get more done in the private space. 

I knew he was right. 

The difference I could make with BHS resources would be significantly greater. Except, I’m a bit of a rule follower, so doing things outside the law doesn’t come naturally to me, nor is it comfortable. 

I’m not going in blindly, I know paramilitary and private security organizations aren’t bound by the same limits as three-lettered agencies.

Technically.

They’re still bound by US laws, but anyone with any level of security knows the real shit gets done in the shadows. Even I know that.

To get the real bad guys, sometimes you have to level the playing field. Our enemies play by a different set of rules, ones that give them more freedom and power. And so must we if we are to protect our people and nation.

Still, I believe the American taxpayers want men like me in the trenches to make sure we do things the right way and fairly. There is a place for all of us, but I’m that good guy.

Most of the time.

“I need more men. Different expertise for new assignments we’re being sent, and you fit the bill.” Josh shared that night. “You saw how we get things done. We have top-class people from across the military, and some of the best tech people in the business. We work much like when I was in the Teams but faster. Much fucking faster.”

It was highly appealing; I’m not going to lie.

But before I agreed, I needed him to know who I was. The tactics BHS had used while assisting me and the other Marshals stop Chen from escaping US soil couldn’t be documented. But without them, I’m almost certain he would have escaped.

“Can’t say I was thrilled at having to fudge some of the paperwork,” I sipped my beer.

“You’d have been less happy if Chen had boarded a plane and disappeared outside of your jurisdiction.”

He wasn’t wrong.

If that happened, it could’ve caused a global catastrophe and cost millions of lives. Here and abroad. Hence fudging the paperwork while zipping my lips.

“Yeah.” My laugh was dry. I then studied him for a moment, wondering about the man under the nondescript black polo and Ray-Ban sunglasses on top of his head. I knew he was wealthy and married to the famous rocker, Blaze Cartright’s daughter. I knew he was a decorated SEAL and respected among his men. “I guess if we’d been unsuccessful, your old team would’ve stepped in to sort things out if he had.”

I was referring to SEAL Team Six...or three or four or whichever team he was in.

“Or me,” Josh shrugged.

I raised a brow, surprised. “You do black ops? Privately? For the gov?”

“No,” he smirked. 

So that was a yes.

Fast forward a few days, and I’d signed on the dotted line and handed in my resignation. I was expecting the transition to have some bumps, especially after ruffling Cole’s feathers that day—too bad, I was the one with the badge. On a positive note, I’d already built relationships with the rest of the team, including Liam and Ryder, while searching for Chen.

Heck, Marshal and Trina had even invited me to their wedding, which is how I’ve come face to face with Caylee once more.

She hasn’t responded to my comment about how incredible she looks, but Cole is glaring at me.

He’ll get over it. 

Alpha guys let things go and carry on. If I don’t touch his sister, things should be fine. We have to work together after all.

But...as I study the familiar curve of her hips, the way her tongue sweeps over her lips and how reluctantly the spark of desire glistens in her eyes, I know I won’t be promising shit.

I still want her.

Badly.

Caylee Zimbardo. I should have connected the dots when I met him. The surname isn’t that common, and I can see a strong family resemblance. 

I wonder what she’s shared with him and how close they are. 

Caylee and I didn’t date for long. I recall her mentioning that her brother was an Army Ranger, but to be honest, we didn’t do a lot of talking. 

We weren’t serious—I’m not serious with anyone. 

For reasons.

That doesn’t mean I didn’t like her a lot. Boy, I did. But she kicked me out, told me it was over, and I knew there’d be no getting back in her bed.

Not without explanation.

One I can’t give her.

I’ve never stopped thinking about this beautiful woman over the past three or four months since I last saw her. Now that she's standing in front of me, I can’t let this opportunity go.

I wait for her response, but it doesn’t come. Instead, Caylee shoots her brother with an annoyed look, glares at me, then walks away.  

Cole groans, and my feet start walking of their own accord as I follow her to the bar.

Was that her plan, or am I just arrogant?

I step right up behind her, feeling the heat of her body and itching to touch her.

Caylee turns, wrapping her arms around her middle defensively. I know I have about thirty seconds before this chance is gone.

“Will you let me explain?” 

I can’t, but it’s the words she wants to hear.

Her answer is clear; no.

Well, that’s too bad. I didn’t become a US Marshal by taking no for an answer.
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Jake is as gorgeous today as he was the night, six months ago, that I met him in a local LA bar.

Rugged, sparkling light-blue eyes, with a seemingly permanent scowl on his face which gives him a tough guy look. 

I like that.

I don’t like pretty boys. 

I didn’t know he was a US Marshal when we met, but given he was drinking at Smudge, a bar known to be frequented by cops and other law enforcement officers, I wasn’t surprised when he told me.

I suppose it was a little cliché to go there, given my brother was an Army Ranger, but, yes, my friend Kathy and I were there for the men in uniform and live music.

Glancing up a good foot and a half, and after not seeing him for months, I feel myself melting into those eyes of his and don’t know what to say. 

Do I want him to explain?

Is there anything to explain? Jake never promised me anything. It was barely a real relationship.

What can I expect after taking him home the night we met? You’d think at twenty-nine, wanting to meet the one, I’d have been a little more strategic, but oh no, I’d grinned as he tried out some terrible pickup lines, then agreed to dance with him.

Which he was also terrible at.

But there was something about him, the way he stood closer than appropriate in a protective manner, glared at other men as if I belonged to him already, and the feel of his hand in the small of my back.

I wanted to close my eyes and melt into his large, muscular frame and let him do lots of bad things. I wanted him to show me that he was a bad boy.

He clearly had the same idea.

Jake escorted me home, and Kathy took off with a beat cop named Tom. 

I teased Jake about whether he was trustworthy, and when he walked me to my front door, he held up his hands cheekily and said, “Hey I can show you my badge. I won’t even kiss you if that’s what you want.”

“Well, that would be disappointing,” I’d replied, propping out my hips and letting my eyes drift across his bulky chest.

That had been all it took.

Before I could think another thought, Jake’s fingers slid around the back of my neck and through my hair. His lips landed on mine as I sucked in a breath, and then US Deputy Jake Murphy kissed me like no man ever had.

Or has since.

I unlocked the door, and we kissed all the way upstairs to my bedroom. Clothes went flying, he sucked my nipples just the right way, and then I heard the snap of his condom. 

The moment he slid inside, our eyes locked and we both moaned.

It was fast and frantic.

And perfect.

We made use of a second condom before I drifted dreamily off to sleep. I woke as he slid out of my bed.

“My number is in your phone.” Jake cupped my face and kissed me like we hadn’t had just a one-night stand. “Call me.”

“Okay.” I yawned and rolled over, feeling completely sated and happy.

The next morning, I had decided he was the man of my dreams, changed my mind three times, and then questioned why he hadn’t stayed all night.

But the delicious aches on my body reminded me that regardless, he was an amazing lover and had given me his phone number. 

So...yes, I had wanted to see him again.

I messaged. 

After his shift, he knocked on my door. I opened it, and he stepped in, grabbed my face and kissed me like I was the only woman he would ever crave. Lifting into his arms, I giggled as he carried me upstairs.

“God, you smell delicious,” he rasped, cupping one of my breasts.

Jake was in uniform, and my ovaries were doing the tango. I didn’t get to see much of it as he tore it off and ordered my nightie off! 

That was how our relationship started and how it continued.

We never dated.

No movies. No dinners. No holidays in Mexico or meeting each other’s families. 

I work as a dental assistant, so often our schedules clashed. When we saw each other, we couldn’t keep our hands off each other. I wasn’t unhappy, but I was aware it wasn’t heading in the direction of what I wanted.

A marriage.

A family.

I’d let it happen for so long that backtracking seemed uncomfortable. Especially as Jake never stayed over. 

One night, after a few months, I asked Jake if he was married or had kids.

“No,” he replied, running his fingers over each nipple, which was very distracting. “Are you?”

I laughed. “Yes, they’re hiding in the closet waiting for you to leave.”

I didn’t want to be that girl—the one who had to ask him to say but there was a chance he thought I wanted him to leave. 

My overactive mind kept telling me if he really liked me, he would ask. He would want to stay.

Or take me to his house.

Neither happened. 

My thirtieth birthday was looming, and my friends were all getting married and having babies. Hell, Savannah was just a few months from having hers. It was all over social media now that the filming of her latest movie was finished and the cat was out of the bag. So, I was feeling the pressure, and my body clock was ticking louder and louder. 

I liked this man. 

Perhaps we would arrive at the same destination, just in our own time.

What I tried to ignore throughout the three months we were together were the late-night calls. The texts. The ones he took in the hallway and never explained, murmuring something about the confidential nature of his work. Or adhering to it with a point of his finger and a look.

On occasion that was true.

I was used to Cole being zip-lipped about things in his career, so I tried not to read into it. 

I finally concluded there must be other women, and one night I heard one. Eventually I started to be able to tell the difference just by the way his body tensed and the tone in his voice.

I’m ashamed it took me three months, but it did, and I finally acknowledged that we were nothing more than fuck buddies.

The night I heard that woman again, I snapped.

Jake never said I was wrong. He simply left, and our relationship was over.

So, now I learn he’s working with Cole at BHS and he’s here at Trina’s wedding.

And he wants to explain.

He’s had three months to explain...three months during which I’d wished and hoped and imagined so many things. Hope is a dangerous thing. It blinds you to reality as you cling to a fantasy that doesn’t exist.

I imagined Jake walking down the street holding my hand.

I imagined Jake sitting at my parents’ dinner table at Thanksgiving.

I imagined Jake telling me he loved me as we ice skate in Central Park at Christmas. Or while walking along Waikiki Beach, where he dropped to his knees and proposed.

Stupid. 

I knew the only memories I’d have were of his lovely body climbing over me, his big shoulders crowding me and rough jaw scratching me when he kissed me...everywhere.

It was erotic and wonderful.

My body still craves him as he stands before me in his dark suit and polished shoes, a dusting of growth on his jawline. 

Those blue eyes lock with mine, demanding an answer, but he knows what it is.

No.

Absolutely not.

I shake my head. “You’ve had months to explain, Jake.” 

I glance behind him, and spot Cole looking ready to cause trouble. Lifting my eyes back to his, I give him a sad smile, one full of disappointment. “Goodbye, Jake.” 

I grab my flute off the bar, then slip away.
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There are three reasons why I let Caylee walk away from me the night of the wedding and didn’t pursue her.

One: the room was filled with SEALs, Marines, Delta Force, captains and... her brother. At six-foot-five and two hundred and sixty pounds, I hold my own around the forces, but I’m also smart enough to know when to bide my time.

Two: these men are my new colleagues. Most of them have accepted me with open arms, but upsetting Cole’s sister is a surefire way to reverse that quick-smart.

Three: Caylee.

She’s right, I did have months to connect with her again and explain to her what is going on in my life and who the phone calls were from, and I didn’t.

I can’t.

It’s not possible. This burden is mine to carry with me in this life and a shame so deep that I could never share it with a romantic partner.

Not to mention our family is very private about our business.

She thought my mother was another woman, and I understand that. It’s not a stretch, so I don’t blame Caylee for jumping to that conclusion. 

She’s not the first woman to do so.

She is, however, the first one that I regret letting go.

No relationship I have can progress further, so I hold myself back. Eventually the calls, and me having to leave, pisses them off, and it’s easier to just meet someone else.

With Caylee, there was something more.

The way our bodies moved together, the way her dark lashes flickered on her soft skin as she began falling asleep. How her fingers would press into me, feeling for me while I lay beside her, waiting for the phone to buzz.

I wanted to stay.

I wanted to grab her hand, kiss it and tell her I was here, and she could rely on me.

But she couldn’t.

She still can’t.

Which is a problem. I’m thirty-one and not getting any younger. I want a wife. I want a family. 

I want to change history and not have to deal with the responsibilities I have. The shame I have.

The family I have.

Fuck.

Even thinking those thoughts makes me feel like an asshole.

You have questions, I get it. Surely I could tell her it was my mother on the phone—I’m clearly not having an affair with my mother (this is not that kind of story) so why didn’t I if I like this woman so much?

Well, because she’d want to know why Mom called so much.

Why I had to leave a few times a night. At nine, twelve at night or three in the morning.

Valid questions.

Questions I cannot and will not answer.

I’m never not going to take her calls unless 

I’m on a job and it’s physically impossible or dangerous for me to do so.

Does that mean I’m walking away from Caylee now and planning to watch from the sidelines as she meets another man?

I resist the urge to let out a loud bark of a laugh.

No.

No fucking way.

I want her...I want more of her...and I know she does too. I saw underneath the surface how her body reacted. How she craved what I do. 

We are not done.

––––––––
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PENNY’S SMILE GREETS me as I step through the door. “Welcome to Black Hawke Security. Officially.”

“Thank you, Penny.” I walk up to the reception desk and glance around.

A couple of guys are walking down the hall with gym bags, and another is tapping on a tablet, almost walking into them. He does a little jump and sidesteps them with ease. I recognize him as a member of the tech team who helped find Chen a few weeks ago.

“Bro.” Ryder steps out of a doorway and grips my hand, slapping me on the back. “Welcome to the team.”

“Good to be here.” I release his hand and nod at Aidan and Josh, who follow him out.

“Where did you disappear to on Saturday night?” Aidan asks, sliding a hand into the pocket of his black bomber jacket. “One minute you were going all Tom Cruise on us, the next you vanished.”

For clarity, he means Cocktail Tom, not Mission Impossible. 

I’d been trying to teach the bartender to make some decent drinks. I can’t stand champagne and was over the beer. The idiot let me loose with the top shelf and a shaker bottle. Next minute, I had a crowd cheering me on and was doing some smooth moves.

My gaze sought out Caylee, hoping I could get a smile out of her, but her back was to me most of the night. Except for a few smoldering glances that I caught.

Cole, on the other hand, was drilling holes into my chest with his angry eyes. 

Speak of the devil. He walks through the front door and takes us all in. “First day?”

I nod.

“Welcome.” His tone is far less friendly than the others, his nod sharp. “Marsh on his honeymoon?”

“Until next week,” Josh replies and tosses a document onto Penny’s desk. “Let’s go through to my office, Jake. I want to brief you on your first assignment.”

“I’ll bake muffins for the meeting tomorrow.” Penny smiles, obviously thrilled with the compliment I gave her a few weeks ago.

“Give it a rest, Pen.” Cole shakes his head and wanders off.

“What did I say?” Her face falls. 

Shit.

Aidan and Josh share a look.

“I’ll deal with it.” Josh starts to walk off, but I stop him with a hand on his arm. He reacts as a SEAL might, snapping his head around.

Fuck me.

“Leave it with me. I dated his sister, and after the situation with Scarlett and the North Koreans, we haven’t had a good start.”

Josh’s brow starts to rise as he glares at my hand.

Shit. Right. Do not touch the SEAL.

I drop my arm and shove my bag up onto my shoulder further. 

“Don’t let it interfere with work,” he says roughly.

“It won’t.”

It might.

I fully intend to see Caylee again, but how the fuck do I give her an explanation when...I can’t.

It doesn’t matter. I can’t stay away much longer. When I saw her on Saturday night and took in her beautiful long dark curls, sparkling blue eyes and lithe body, desire roared through me.

Caylee Zimbardo belongs in my arms.

On my arm.

It was the first time I’d seen her in a public place since the night we met. The rest of our relationship was spent at her place, where I briskly ripped off whatever clothes she was wearing and fucked her.

Christ, I miss her tight pussy.

I miss her moans.

I miss her warm body tucked against mine, the scent of her vanilla body wash blending with those of our passionate sex.

So yeah, it might interfere, but I’ll manage it.
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Parking the car outside Scarlett and Cole’s house, I let out a sigh. She’s going to ask about Jake. I told her I wanted to enjoy Trina’s wedding and would tell her everything on Monday.

I now refer to Mondays as Aunty Cay-cay day. I don’t work, and after an hour at the gym and breakfast at my favorite coffee shop, I head over to see Zara, my niece.

I undo my seatbelt, grab my purse and start walking down the path.

What am I going to say? Hey, it’s nothing. I’m a whore and was banging this guy for a few months. Not dating. Just enjoying a variety of late-night orgasms.

Which, given the number of complaints I’ve been making about there not being enough good guys in the world who are marriage-worthy, she might have grounds to judge me.

I can’t expect to be meeting The One if I’m shagging Mr. Wrong.

Scarlett wants the gossip and to understand what Cole, the most protective brother in the history of brothers, is on about. 

I’m sure he strained his eyeballs by giving Jake the stink eye all night at the wedding.

I could fudge a story, but Scarlett is my sister-in-law (to be) and she has an uncanny way of getting the truth out of you.

I knock on the door, and it’s ripped open before I get the third knock on wood.

“Thank god. I need to know everything right now,” Scar says, pulling me inside. 

Christ.

“It’s not all that interesting,” I admit, kissing her cheek quickly and then heading into the kitchen. As I pour a glass of orange juice, Scar tightens her ponytail with a quick tug and hops up onto one of the stools.

Ready for story time.

“Listen, my life consists of diapers, breastfeeding and stories from the BHS locker room right now. Please save me.”

I laugh.

We both know that’s not completely true. Mom babysat for them on the weekend so she could attend the wedding, and Scarlett looked gorgeous. She and Cole are madly in love, and while they still argue like crazy, it's clearly some kind of foreplay, and that’s all I need to know about that.

They are very focused on Zara. 

“Is she down?”

Scar nods and glances quickly at her Apple Watch. “Another fifteen minutes. So, spill.”

I sigh again.

Rounding the kitchen island, I pull out one of the stools and place the orange juice on the table, spinning.

“Fourteen minutes. Jesus. How bad can it be?” Scar kicks me gently with her toe.

“It wasn’t bad, I’m just not proud—”

“Hey, no judgment from me.” She holds up her hands. “If it was some erotic BDSM thing you both had going, albeit from me to­—”

I start coughing. 

“What? No. Jesus, Scarlett. It wasn’t... well, the sex was amazing, but—”

“Knew it! Tell me everything. Does he have a sex room? Hanging chair thing you fucked on?”

Blink.

“Ever done it on one of those crosses? St Andrew’s Cross. That’s it. How wild would that be? Are they named after a real saint? Man, that’s a bit fucked up, isn’t it?”

Blink.

Blink.

Blink.

“I’m really worried about you.” 

She keeps kicking her excited feet and giggles, then checks her watch again. 

“Thirteen minutes. What else?”

“If you would let me finish a sentence, I could tell you what really happened.” I sip my juice.

She slumps. “Fine, but add in some sex toys or something, even if it’s not true.”

We did use sex toys, but if Scarlett thinks I’m giving her a play-by-play description, she’s about to be twice as disappointed as she is now.

“I met Jake is a bar one night while out with Kathy.” 

“Sex club?”

“Jesus.” I rub my forehead. “I can’t believe I’m asking this, but does my brother need to...you know...come home and...”

“I dare you to ring him and offer up the idea.” Scarlett beams.

“Flag that. But no, not a sex club. A normal bar. I took him home—”

“Go Caylee!”

“He leaves afterward.”

“Afterrrr???” 

“Sex.”

“You’re boring.” Scarlett climbs off the stool and wanders over to the sofa and sits, putting her feet up. She’s moving closer to the hall so she can hear Zara despite the baby monitor. I’ve seen her do this a few times.

Then she pouts, and it’s clear she’s highly disappointed in the entertainment supplied this morning.

Fair call.

“Well, maybe that’s why he was seeing other women.” I shrug. “I’m boring.”

Scar straightens. “He did what? The cheater!”

“No.” I shake my head. “We weren’t dating. We never dated. It was more of a booty call situation. I don’t know, I was expecting him to ask me out. Take me to the movies. Dinner. Hell, even a walk around the block.”

“You aren’t a dog.”

I shoot her a dark look. “No. Anyway...it never happened. Each time I said I wouldn’t take his call, but—”

“He has a big dick.”

I give up.

“Yes, Scar. He has a really big dick.” I nod, conceding. 

Zara decides to start crying. Boy, she has a big voice. 

After a change and feed, I finally get to hold her, tickle her little feet and remind her I’m the best aunt in the world. She has Cole’s blue eyes and our dark olive skin, and Scar’s determined forehead. 

“Who’s my pretty little girl?” 

Zara wiggles, kicking her legs which are wrapped in pink fleece. The words on her onesie reads Girls Rule The World. 

It goes without saying her daddy didn’t choose that outfit. 

As the morning draws to an end and I gather my bags, Scar walks me to the door. 

“Hey, are you sure he cheated? I’m no expert on the guy, but I feel like I have a nose for these things. I watched him at the wedding. He just doesn’t seem like the type.”

I snort.

“They’re all the type, trust me.”

I’ve been cheated on before. My college boyfriend, who everyone thought I’d marry, ended up sleeping with Maria from Mexico during a boy’s weekend.

Apparently, she really enjoyed the things he did.

Or so her text message said.

Which I discovered otherwise, I might’ve married the jerk.

Whether Jake did or not is irrelevant. 

He was hiding something and keeping secrets. 

No thanks.

That doesn’t mean I forgot about him when I got home after the wedding. I didn’t. I tried everything to get him off my mind as I writhed in bed, aching between my legs.

Then, resentfully pulled out my vibrator and focused on the memory of him sliding his tongue through my pussy and teasing my anus as he brought me to orgasm.

It worked.

Damn him. 
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The BHS premises are bigger than my first impressions, now that I’m seeing further than the boardroom and reception.

There’s a large workspace floor with dozens of desks, a handful of meeting rooms, a couple of senior offices, which I suspect Josh and Aidan use, a lunchroom and well spec’d gymnasium.

The tech team has their own designated area, which contains specialized equipment. The thick glass separating them from the rest of the office must be to control the noise and chaos that putting a bunch of paramilitary guys between one set of four walls creates. 

Chaos.

Similar to a police department, but on steroids.

Something none of these guys are using...I’ve seen almost all of them hit their desks with wet hair or a gym bag this morning. Meaning they started the day with a run or workout.

As did I.

Then there’s Cole, who has been grumbling all morning.

“This is fucking bullshit.” He shoves his keyboard away and leans angrily back in his chair.

“Zimbardo, hit the gym,” Aidan orders as he walks past. “And make sure you come in twenty minutes early each day and do a good workout.”

Zimbardo. 

The name triggers something in me as I think of Caylee. Since seeing her on Saturday night, I’ve thought about her a thousand times. I’ve gone back and forth about how to approach her.

What to say.

How to tell her without telling her anything.

She deserves the truth, but that won’t necessarily change anything. That, and I can’t have anyone knowing my shit.

“Fuck that. I need sleep.” Cole grumbles, tossing back an energy drink.

“Harden up. I have two babies. You only have one.” Aidan retorts, stopping at the door.

Cole curses and shoves out his chair, glares my way, and then strides out with a hand through his hair.

Ah yes, he’s a new father.

I didn’t know Aidan had newborns either, but I guess there’s a lot I don’t know about all the guys. Or them, me. Ryder's wife is pregnant; I know that because Savannah is a famous actress, and it’s all over the media.

A pang of something runs through me. 

The way my life is going, I’ll never have kids. Or maybe I’ll end up a late-in-life father and not have the energy my children deserve. To play ball in the yard, take them on vacation, or even just get home and have valuable time with them.

Wouldn’t that be the cycle of life?

God knows my old man didn’t.

I fuck around with the laptop Thomas set up for me a little longer, then Josh finally reappears.

“Sorry for the interruption,” he says, referring to the call he got as we headed to his office earlier. “When that number rings, I take it.”

I don’t ask.

I know better.

He leads me to the large boardroom, waving good morning to two guys on the way. I take a seat, plonk my coffee on the table in front of me and watch as Aidan and Liam join us. 

“First day.” Liam grins and fist bumps me as he passes behind me and then sits.

“Yup, so take it easy on me.” I laugh.

“Nothing easy happens around here,” Aidan smirks, then glances at the door. “God, this feels like a missed opportunity to rib either Marshall or Cole.”

Josh laughs roughly, then glances at his phone again.

Something must be happening.

Then again, maybe something is always happening here.

“Let’s dive into it. We have a black op mission coming in over the next six hours, so I need to get the team ready.”
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