
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: image]


Copyright © 2023-2024 Winter Travers

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduction, stored in, or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) utilization of this work without written permission of both the copyright owner and the above publisher of this book. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of fiction, which have been used without permission. The publication/use of these

trademarks are not authorized, associated with, or sponsored by the trademark owners. 



  	
	    
	      Also by Winter Travers

	    

      
	    
          
	      Banachi Family

          
        
          
	          Taking Greer

          
        
          
	          His Reward

          
        
          
	          His Claim

          
        
          
	          His Sacrifice

          
        
          
	          His Forever

          
        
          
	          Banachi Family

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devil's Knights

          
        
          
	          Loving Lo

          
        
          
	          Finding Cyn

          
        
          
	          Gravel's Road

          
        
          
	          Battling Troy

          
        
          
	          Gambler's Longshot

          
        
          
	          Keeping Meg

          
        
          
	          Fighting Demon

          
        
          
	          Unraveling Fayth

          
        
          
	          Forever Lo

          
        
          
	          Devil's Knights MC Books 1-4

          
        
          
	          Devil's Knights MC Books 5-8

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Devil's Knights 2nd Generation

          
        
          
	          Passing the Torch

          
        
          
	          Riding the Line

          
        
          
	          Royal Mess

          
        
          
	          Changing Lanes

          
        
          
	          Bucking Tradition

          
        
          
	          Reining It In

          
        
          
	          Fractured Brotherhood

          
        
          
	          Ride the Wind

          
        
          
	          Chase the Sunset

          
        
          
	          Freedom Ride

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fallen Lords M.C.

          
        
          
	          Nickel

          
        
          
	          Pipe

          
        
          
	          Maniac

          
        
          
	          Wrecker

          
        
          
	          Boink

          
        
          
	          Clash

          
        
          
	          Freak

          
        
          
	          Slayer

          
        
          
	          Brinks

          
        
          
	          Fallen Lords Christmas

          
        
          
	          A Moo Christmas

          
        
          
	          Alice and Meg

          
        
          
	          Alice and Meg - Girls Trip

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Fallen Lords MC 2nd Gen

          
        
          
	          Fallen Dove (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Fallen Star (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Fallen Joker (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Fallen Faith (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      He Says

          
        
          
	          Wilder Presley Says He Loves Me

          
        
          
	          Charlie Beck Says I'm His

          
        
          
	          Blake Marshall Says He Needs Me

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Iron Fiends MC

          
        
          
	          My Biker

          
        
          
	          My Savior

          
        
          
	          My Romeo

          
        
          
	          My Hero

          
        
          
	          My Prince

          
        
          
	          My Dream

          
        
          
	          My Casanova

          
        
          
	          My Knight

          
        
          
	          My Hotshot

          
        
          
	          My End (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kings of Anarchy MC: Michigan

          
        
          
	          Property of Anchor (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kings of Vengeance

          
        
          
	          Drop a Gear and Disappear

          
        
          
	          Lean Into It

          
        
          
	          Knees in the Breeze

          
        
          
	          Midnight Wreckage

          
        
          
	          Thrill Seeker

          
        
          
	          Livin' on the Edge

          
        
          
	          Blacktop Freedom

          
        
          
	          Ride or Die

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Lost Mavericks MC

          
        
          
	          Protected

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Nitro Crew

          
        
          
	          Burndown

          
        
          
	          Holeshot

          
        
          
	          Redlight

          
        
          
	          Shutdown

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Powerhouse M.A.

          
        
          
	          Dropkick My Heart

          
        
          
	          Love on the Mat

          
        
          
	          Black Belt in Love

          
        
          
	          Black Belt Knockout

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Royal Bastards MC

          
        
          
	          Six-Gun

          
        
          
	          Monk

          
        
          
	          Rebel

          
        
          
	          Barracuda

          
        
          
	          Jet

          
        
          
	          Jinx

          
        
          
	          Mace

          
        
          
	          Urn For Me

          
        
          
	          Playboy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Saint's Outlaws MC: Madison, WI

          
        
          
	          Twister's Salvation (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Skid Row Kings

          
        
          
	          Downshift

          
        
          
	          PowerShift

          
        
          
	          BangShift

          
        
          
	          Skid Row Kings Complete Series

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      VII Knights MC

          
        
          
	          Iced

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Wild Preachers Club

          
        
          
	          Kissing the Bad Boy

          
        
          
	          Trapped with the Bad Boy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Silas: A Scrooged Christmas

          
        
          
	          Mama Didn't Raise No Fool

          
        
          
	          Nitro Crew Complete Series

          
        
          
	          Biker in Love

          
        
          
	          Coasting In

          
        
          
	          Holly's Biker

          
        
          
	          Mr. Motorcycle

          
        
          
	          Oral Communication

          
        
          
	          Tangle My Tinsel

          
        
          
	          Wanting More

          
        
          
	          Beauty and the Grump

          
        
          
	          Secret Southern Promises

          
        
          
	          Claimed by Werewolf (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Gingerbread and Gears (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Fueled By Desire (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
    
    


Also by Winter Travers

Devil’s Knights Series

Loving Lo

Finding Cyn

Gravel’s Road

Battling Troy

Gambler’s Longshot

Keeping Meg

Fighting Demon

Unraveling Fayth

Forever Lo

Devil’s Knights 2nd Gen

Passing the Torch

Riding the Line

Royal Mess

Changing Lanes

Bucking Tradition

Reining It In

Fractured Brotherhood

Ride the Wind

Chase the Sunset

Freedom Ride

Skid Row Kings Series

DownShift

PowerShift

BangShift

Fallen Lords MC Series

Nickel

Pipe

Maniac

Wrecker

Boink

Clash

Freak

Slayer

Brinks

Fallen Lords Christmas

Kings of Vengeance MC

Drop a Gear and Disappear

Lean Into It

Knees in the Breeze

Midnight Wreckage

Thrill Seeker

Livin’ on the Edge

Blacktop Freedom

Ride or Die

Powerhouse MA Series

Dropkick My Heart

Love on the Mat

Black Belt in Love

Black Belt Knockout

Nitro Crew Series

Burndown

Holeshot

Redlight

Shutdown

Royal Bastards MC: Sacramento, CA

Playboy

Six-Gun

Monk

Rebel

Barracuda

Jet

Jinx

Mace

VII Knights MC: Golden, CO Chapter

Iced

Iron Fiends MC

My Biker

My Savior

Sweet Love Novellas

Sweet Burn

Five Alarm Donuts

Stand Alone Novellas

Kissing the Bad Boy

Trapped with the Bad Boy

Daddin’ Ain’t Easy

Silas: A Scrooged Christmas

Wanting More

Mama Didn’t Raise No Fool

Tangle My Tinsel

Mr. Motorcycle

Oral Communications

Coasting In

Holly’s Biker

[image: image]

Table of Contents



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 1

[image: image]




Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13 

Chapter 14 

Chapter 15 

Chapter 16 

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter One


[image: image]




Princeton

––––––––
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“Why am I always the one pumping the gas?”

“Driver pumps the gas,” Creed shrugged.

I inserted the nozzle into the gas tank and squeezed the handle. “That is some bullshit because I’m not even driving this thing.” I nodded to the black SUV I had been driving that was parked by the curb. “I still have three-quarters of a tank.”

Creed slid his sunglasses over his eyes and smirked. “And?”

“Just put the damn gas in,” Leo growled from the passenger seat of the SUV. “The pilot is waiting for us.”

“You know,” Creed drawled, “why don’t we have our own gas pump? I mean, you just said the pilot for your private jet is waiting for us, and we all know you’re loaded as fuck.”

“We’re loaded as fuck, Creed, but we’re not have our own gas pump loaded,” Leo clarified.

“Hell,” I chuckled. “There’s a tax bracket above Leo Banachi?”

“One or two,” Leo mumbled. “If you’re looking at being on the legal side of the law.”

A blue sedan pulled up to the pump next to us, and a woman got out of the passenger side. 

Creed and I both took in the woman and the car and immediately dismissed them. We were trained to know when a threat was present, and this woman was not it.

Her dark red hair was piled on top of her head, and a dark pair of sunglasses covered her eyes. She was wearing cutoff jean shorts, and a black t-shirt covered her top half. “Pop the gas flap, Dad,” she called.

“I’m going to get a drink.” Creed pushed off the side of the SUV and nodded to the gas station. “You want anything?”

I shook my head. “I’m good.” The plane was always loaded with shit to drink and eat, so there wasn’t any point in spending my money on food.

The woman glanced my way and smiled shyly as she moved, so the pump blocked my view of her.

Creed walked into the gas station, and Leo’s phone rang.

“You not going to answer that?” I called. My eyes connected with Leo’s in the door mirror.

“Not in the mood.”

I chuckled and shook my head. Leo’s phone rang at least ten times an hour. It drove me crazy, and I wasn’t the one who had to answer it. “I’m sure whoever it is, they’ll leave a message.”

“It was Fayth,” he grunted.

Ah, Leo’s sister. She was married to one of the members of the local biker club, and they always seemed to be having some kind of crisis going on. Though most of the time, it seemed to be the ol’ ladies getting into trouble. “Which one do you think is causing problems now?” The pump stopped, and I tried to squeeze in a few more cents.

“Probably all of them. It was bad enough a few years ago, but now all the kids are hooked up, and it seems like the crazy antics of the club are multiplied by ten.”

That was exactly what it was. “And now they’re having kids.” I hung up the pump and closed the fuel door.

The car next to me started, and I was surprised they were already done fueling.

“Dad!” the woman hollered. 

I leaned to the side and watched her hastily hang up the pump.

The driver shifted the car into drive and peeled away from the pump.

“Dad!” she screeched. “No!”

The car careened out of the parking lot and headed down the street. The woman took a few steps in the direction of the car, but there was no way in hell she was going to be able to catch up to it. Not in a pair of cheap plastic flip-flops and with the way her dad had the pedal to the floor.

She held her head in her hands and let out a frustrated cry.

“Help her,” Leo sighed.

“We need to get to Chicago,” I pointed out. And I had no idea who the woman was. 

“I need to get to Chicago. The plane is waiting for me. Go help her.” He flitted his hand at me. “Creed can take me, and if I need you, I’ll send the jet for you.”

“You were just talking about Fayth and the ol’ ladies being a pain in the ass, and now you are throwing me at the feet of a chick who is possibly the same caliber as them, if not worse?” Leo was losing his mind. “I’ll call the police for her on the way to the airport.”

“What in the hell is going on?” Creed demanded. He jogged over to the SUV with a bottle of soda in his hand.

“Princeton is staying behind to help, and we’re heading to Chicago.”

Creed nodded, jogged around the front of the SUV, and got behind the wheel.

“I don’t even have my phone,” the woman cried.

Creed started the car and laughed. “Have fun with that, bud.” He shifted into drive and smiled wide. “For once, I’m not pissed about having to go to Chicago.”

“Keep me posted on what is going on,” Leo ordered. “If I need you, I’ll let you know.”

I rolled my eyes but stepped back from the SUV. “This is some bullshit,” I muttered. 

Creed and Leo headed out of town, and I was stuck at the gas station with god knows what problem facing me.

“Hey,” I called. I hung my head and slowly turned to the woman, but she wasn’t there.

Fuck.

Maybe this could be my way out of this. If she disappeared, then I didn’t have to deal with whatever crisis she was going through.

I looked around and spotted her a few yards down the sidewalk, headed in the direction her car had headed.

What the hell was she doing? Like she was going to be able to track her car down on foot.

“Fucking hell,” I grunted. I pulled my keys out of my pocket and jogged over to my SUV.

“I can’t believe this is what I have to deal with,” I muttered. I slid behind the wheel and cranked it up. I pulled out of the driveway, hopeful I would see her car headed down the street, but it was gone. I pulled up alongside her and rolled down my window.

“Hey!”

She glanced over at me and glared. 

“Do you need some help?” I asked.

“No, I’m fine,” she called. She kept walking but moved to the side furthest from me.

“I’m not going to hurt you.”

“That’s good because I know karate and could totally kick your ass.”

“That so?” I laughed. 

“Yeah, it is,” she insisted. “So I think you should stop following me in your creeper car and go find someone else to kidnap.”

You have got to be kidding me. She thought I was a creeper trying to kidnap her while she was traipsing down the sidewalk after her car that was more than likely already past the city limits sign? “You think I’m what a creeper looks like?” I asked. I was driving a blacked-out Escalade that only had ten thousand miles on it, and my sunglasses probably cost more than all her clothes combined. 

She scoffed and threw her hands in the air. “A rich creeper. One of those who kidnaps people and then sells their organs on the black market. That is why you’re all fancy. You’re driving around three kidneys and possibly a lung.” 

“Darlin’,” I chuckled. “That is not the type of business I am in. Just let me help you. I can take you to your car.” I didn’t understand why she was fighting me to help her.

“That would be great if I actually knew where my car was headed.” She stopped and tipped her head back. “Why is this happening to me?” she shouted.

“I heard you don’t even have your phone.”

She glanced at me and glowered. “I’m sure I’m on a bunch of security cameras, so even though I don’t have my phone, the police will still be able to track me. It doesn’t matter that I don’t have my phone.”

“Uh, good?” I didn’t know how that was going to help her find her car or dad. “I know a guy at the police department who can maybe help us,” I suggested. For once, maybe I could call in a favor to the Devil’s Knights. Luna, one of the club members, was hooked up with a detective, and god knew the Knights called in plenty of favors to the Banachis.

She turned to me and folded her arms over her chest. “Why are you doing this? I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. For all you know, this is some ploy for you to get me in your car, and then I’ll kidnap you. My dad will come speeding around the corner, and I’ll be selling your organs by dinner,” she countered.

I kept my foot on the brake but didn’t shift into park. I needed to be ready to go if she decided to take off. “Because you know karate, right? You’ll hit me with a kick spin to the head and then steal my car?” I guessed.

“It’s possible,” she muttered.

“How about we both agree not to kidnap each other, and I’ll just help you figure out where your car is?”

“I still don’t know who you are,” she pointed out. “And I know you don’t know who I am.”

“Princeton,” I called. “I work for the Banachis.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “Of course,” she whispered. “Why? Why me?”

“Of course what?” I asked.

She opened her eyes and pursed her lips. “Of course, this would happen in front of one of you. I can handle this myself. It’s not the first time it has happened, and it isn’t going to be the last. Have a good day, Princeton.” She turned on her heel and started back in the direction her car had headed.

I lifted my foot off the brake and idled alongside her. “What do you mean, this isn’t the first time this has happened? And one of me?”

She waved her hand at me. “Nothing.”

“Your dad stealing your car is hardly anything.” And I wanted to know what was so bad about being a Banachi. She said one of you like I was the scum of the earth. As far as I knew, the Banachis had a pretty stellar reputation in Rockton.

“He didn’t steal it,” she insisted.

“What the hell do you call this, then?” I asked. “And the longer you argue with me about helping you, the more time we lose looking for your car and dad.”

She stopped again and glanced at me. “I call this my problem, not yours. Please just move along, and don’t worry about little old me. I’m no one to you.”

What in the hell did that mean? “You obviously need help. Your car was stolen, and you don’t even have a phone to call the police.”

She pointed down the street. “I only live a few blocks away. I’m sure my dad just went home.”

“His home is your home?” I asked.

“Yeah. I live with my dad because he needs a caretaker. Can you just call me lame and let me handle this myself?” She started down the sidewalk in the direction she had pointed.

“You’re not lame, but I don’t think we have the time for me to go into the reasons why you’re not. Just get in, and I’ll drive you to your house.”

She threw her hands in the air and stalked over to the SUV. “My god, you are persistent.” She wrenched open the door and threw herself into the car. She stared straight ahead. “Well?”

“You wanna tell me where you live, darlin’?”

She rattled off her address, and I knew right where she lived. Leo owned a few homes in the area that he rented out, and she lived right next to one.

“How often does this happen?” I asked as I pulled away from the curb.

“I don’t mean to sound bitchy, but I don’t want to talk about this because then it means I have to come to some realization I’m not ready for yet,” she sighed and scrubbed her hands down her face. “I just pray to god he is at home like last time.”

“I get it, I get it,” I muttered. “Uh, you wanna tell me your name, or should I just call you lady?”

“Like Jerry Lewis?” she laughed. 

I quirked my eyebrow. “No clue what you are talking about, darlin’.” 

She sat back in the seat and relaxed against the soft leather. “Never mind. I’m Catharine, but everyone calls me Kitty. My dad started calling me Kitty before I even left the hospital when I was born. It seems to have stuck.”

I nodded and turned onto her street. “You like your neighbors?” I asked.

“You mean the people who rent from you?”

I shrugged. “Not me, specifically, but yeah.”

“They’re fine,” she sighed. Her house came into view, and her shoulders slumped. “Crap. He’s not home.”

I pulled up to the curb in front of her house and shifted into park. “Do you want to try calling your phone?” I asked. “Maybe your dad will answer it,” I suggested.

She wrinkled her nose. “He probably won’t, but it won’t hurt to try.”

I pulled out my phone and entered the code to unlock it. I handed it to her and looked around her neighborhood. “Why don’t you call him, and I’ll go talk to your neighbors quickly to let them know if your dad shows up to call me.” I jumped out of the SUV before she could protest and jogged over to the neighbor to the left of her house and then to the one to the right.

“Well?” I asked as I opened the door and slid back behind the wheel.

“Nothing,” Kitty cried. She handed me back my phone and buried her face in her hands. “I have no idea what to do. I don’t know where he would have gone.”

She didn’t know, and I sure as hell didn’t. “Uh, how about I call my friend at the police station and see what he thinks we should do?”

Kitty was full-blown crying now, and she wiped the back of her hand across her tear-stained cheek. “I don’t know what they are going to do.”

I didn’t either, but I had to assume they would be able to help somehow.

I scrolled through my contacts and swiped on Ransom’s name.

“Yo,” he called. “What the hell do you want?”

Ah, Ransom. He wasn’t the biggest fan of the Banachis, but he tried not to let it show. Sometimes.

I glanced over at Kitty and sighed. The Devil’s Knights owed the Banachis lots of favors, but I hated that Ransom was the one I was needing help from. “I need your help, Ransom.”

*
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Chapter Two
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Kitty

This was an absolute nightmare.

I didn’t even understand how I had gotten here.

Dad was fine this morning. He talked with me, got his breakfast ready, and we had been out the door without any hiccups. 

I glanced at the clock on the radio and frowned. We should be at the doctor’s office right now, but that wasn’t going to happen.

“Yeah, yeah,” Princeton called into the phone. “Let me put you on speaker so you can ask her instead of me relaying back to you what she says.” He moved the phone from his ear and held it in between us. “Ransom has some questions for you,” he explained. He pressed the speaker button. “She can hear you.”

“Uh, hi?” I chirped. I didn’t expect to be talking to a detective. I really just needed someone to help me figure out what the heck I should be doing. This had happened three times before, but never on this scale. Never like this.

Dad would forget who I was for a few minutes, and then he would snap out of it. We had been home when it happened, and I was able to talk to him to remind him who I was and where he was.

“Detective Ransom here,” the man called through the phone. “Hear you’re having a bit of a problem.”

It was more than a bit of a problem. 

Dad had stolen my car and, more than likely, had no idea where he was or what he was doing. “Uh, I just need a little help finding my dad.”

“Where were you headed today?” he asked.

“The doctor. He had a checkup scheduled for today,” I explained.

“Do you think he might have headed there?” Detective Ransom asked.

Oh my god. I should have called there first. I had been telling Dad for the past week about his appointment coming up. “Let me call them.”  I reached for my phone but froze. “I can’t call them because my phone is in my car that my dad took for a joy ride.”

“What doctor?” Ransom asked.

“Haas. He has an office connected to the hospital,” I rattled off. We were just going for his yearly checkup, but I was also going to talk to the doctor about the past couple of months.

“Hold on for a second. I’ll call over there and see.” 

Music played through the phone, and I stared out the windshield. “You don’t have to be doing this. Your friend, too. I’m wasting his time when he could be doing something that really matters,” I sighed. His friend was a detective, for goodness sake, not a locator of runaway parents. “I’m sure he just went to the doctor since I was pounding it into his head that he had an appointment.”

“Hopefully, he is, darlin’, and I can just drive you over there.” Princeton’s tone was even and calm when it was taking all my willpower not to freak out and run screaming down the street.

I sighed and leaned my head against the headrest. “And if he’s not there, he has to come home sometime, right?” I whispered.

I had moved in with Dad a year and a half ago because his health was declining, but it wasn’t like he needed hands-on care twenty-four-seven. He just needed someone there with him to make sure he was okay and to cook his meals. In the past two months, I had noticed memory loss and mild confusion from him. Late one night, I had gotten the nerve to poke around the internet trying to figure out what was going on and had scared the shit out of myself when the word dementia flashed on my screen.

“Yo,” Ransom called. “Her dad is at the doctor’s office. I told them to keep him there until she shows up.”

“Holy shit,” I sighed. I dropped my chin to my chest and let out a deep breath. Relief swept over me, and a huge weight lifted. “Thank god.”

“Thanks, man. We’ll head over there right now.” Princeton ended the call and dropped his phone on the center console. “Let’s go.”

“Are you sure? You’ve already done so much by helping me find him. I don’t want to take up any more of your time.” If they knew not to let Dad leave until I got there, I could make the fifteen-minute walk across town.

Princeton shook his head and started up the SUV. “No one takes my time unless I want them to, darlin’.” He shifted into drive and pulled away from the curb. 

I threw my hands in the air. I didn’t have it in me to argue with him anymore. If he wanted to spend his time looking for my dad and then driving me to him, then that was what he wanted. “Well, thank you. I can walk if you need to be somewhere else.”

He shook his head. “My plans for the day are gone. Literally,” he chuckled. “Leo and Creed are probably wheels up already on the way to Chicago.”

“You missed your flight because of me?” I moaned. “Oh, my god. I will pay you back your airfare.” Maybe. If Princeton accepted a payment plan of sorts, I could totally pay him back in five to six months. I glanced down at his pristine clothes and quirked my lips. Make it eight to nine months. I’m sure he flew first class.

He smirked. “I didn’t have any airfare.”

I tipped my head to the side. “Uh, then how did you miss your flight?”

“Private jet, darlin’.”

My eyes bugged out, and I gulped. “Uh, I don’t think I can pay you back for that.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “You don’t need to pay me back for anything. Leo was the one who needed to be on that plane, and Creed made sure of that.”

The fact this man flew around on private jets and acted like missing a flight wasn’t a big deal proved that he was in a different world from the one I lived in. “Well, if there is anything I could actually do for you, let me know. I make a hell of a lasagna, and I can crotchet.” I could have left the crotchet part out. As if this man would ever want anything that was crocheted. Good one, Kitty.

“I’ll keep that in mind, darlin’. I stayed behind this time; I’ll be fending for myself since the chef takes time off when we’re not in Rockton.”

Of course, they had a chef in that huge mansion they lived in. He could fit my whole house and yard in the pool of that mansion in the woods they lived in. One time, I had taken a wrong turn and wound up at the locked gates. I hadn’t been able to catch a glance at the house, but you had to know with a gate and security as they had, something impressive was at the end of that driveway. 

He pulled into the driveway of the hospital and made his way over to park in front of the entrance to the doctors’ offices.

I reached for my purse but remembered I didn’t have it with me. “Thank you.” I unfastened my seatbelt and flashed a quick smile at Princeton, but he wasn’t there. He was already out of the SVU and rounding the front end.

He opened my door and held it wide open. “You coming?” he asked.

I jumped down and tipped my head back to look up at him. “I’m going, but what are you doing?” I asked.

“We are going to find your dad.”

I wrinkled my brow. “He’s in there. Your friend said he was.” I scanned the parking lot and spotted my car parked crooked three rows over. “And so is my car.”

Princeton shrugged and grabbed my upper arm. He pulled me out of the way of the door and slammed it. “He was here ten minutes ago. What kind of guy would I be if I just left you here without making sure you were safe? Just because your car is here doesn’t mean that he is. He could have taken off on foot. He forgot who you were, Kitty, so I don’t think it would be too crazy to think that he would forget what car he was driving.”

“Uh, that would make you like every other guy I’ve known.” We weren’t living in the dark ages where there was a possibility of a dragon or something swooping in and killing me. “I can make it from your SUV to the door without dying, I think. And he’s not that forgetful,” I snapped defensively. I knew I had a lot to come to grips with, but I didn’t need Princeton to be the one to do it in the parking lot of Dad’s doctors.

He sighed and pushed his sunglasses on top of his head. “Just help me ease my mind, darlin’, and let me see with my own eyes that your dad is in there, yeah?”

“You do know this is ridiculous, right? Half an hour ago, you didn’t even know who I was, and now you want to make sure me and my dad are okay.”

He shrugged. “I guess I’m just a gentleman.”

I huffed and pivoted around him. “I don’t know if I would call you that from what I’ve heard around town, Princeton. And I don’t have time to argue with you about this in the parking lot. If you have to see with your own eyes that my dad is in here, then let’s go.” Under normal circumstances, I never would have talked to Princeton like this, but I was still worried about my dad. 

He stalked behind me, and his hand was on the door before I could open it. “And you didn’t know me before half an hour ago, Kitty.”

“I didn’t know you personally, but I knew of you, Princeton. A man connected to wealth, crime, and running my small town.”

He glowered at me. “I can’t get a read on you, darlin’. One minute you’re crying in the road, then you’re running away from me, determined as hell. You bounced between those two at least three times in thirty minutes. You’re all over the place.”

“I was not crying in the road,” I growled. “I was in a stressful situation and figuring out what to do. And my life is all over the place, so why shouldn’t my emotions be?”

“So let’s swing into the emotion of you letting me help you again. I promise it won’t hurt,” he chuckled.

I looked around and threw my hands in the air. “Whatever.” I was up and down, and back and forth, with Princeton. He was trying to help, but he was also pushy. I didn’t know what kind of help I needed, and I sure didn’t want to be pushed into letting him help.

“You are infuriating, Kitty,” he whispered.

And so was he. “You’re welcome. Now can I go inside, or do you need to beat on your chest like a caveman while you tell me what I should be doing?”

He stared at me, but a deep laugh rumbled from his chest. A slow grin spread across his lips, and he shook his head. “This is going to be fun.”

I shook my head and flitted my hand at the door. “No, this is about to be over in thirty seconds. The second we lay eyes on my dad, you can go. Your good deed for the day will be over.”

“Swing,” he whispered. His eyes danced with mischief, and I wanted to pop him right on the nose.

He opened the door, and I charged inside. I didn’t stop at the information desk, but bound up the two flights of stairs instead. 

I glanced behind me and saw Princeton was hot on my heels. I was winded by the time I opened the door to the third floor and paused to catch my breath.

Wowza. Maybe running up the stairs was not the best idea.

“You don’t think maybe we could have taken the elevator?” Princeton mumbled behind me. He was standing so close I could feel his body heat radiating against my back.

“Out of shape?” I asked.

“Hardly, darlin’, though it sounds like you might want to take a seat for a second before we go searching for your dad.”

I glared at him over my shoulder. 

He wasn’t breathing heavily and leaning against the doorframe. I was.

The man looked like he had just strolled down the sidewalk instead of hefting his ass up two flights of stairs.

“I’m the picture of health,” I wheezed. I tried to control my breathing and pasted a smile on my face. Why didn’t I take the elevator? 

“I see that, darlin’,” he smirked. 

“I go to the gym three times a week,” I blurted. LIES! What was it about this man that made me want to appear more than what I was? I couldn’t tell you the last time I had been to the gym, but I knew for sure it was not three times a week.

“More than I go,” he chuckled. 

I looked him up and down and knew he was lying straight to my face. The man was walking perfection.

His broad shoulders and muscular physique hinted at the raw power that lay beneath his clothes. With each step he took, his muscles flexed, and his posture radiated an undeniable air of slight arrogance and power. With his chiseled jawline, perfectly sculpted cheekbones, and piercing blue eyes, he possessed a striking and symmetrical face that easily turned heads. His dark brown hair was meticulously styled, adding a touch of boyish charm to his overall appearance.

The man was hot. Plain and simple.

Which also made him completely out of my league. Hell, he was out of my universe.

Not that I was thinking about him that way.

Just an observation.

“I need to go find my dad.” And stop staring at Princeton. In about five minutes, I was never going to see him again, and I would be back to my life.

A life of working remotely so I could be at home for my dad and continue to bury my head in the sand about the fact that not only his physical health but also his mental health was deteriorating.

Yeah, that wasn’t a life someone like Princeton would live.

I shook my head and stepped out of the doorway. Why was I even thinking about Princeton like this? 

Five minutes and he would be gone forever.

I made my way over to the receptionist and smiled wide. “Hi! I was looking for Larry Hanes.”

“Oh,” the receptionist squeaked. She didn’t look a day over eighteen and smiled brightly up at me. “You’re quick. Larry had some labs he needed to do, so they took him to get some blood drawn.”

“They?” I asked. I had just found my dad; I didn’t need to lose him again so quickly. “Where did they take him?” I demanded.

The receptionist opened her mouth to reply, but a booming “Kitty!” echoed through the waiting room.

Dad.

I whirled around and had never been so happy to see my dad before. 

“What are you doing here?” he asked. “Shouldn’t you be working?”

He didn’t even remember leaving me high and dry at the gas station earlier.

“Uh, I took the morning off for your appointment, Dad. Don’t you remember?” I asked. That was dumb to say, though. If he did remember, he obviously wouldn’t be asking me why I was here.

“Oh, you’re right.” He smiled wide. “I must have forgotten. You haven’t missed much, though. They just poked me a few times and took a bit of my blood.”

“Good,” I smiled. “I’m glad I missed that part. Why don­–.”

Dad’s eyes turned to Princeton, who was standing beside me. “Did you find a boyfriend while you were waiting for me?”

“Boyfriend?” I sputtered. I knew Dad’s memory was fading, but I didn’t think it was that bad.

Dad smiled, and his eyes twinkled. He was giving me shit. Yup, that was the man I had known for the past thirty-one years. “Gotcha, honey. We both know that man is too clean-cut for you.”

My cheeks heated, and I knew I was blushing ten shades of pink. “Dad,” I hissed.

The nurse next to him giggled. “Why don’t you three have a seat, and we’ll call you when the doctor is ready.”

“Two,” I interrupted. “Only two of us are taking a seat.” I hitched my thumb towards Princeton. “He has a private jet to catch.”

“Whoa,” Dad cheered. “Maybe I’ll go with him, and you can take a seat, Kitty. The vampire here already has my blood, so she doesn’t need much else from me.”

I rolled my eyes and moved over to the chairs in the waiting area. “Sit down, Dad. You are not soaring off with the Banachis today.”

Dad reared back, impressed. “Banachi, huh?”

This was going to be the only time I wished for Dad’s memory to slip. 

“I do need to get going, but I’ll be around. Not flying off today.” Princeton slid his sunglasses over his eyes, and a panty-melting smile spread across his lips. “I’ll see you later, Kitty.”

I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t argue that he would indeed NOT be seeing me later. The man’s smile exuded confidence, charm, and a hint of playfulness.

A smile like that had never been turned my way before.

Princeton nodded to Dad. “Have a good day, sir.”

Dad gave him a head tip. “You, too.”

Princeton waltzed out of the waiting room, and I let out the breath I had been holding.

“Well, well,” Dad drawled as he sat down next to me. “Seems like you had a pretty interesting morning, sweetheart.”

And it was all thanks to Dad. “Do you remember how you got here, Dad?” I asked.

“I drove,” he replied simply.

“You don’t remember stopping anywhere?” I questioned. Maybe stealing my car and taking off like a madman?

“No, sweetheart. Why are you asking?”

I sighed and sat back in my chair. “No reason. Just glad you made it here safely.” I patted his hand and smiled. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here when they drew your blood. Was it bad?” 

He shook his head and chuckled. “No, sweetheart. I’ve got tough skin.” He pointed to the band-aid on his arm. “This proves it. She had to poke me three times before she got my vein.”

“Oh, Dad,” I laughed.

He regaled me with the story of the nurse trying to find his vein while I mentally prepared to talk to the doctor about Dad’s fleeting memory.

Back to the world where Princeton didn’t exist, and it was just me and Dad.
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Chapter Three
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Princeton

“Everything okay?”

“Never better,” I drawled into the phone. I grabbed the loaf of bread out of the bread box and twisted off the tie. I hadn’t been joking when I said I was on my own until Leo returned from Chicago.

“What happened with the damsel in distress at the gas station this morning?” Leo asked.

I sighed and pulled two slices of bread out. “I helped her find her car.”

“I’m going to need a little more information than that,” he chuckled. “You have no idea how much restraint it took me not to call you earlier to see what was going on.”

“Not much to tell.” At least, not that I knew. I had picked up what I could about the situation with Kitty and her dad, but I didn’t think Kitty knew too well what was going on either. That was probably why they were at the doctor today. “Seems like the woman’s dad might be having some memory problems and forgot Kitty was with him.”

“Damn,” Leo sighed. “How long did it take you to find him?”

“Eh, less than an hour. I called Ransom, who helped out.”

“You willingly called Ransom, huh? You must have been desperate.”

I grabbed the jar of peanut butter from the pantry, along with the marshmallow fluff. “I wouldn’t say desperate. I just needed a nudge to figure out where to look first. I’ve dealt with a ton of shit, Leo, but a runaway dad with his daughter’s stolen car was a new one for me today.”

“You telling me a frantic woman is harder to handle than dealing with five guns pointed at you?” 

“One hundred times, yes.” I didn’t know how Apollo handled Greer all of these years. “Why the hell do you think we’ve all stayed single all of these years besides Apollo?” Apollo had fallen hard for Greer a lifetime ago, and now it was the norm to have Greer and his kids around. 

“I know why I’ve stayed single, but why you, Murphy, and Creed have stayed single is a mystery to me,” he pondered.

I grabbed a knife from the drawer and smeared a load of peanut butter onto one slice of bread. “I think it might have to do with the five guns that can be pointed at us at any time,” I drawled. “Kind of kills the mood, you know?”

And Bryn was also the reason why Leo never settled down.

The rest of us didn’t have a Bryn in our past who haunted us.

We were just too busy keeping Leo safe and the Banachi empire running.

“Maybe you need to go spend some time with the Devil’s Knights while I’m out of town,” Leo suggested. “I’m going to be here at least for a week, and you don’t need to come since Apollo is here as well.”

“Where’s Murphy?” He hadn’t been with us this morning on the way to the airport, and I hadn’t seen him for two days.

The front door slammed, and my hand instantly moved to the gun on my hip.

“I’m home, asshole!”

“He should be with you,” Leo chuckled.

There went my peaceful few days alone in the house. “You sure you don’t need him with you in Chicago?” I drawled.

Murphy waltzed into the kitchen and dropped his keys and sunglasses on the kitchen island. “Are you eating dinner without me?”

“I was eating dinner alone because I thought I was going to be alone.” I twisted open the jar of fluff and slathered it on the other slice of bread.

“Well, you’re not, and you can make me one of those, too.”

I flipped him off and set the knife on the lid of the peanut butter. “Or you can make your own shit.”

“I see you don’t have the same charm as Bristol does,” Murphy laughed. 

Bristol was the chef and wouldn’t be around until Leo got back from Chicago. Or unless Marco showed up. Bristol had actually hooked up with one of the members of the Devil’s Knights, which strengthens the connection between the Banachis and DKMC even more.

“Is Marco meeting you in Chicago?” I asked Leo.

“He was supposed to be on the plane with me, but Royal has an OB/GYN appointment for Leo Junior. He’s heading to Chicago tomorrow with Royal and Kane.”

“Oh god,” I groaned. “Please tell me you are still not petitioning for them to name their baby after you.”

“There is no petitioning. It’s going to happen,” Leo grunted.

“Oh yeah,” Murphy scoffed. “Is that why Marco told me they were going with Jacob? I know how people confuse Leo and Jacob all the time.” Murphy grabbed the loaf of bread and pulled out two slices.

I rounded the kitchen island and hopped onto one of the barstools. “What about Jacob Leo?” I suggested.

“This shouldn’t even be a discussion because you already have your name given to Kane. Did you forget that?” Murphy called. “If anything, Royal and Marco should think about Murphy.”

I wagged my finger at Murphy. “Now I think you are onto something. What about Princeton Murphy?”

“You’re both idiots,” Leo called. “I have a better chance of them going with Leo for the middle name again than you have of getting Princeton Murphy.”

“What? I kind of like it. It rolls off the tongue,” I argued.

Murphy scoffed. “I wouldn’t argue that. Though Murphy Princeton has a better ring to it.”

“I’m getting off the phone. I have actual business I need to take care of. I have a meeting with Hank and Paul over dinner tonight, and then tomorrow I have an unexpected mess I need to deal with.”

“You sure you don’t want us there with you?” I asked. I hadn’t heard anything about the unexpected mess Leo was handling.

“No, no,” Leo reassured us. “It’s nothing I can’t handle. Just keep an eye on the house, and I’ll see you guys in a week.” He ended the call, and Murphy slid my phone over to me.

“Where the hell have you been?” I asked.

Murphy shrugged. “Same shit one of us does every month.”

Bryn detail.

Even though Leo and Bryn hadn’t been together for years, Leo still took care of her. Not that Bryn knew anything about it. As far as she knew, Leo was in her past.

“You ever wonder what she’s going to do when she finds out everything?” I asked.

“Not our problem.” Murphy sloppily built his sandwich and tossed the dirty knife into the sink. “And why would she be mad? It’s not like he’s meddling in her life. So what if he owns her apartment building and is the silent backer of her company?”

I didn’t claim to know jack shit about women, but I had to assume Bryn was not going to be happy at all, knowing how involved Leo was in her life without actually knowing he was. “I just think Leo is playing with fire and is going to get burned.”

“Well, he’s gone this long without her finding out, so he must be doing something right.” He grabbed two beers from the fridge and sat down next to me. “And it’s none of our business. We just do what Leo tells us to do, and that’s that.”

He was right, but that didn’t mean I had to like everything we did.

“So, I guess we have a sort of vacation for the next few days.” I popped open the top of my beer and took a drink. “What are you going to do?”

Murphy held up his sandwich and motioned to his beer. “Probably a lot of this. Maybe accidentally call Bristol when I order pizza and let it drop that you and I are here having to fend for ourselves.”

“You do that, and you know she’ll be here ASAP, but also have Pie in tow with the kids.” Pie was the member of the Devil’s Knights who had managed to claim Bristol for his own. 

“The kids are always here with her,” Murphy laughed. “They call us both uncle.”

“Well,” I drawled. “The choice is up to you, but I’m more than okay with fending for ourselves over the next week.”

“We’ll see how it goes.” Murphy sat back. “You gonna tell me about your day, or are you just going to act like you weren’t rescuing damsels in distress?”

I rolled my eyes. “It was just one damsel, and I’m pretty sure she didn’t really want my help.”

“She a bitch?” he asked.

I shook my head. “Nah, not really, man. She was stressed the hell out, and I was some stranger in her face.”

“But she let you help.”

I nodded. “She didn’t really have much of a choice since her dad had taken off with her car.”

“Her dad was the one who took her car? That’s kind of messed up.”

It was, but not for the reason Murphy was thinking. “Pretty sure the guy has dementia or something. The start of it, at least. Kitty mentioned how things like this had happened before, but normally he was lucid.”

“Has to be tough,” Murphy mumbled.

It had to be. “Yeah, but I left them at the doctor’s office, so hopefully, she figures out what is going on.”

“You get her number?”

I shook my head. “What for?”

“Because Creed told me she was easy on the eyes.” Murphy wiggled his eyebrows. “Your damsel in distress could be the next Mrs. Princeton Powell.”

“You say next as if there was one before,” I chuckled. 

“You know what the hell I’m saying, man. None of us are getting any younger, and if you’re going to want little Princeton’s running around, you better get on it.”

“You just sounded like a mother impatiently waiting to be a grandmother,” I chuckled.

Murphy flipped me off and shoved the rest of his sandwich in his mouth. “Fuck you.” He hopped off the stool and snatched his beer off the counter. “Later, fucker,” he grunted. He headed down the hallway to his room and slammed the door.

That was a weird conversation.

We all were getting on in age, but it wasn’t like we were seventy wanting to be dads. I had a few good years left in me if I decided that being a family man was what I wanted. 

It just always came down to what Leo and I had talked about.

I didn’t live an easy life. It wasn’t an exaggeration to say I could have five guns pointed at me at any time.

Life as a Banachi was good most of the time, but when it was bad, it was really bad.

I had chosen and loved this life, but who was I to put this on someone else?

I finished my beer and tossed it in the garbage.

I shut down the house and manned the alarm.

This right here was not the norm. Setting an alarm system and sleeping with a gun beside you because you never knew what was coming at you was not the life of a family man. Apollo had managed to make it work for him, but I wasn’t sure I could just find any woman who could accept this life like Greer had. She had grown up around it and knew all of the dangers.

This life gave me many things, but a wife and family were a reward I wasn’t going to get in the end.

Apollo was lucky to have found it, and I was just lucky to still be alive.

That was all I could ask for.
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Chapter Four
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Kitty

“Yes, yes, I know, Ms. Payne. I promise the refund will be in your account within five to seven business days.”

“Five to seven business days?” she yelled into the phone. “You took the money within seconds, and now it is going to take you five to seven business days to put it back? What kind of BS is that?” she demanded.

It was BS, but it was out of my hands. I just worked as the manager in the billing and collections department for a TV streaming service. I wish I could give people a better answer than I normally would. “I can put a rush on the return and offer you two months of free streaming for the trouble.” 

“I don’t want two free months; I just want my damn money back.” She ended the call abruptly, and I slouched in my chair.

“Kitty?” Mierra called through the headset.

“Put the two free months on her account, Mierra, and I’ll try my best to make sure the refund processes today.” I normally wasn’t on the phone much, but when a customer was as upset as Ms. Payne was, I had to step in. Not like I really made things better, but I guess I was paid a couple of dollars more, so that meant I had to get the brunt of upset customers.

“Yes, ma’am,” Mierra whispered.

I ripped off the headset and tossed it on my desk.

“Bad call?”

I whirled around in my chair and clutched my hand to my chest. “Holy crow, Dad. You scared the crap out of me.”

“Your mother used to say that all the time.” He sat on the edge of my bed and smiled sadly. “I can still picture the surprise on her face when I told her that normally people say holy cow, not holy crow.”

“Mama always did seem to march to the beat of her own drum.” My mom had been amazing. The type of mom people waxed on about being perfect. That had been Sophia Hanes. But she was quirky as hell. Always wearing bright, colorful clothes and tennis shoes that were either neon yellow or pink. 

“That she did. Even until her last breath, she had spunk and quirkiness no one could match.”

I glanced at the large picture I had hanging by the door. “Can you believe she’s been gone for five years already?”

Dad shook his head. “No, because I see her in my dreams every night.”

Gah.

The love my parents had for each other was unmatchable. Something I had never seen before and probably never would again.

“Oh, Dad,” I sighed. “You know she’s never left you.”

“I know, sweetheart.” He motioned to my desk. “Are you done for the day?”

I glanced at the clock. “I still have an hour before I can clock out. Did you need something?”

He ran his fingers through his hair. “Uh, I think I did, but I can’t remember what it was.”

I sighed lightly and cocked my head to the side. “What were you doing before you came in here?” I asked. Yesterday at the doctor's had been hard but good.

I was done burying my head in the sand with Dad losing his memory.

It was happening, and my acting like it wasn’t was only going to make things harder for both of us.

“Uh, I was doing the dishes.” He snapped his fingers and smiled. “I was trying to do the dishes, but we are out of dish soap. That was what I was coming to tell you.”

“Okay. I will add it to the list of other things we need, and we can go to the store when I clock out.” I grabbed the pad of paper on my desk that I had been scribbling on the past two days with things we were running low on and added dish soap. “Maybe we can get something out for dinner?” I suggested.

“What are you in the mood for?”

I shrugged. “You know I’m up for anything.” Dad was the one who was pickier when it came to eating. “Pizza?”

He shook his head.

“Chinese?”

He again shook his head.

See, he was the pickier one. I would have eaten either of those happily. “Breakfast?”

He tipped his head to the side. “We can get that for dinner?”

I nodded and smiled. “We sure can. The diner serves breakfast all day, and I have been craving their biscuits and gravy.”

“We gonna eat there or bring it home?” he asked.

I quirked my lips. “Well, I was thinking we would get dinner to go, but it’s always fun eating at the diner. It’s like going back in time.” The diner had amazing homemade food, and the atmosphere was just cozy and welcoming. “We can eat dinner and then go to the store,” I suggested.

Dad slapped his hand on his leg. “Sounds like a plan, sweetheart. I’ll let you get back to work and get the dishes done.” He stood and shook his head. “I will get the dishes situated in the sink and do them after we get back from the store with the soap.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Okay, Dad. Holler if you need anything, okay?”

He made it to the door and glanced back at me. “Maybe you could ask that Banachi fellow to dinner. He seemed like quite the character.”

“Dad,” I scolded. “That Banachi fellow is someone you can forget.”

“I don’t know about that, sweetheart. There was something about the way he was with you that makes me think he’s not going to just disappear like you want him to.” He smiled wide and walked down the hallway whistling. 

I hadn’t heard that in a while.

Growing up, Dad had always been whistling or humming under his breath. That had stopped when Mama died.

I wasn’t sure what had brought it back for him, but I was glad to hear it.

Maybe just acknowledging the fact things were changing for Dad was just going to make things easier. He was going to have good days, and he was going to have bad days. I just needed to hold on to the good days and hope the bad days don’t come too often.

And, of course, he would remember Princeton from yesterday.

He had mentioned him over breakfast this morning and again right now.

Why?

The doctor said Dad’s short-term memory loss would be more noticeable and to find ways to help him remember like I had when he couldn’t remember why he had come in here. But his short-term memory meeting Princeton was on point.

I turned back to my desk and slipped my headset on my head.

I was not going to invite Princeton to dinner tonight or any night. I just needed to wait out Dad until he forgot about him, and I would never have to think about him again.

He lived in a different world than me, and our two worlds would never meet again.

He was private jets and opulence, and I was in the cargo hold area, eating peanuts.

Complete opposites.
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Chapter Five
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Princeton

––––––––
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“What in the hell did you do?”

Murphy dropped the smoking pot into the sink and cranked on the water. “I was making dinner.”

“That is dinner?” I laughed. 

The smoke alarm beeped loudly, and the automated voice loudly blasted that the fire department had been alerted.

“You think you can turn that damn thing off?” he growled. “We don’t need the damn fire department coming here because I forgot about the noodles boiling on the stove.”

I jogged to the control panel and canceled the call to the fire department. The beeping stopped, and the house was quiet with the stench of burned noodles in the air.

“Thank fuck,” Murphy called. “I know after the fire a few years ago, we upgraded the fire alarm system, but I think we might have gone a little too far.”

I walked back into the kitchen and waved my hand in the air. “Fuck man, I think it’s just about right. You almost burned down the kitchen.”

Murphy raised his middle finger in the air. “And that is the last time I will try to make your dumbass dinner.”

I coughed and shook my head. “I didn’t ask you to make me dinner.” I was more than fine eating peanut butter and fluff for the next week.

He turned off the water and opened the garbage can. “We will never speak of this pot again, you hear?” He grabbed the pot out of the water, and dropped it in the garbage can.

“You know Bristol is going to ask where it is. Those pots and pans are like her babies.” Bristol had written an inventory of everything in this kitchen. I thought for sure she had some type of sixth sense when it came to the kitchen and knew when a spoon was out of place.

“We play stupid and tell no one,” Murphy ordered. “If you rat me out, I’m taking you down with me.”

“Or we just replace the pot before she comes back,” I suggested.

Murphy nodded. “See, now that is the good idea I was looking for. We can run to town to get the pot and grab some dinner while we are at it.” He pulled out his phone and pulled the pot out of the garbage. He snapped a picture of the bottom and shoved his phone back in his pocket. “Let’s go. The quicker we replace that pot, the less chance we have of Bristol finding out what we did.”

“WE?” I laughed. “We did nothing. You burned the shit out of the pot and almost burned the house down.”

“A man needs to eat, and you weren’t making anything for dinner.”

I shook my head. “Because I was going to order something in.” Or make a peanut butter and fluff. I really wasn’t picky.

Murphy dropped the burned pot back into the garbage. “Get your keys and let’s go.”
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Chapter Six
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Kitty

“A half order of biscuits and gravy, two sausage links, two sunny side up eggs, and hashbrowns.” I closed the menu and smiled up at the waitress. “Oh, and can you add cheese and onions to the hashbrowns?”

The waitress scribbled on her notepad with a smile on her lips. “Girl, this sounds amazing. You can bet I will be having the same thing when I go on break.” She tucked her pen in her pocket and grabbed the menus from Dad and me.

“Maybe I should have got what you ordered, too,” Dad laughed. 

“Nah, the western omelet with extra ham and toast sounds amazing, too. I might have to steal a bite.” I wiggled my eyebrows and took a sip of my coffee. “We should do this more often.”

“Yeah,” Dad agreed. “Your mom and I used to go out for breakfast every Thursday. She would always get the breakfast sandwich with a half order of hashbrowns and an orange.”

“And that also sounds delicious. Maybe I’ll get that next time.” I didn’t want to be sad when we mentioned Mom. I wanted to remember all the fun and great memories I had with her and just be happy that I had her for as long as we did.

For as long as Dad was going to have his memory, I wanted to hear all of the stories he had about her.

“Did the rest of your workday get better?” Dad asked as the waitress brought over our drinks.

I added two creamers and some sugar to my coffee. “Well, as good as my workday can be. Most of the time, I’m not on the phone with customers, but today I wasn’t that lucky.”

“You like that job?”

“I like that it pays my bills.”

“Kitty,” Dad scolded. “How many times have I told you that if you don’t like what you’re doing, your job will drag you down.”

“Well, not paying my bills will also drag me down, Dad. I like living in a house and not on the streets.” I took a sip of my coffee and sighed. “Besides, I don’t know what else I would do for work, Dad.”

Dad splayed his hands out. “Anything, Kitty. You can be doing anything. It’s a great big world, and you’re stuck in a job you hate.”

“I don’t hate it,” I mumbled. “It’s just a bit...” I didn’t know what it was, but it wasn’t great.

“Not what you want to be doing for the rest of your life.”

It wasn’t, but at this point in my life, making money was more important than loving what I did.

“As soon as I can afford to love my job, I will quit.” Which was going to be never.

A black SUV pulled into the parking lot and parked next to my car.

Oh, boy. It wasn’t Princeton. There were plenty of people around town who drove blacked-out SUVs. Tons. Well, a few.

The driver’s door opened, and I held my breath.

“Hey,” Dad called. “It’s your Banachi fellow.”

I closed my eyes and slouched down in the booth. “He is not my fellow, Dad.”

Dad raised his hand and waved at Princeton. 

“Stop,” I hissed. “We’re getting our food to go. We can eat at home.” I covered my face with my arm and slouched even lower.

“Nonsense. We still have to go to the store after this, and I don’t want to eat my food an hour from now.”

The bell above the front door rang, and I didn’t have to turn to see who had walked in. 

What in the world was Princeton doing at the diner? This was not the type of place I figured Princeton would show his face at.

“Mr. Hanes,” Princeton called.

Dad motioned for him to come over, and I shook my head. “What are you doing?” I hissed.

We were having a good evening, and now he was inviting Princeton to come sit with us. 

“They can eat with us. We just put our order in, so there is still time for them to order.”

Them? They? I turned and peeked around the side of the booth.

Oh, no.

Princeton wasn’t alone.

He pushed his sunglasses on top of his head, and I shrunk back into the booth.

“Did you guys order already?” Princeton asked. He stood in front of our table with his friend next to him. A smirk spread across his lips when he looked down at me. “I used to sit that same way when my mom would take me out to eat, and she didn’t get me dessert.”

I slowly rose up until I wasn’t sitting like a sulking kid. “Uh, I dropped my napkin.”

Princeton nodded, and that sexy smile spread across his lips. 

“Sit, sit,” Dad called. “We just ordered, but I’m sure we can flag down the waitress and get you some food ordered.”

Princeton motioned to the man next to him. “This is Murphy. He tried to make us dinner and almost burned down Wyndemere.”

“Been there,” Dad chuckled. “Though it was an apartment and not a mansion, I almost burned down.”

Dad scooted into the booth, and Murphy sat down next to him.

Princeton quirked his eyebrow, and I begrudgingly scooted in. Princeton sat next to me, and suddenly the spacious booth was not so spacious. His shoulder brushed against mine, and my knee bumped into his leg.

Murphy waved over our waitress, and I tried to become one with the wall.

Why was this happening to me? Was it a full moon, and I didn’t know?

Not once I have ever seen Princeton in my life, but now he was turning up everywhere I was.

The waitress hustled over and handed Princeton and Murphy menus.

“Just order what Kitty did, and you’ll be full until this time tomorrow,” Dad advised.

I rolled my eyes and scooted my coffee cup in front of me. “I just ordered what I wanted.”

“You ordered half of the breakfast menu,” Dad joked.

“I’ll have what she ordered.” Princeton handed the menu back to the waitress and sat back.

Murphy shrugged. “Same for me, though I’ll have a Coke instead of coffee. I drink coffee, and I won’t be sleeping anytime soon.” The waitress took the menus back and headed to get their drinks.

Princeton shook his head. “You do know Coke has the same amount of caffeine as coffee does, right?” 

Murphy wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “Not the same.”

“Are you two brothers?” Dad asked.

“No,” they replied in unison.

“Everyone always thinks we are. Hell, they think Leo, Creed, Princeton, Apollo, Marco and me are all brothers.” Murphy shook his head. “Only Leo, Apollo, and Marco are related.”

“But I thought you were all Banachi?” I asked.

Princeton shook his head. “We work for Banachi.”

“But you call yourselves Banachi,” I interrupted.

“No, we don’t,” Murphy laughed. “Everyone else calls us Banachi.”

“We just go with it because it’s easier that way.” Princeton shrugged. 

“Do you like what you do?” Dad asked.

I closed my eyes and wanted to slink down in the seat until I disappeared. 

“Uh, yeah.” Princeton laid his hand on the table and draped his other arm over the back of the booth. “Every day is never the same, and sometimes we’re in a different city every day for a month straight.”

“Ugh,” Murphy moaned. “I don’t know if I would say that is a perk. There is something about sleeping in your own bed every night that even waking up with the Eiffel Tower outside your window every morning can’t replace.”

“I suppose that’s possible when you have a private jet at your disposal,” I muttered.

“It does make things a little easier,” Murphy chuckled. “Though we have Leo to thank for that. We just keep his ass safe while he wheels and deals.”

“What is it exactly that Leo does?” Dad asked.

Leo was in the mafia. The Banachi were the mafia.

“Leo is in acquisitions and real estate,” Murphy explained. “He’s like King Midol. Everything he touches turns to gold.”

“Midas,” Princeton sputtered. “He’s like King Midas, not Midol.”

“Same thing,” Murphy scoffed.

I smothered my laugh with my hand, and Dad couldn’t fight the huge smile on his lips. “I thought you were trying to say he invented Midol or something.”

I couldn’t hold it back any longer. A laugh erupted from my mouth, and we all busted out laughing.

“What is so funny?” Murphy demanded.

“Look up what Midol is, Murphy, and then you’ll understand what we’re laughing about,” Princeton guffawed.

Murphy begrudgingly pulled out his phone and furrowed his brow while he typed.

“Here we go,” the waitress called as she walked up to our table with a tray laden down with loads of food.

Murphy sat back, and his shoulders dropped. “Do you know how many people I have told that Leo is King Midol?”

“Hey,” I snickered. “I bet that would impress most women. Midol is like gold to women during their time of... need.” I cleared my throat and fiddled with my napkin.

Princeton chuckled and leaned into me as the waitress set down our plates.

“I’ll be back with the rest of it.”

Murphy shoved his phone in his pocket and took in all the food on the table. I guess I had ordered a lot, and when Princeton and Murphy ordered the same thing, it was a ton of food.

“And here we have the six sunny-side-up eggs with loaded hashbrowns.” She set three more plates on the table, and I swear the table swayed.

Dad chuckled loudly. “I hate to say it, but I don’t have my toast.”

Finally, we all had our food, and there was a good five minutes of silence while we all devoured it.

“I always forget how good the food is here.” Princeton finally set his fork down and took a sip of his coffee.

“Better than your private chef?” I asked. 

“Same,” Murphy sighed. “At least when it comes to breakfast. Whoever is cooking back there could totally throw down against Bristol, and it be a tie on whose food is better.”

“Don’t tell Bristol that. She’ll tell you to come to eat at the diner instead of eating her food,” Princeton warned.

“Tell her, and then Kitty and I can hire Bristol to come to cook for us if you say she cooks better than this.” Dad ripped a bite of toast off and smiled wide. 

“No, no,” Murphy laughed. “You are not poaching Bristol from us. It’s bad enough we have to share her with the Devil’s Knights.”

“You mean her husband and his club?” Princeton pointed out.

“Details,” Murphy mumbled. “And the club has Meg. They don’t need Bristol.”

Dad leaned toward me. “Do you have any idea who and what they are talking about?” His eyes twinkled with humor, and a playful smile played on his lips. “Maybe we should be taking notes on all of these names.”

We finished our meal, well, I didn’t finish mine but ate what I could, and the waitress dropped the checks on the table. 

“You can get those on the way out.” She nodded toward the counter where the cash register was.

Princeton snatched the tickets and jumped up from the table.

“What on earth?” I gasped.

He waltzed over to the cash register and paid both bills before I could get up from the table. 

“Stop that,” I called. I stumbled out from the booth and snatched my purse off the seat. “You are not paying for our dinner,” I called out.

Princeton grabbed the receipt from the waitress, and I snatched it out of his hand. 

“You’re too late, darlin’. I already paid.”

I glowered at him and read the receipt. “True, but that doesn’t mean I can’t pay you back.”

He yanked the receipt from me and shoved it into his pocket. “You can’t pay me back if you don’t know how much your bill was,” he smirked.

I rolled my eyes and pulled two twenties out of my wallet. “Take this.”

He shook his head and leaned against the counter. He grabbed a toothpick and stuck it in the corner of his mouth. “Not taking that, Kitty.”

“And I’m not accepting you buying me dinner.”

“Just think of it as our first date.”

My jaw dropped. “Our first date?” I sputtered. 

“I know it wasn’t ideal since Murphy and your dad were here, but I think it was a good time.”

“You’re crazy,” I whispered.

Princeton pushed off the counter and leaned into me until his lips were a breath away from my ear. “I’ll see you around, Kitty.” For a split second, his lips brushed against the shell of my ear, and my breath caught. My eyes closed, and time stood still.

The bell above the door jingled, and my eyes drifted open.

Princeton was gone, and Murphy walked past with a smug look on his face.

“Tell me again how he isn’t your fellow?” Dad called.

I dropped my head back and stared up at the ceiling.

“God help me,” I whispered. I couldn’t tell you what had just happened, but I knew my heart was racing and goosebumps still covered my skin.

Whoa.
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Chapter Seven
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Princeton

“It doesn’t look anything like the pots she has.”

Murphy held up the new pot we had bought in town last night next to one of the pots in the cabinet. “You really think she is going to notice?”

“One is black, and the other is silver, Murphy. If she doesn’t notice, we should send her to the optometrist,” I laughed.

“Why the hell are there so many different kinds of pots and pans?” Murphy muttered. “This was supposed to be easy, and now I’m probably going to have to go hunting for a damn pot.”

“Just see if they have the same one online,” I suggested. “Or you could just tell Bristol, and she can get the pot.”

Murphy shook his head and set the new but wrong pot on the counter. “I am not going to tell Bristol about this. She’d buy the new pot and then try to clock me upside the head with it.”

“I don’t think Bristol would be that violent about a pot.” Sure, the kitchen was Bristol’s sanctuary, but I don’t think she would commit a felony over it.

“Chicks are weird, man. Just look at that chick you tried to help the other day.”

“Kitty?” I asked. There wasn’t anything weird about Kitty.

Murphy nodded. “Yeah. You were just trying to help her, and she was fighting you. And then you paid for her dinner, and she about broke her neck trying to stop you.” Murphy held up his hands. “Fucking weird, man. If someone wants to buy me dinner, I will more than gladly let them.”

“Kitty isn’t weird. She’s just got a lot on her plate and didn’t need me trying to swoop in to save the day.” 

I understood it. She didn’t know me from a stranger walking down the street, and yet there I was, trying to help her. I would question and be wary of someone who was like that to me, too. Hell, wary and cautious was how all of us were with new things and people in our lives.

“You know I’d love for someone to come save the day so I don’t have to put up with any bullshit,” Murphy pondered. 

I furrowed my brow. “So you would like to be the damsel in distress?”

“No.” Murphy tipped his head to the side. “I mean, not really. I don’t really fit the description of a damsel. Dude in distress?”

“When the hell have you ever been in distress?” I laughed.

Murphy shrugged. “I mean, we’re all in distress when the bullets are flying, right?”

“So you just want someone else to do all the work? Take the flying bullets while you sit by on the sidelines?”

“I mean, would you say no to that?”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re a dumbass, man. Our job is the complete opposite of sitting on the sidelines. What the hell is going on in your head?”

Murphy shrugged. “More like I’m fucking bored with nothing to do.” He nodded to his phone. “Well, nothing more to do than search the internet for a pot.”

“I’d rather be bored than be shot at,” I reasoned.

“I would like there to be a happy medium. Not bored, but also not being shot at.” Murphy grabbed his phone and leaned against the counter. “Now, if you will excuse me, I need to begin the exciting task of finding a matching pot so Bristol doesn’t kill me when she comes back in a week.”

“You want me to call Leo? I’m sure he’ll tell you nothing exciting is happening in his meetings.” Sure, Leo was having meetings with some of the most powerful men of the Chicago underworld, but they were just meetings. 

“Please,” Murphy scoffed. “I said I don’t want to be bored. Creed and Apollo are probably sleeping from the minute the meeting starts until it ends.”

“I think you’re just asking for a lot, man. Enjoy the quiet because you know the chaos is just around the corner.”

Murphy squinted at his phone. “Add to cart,” he muttered. “And, drumroll, please.” He turned his phone to me, and his eyes bugged out. “When does it say it will get here?”

“Uh, well, that says it will ship in five to seven business days,” I laughed.

Murphy dropped his phone and buried his head in his hands. “We’re fucked.”

No, we were not fucked. Murphy was fucked. “I still say you just call up Bristol and tell her what you did. You know she’s cool, man. How bad is it going to be?”

“And I say you just call up Kitty and actually ask her out. How bad is it going to be?” he countered.

“That is completely different,” I grunted. “I’m not calling Kitty.”

“Yeah, different in the fact that Kitty is not going to hit you over the head with a frying pan after you call her. My phone call to Bristol will pretty much be like arranging my own funeral.” Murphy pointed at my phone. “The only way my phone call is going to happen is if you call Kitty.”

“Why the hell do you care so much about me and Kitty?” Last night after dinner, Murphy had grilled me about Kitty, wanting to know when I was going to pull my head out of my ass.

We hadn’t planned on eating at the diner last night, but I had spotted Kitty’s car in the parking lot. I should have just ignored her car and kept driving.

But I didn’t. 

The want to see her again was too much to pass up.

“Because I’m bored, and you and Kitty seem like good entertainment until something more exciting happens,” Murphy explained.

“My dating life is not your entertainment,” I growled. “And if I do call Kitty, your ass is not going to be on our date.”

“Call her, and then I’ll call Bristol. Hell, you call Kitty, and then we can drive over to the clubhouse and tell Bristol in person that I fucked up her pot.”

I cocked my eyebrow. “Now, that would be a show I would be willing to pay to see.” Bristol ripping Murphy a new asshole in person? Sign me the hell up. 

Murphy thought Kitty and I were his entertainment. Well, the pot fiasco was my entertainment.

He grabbed my phone and unlocked it. “Call her, and then we’ll head over to the clubhouse.”

“How the hell do you know my password?” I asked.

“I know everyone's passwords.”

“What the hell?” 

He swiped a few times and then hit the speaker button. “It’s for security. What would I do if something happened to you, and I need to get into your phone?”

I cocked my head to the side and flattened my lips. “I have so many questions.”

“Hello?” Kitty called.

Murphy bugged his eyes out and pointed at the phone.

“Uh, hey.”

“Princeton?” she asked cautiously.

I cleared my throat. “Yeah.”

“Did you call me before?”

I tipped my head to the side. “No.”

She sighed heavily. “Weird.”

“Weird, what?” I asked.

“It’s probably nothing.”

“Tell me what nothing is, and then I can decide for myself if it’s nothing.”

“Princeton,” she laughed. “I just had a few weird phone calls from an unlisted number. I’m sure it was just someone calling the wrong number.”

“How many times did they call?” I asked. I was always suspicious. It was my job to be. 

“Uh, well, I think it was something like nine or ten calls I answered.”

“Were there any that you didn’t answer?”

The line got quiet.

“Kitty,” I called.

“Hold on. I’m looking.” The line was scratchy, and then she was back. “I have thirteen missed calls from an unlisted number. I’m sure it was some bored teenager. Or maybe a persistent telemarketer.”

A bored teenager would call a random number once or twice and then move on. Over twenty times seemed a bit excessive. And telemarketers rarely called the same number twice, especially not over twenty times.

Murphy cocked his eyebrow and shook his head.

He didn’t think it was a bored teenager or rogue telemarketer either.

“Are you at work or home?” I asked.

“Yes,” she laughed. “I’m at work, but I work from home. And I actually need to get back because one of my agents just put out an SOS.”

“What?” Over twenty weird phone calls and now an SOS. What the hell kind of job did Kitty have?

“I’m a manager for a billing and collections department. When a customer gets unruly, agents put out an SOS message for a manager,” she explained. “It’s much more boring than it sounds. I do need to go.”

“Wait,” I called.

“Yes?”

“Uh, what are you doing tomorrow night?” I asked.

“Probably the same thing I do every night.”

Murphy mouthed something at me, but I couldn’t read his lips.

“Mind if I come over and do it with you?” I cringed. “The same thing,” I stupidly clarified. “That you do every night.”

“You don’t even know what the same thing is, Princeton,” she laughed. “It could be sorting socks and putting a ten-thousand-piece puzzle together.”

“I’ll bring dinner?” I suggested. “Enough for us and your dad?” I offered. I didn’t really care what the hell we did as long as I got to spend some more time with Kitty. She was different than any woman I had ever met before, and I wanted to be around her.

“You’ll bring dinner after I told you we could be sorting socks and doing a puzzle?” she laughed.

I had assumed she was joking, but maybe that was what I would be doing tomorrow night. “I’ll be there around six.”

“Uh,” she hesitated.

“Just say yes, Kitty,” I urged.

She sighed lightly. “Yes,” she whispered.

“I’ll see you tomorrow. And if you get any more weird phone calls, let me know. Bye, Kitty.”

“Bye, Princeton.” She ended the call, and I sat back in my chair.

“I thought I was bored and desperate for entertainment.” Murphy shook his head. “You just agreed to sort some socks and do a puzzle. Are we sure Kitty isn’t just a really young looking seventy-year-old?” Murphy held up his hands. “I mean, I’m not one to judge someone by their age, but it is nice to know what you’re dealing with. Hot granny or just a young chick who likes to do old lady stuff?”

I shook my head and chuckled. “Kitty is not seventy, Murphy, and I’m pretty sure we won’t be sorting socks or doing a puzzle.” At least, I didn’t think so. I did figure we would spend some time with her dad, but I hoped to be able to get some alone time with her.

“You think her dad is going to be there?”

I shrugged. “I assume so, man. They live together so she can keep eyes on him.”

“So she must have only had one eye on him the other day when he stole her car,” Murphy laughed.

I rolled my eyes and finished my coffee. “You ready to go?”

“Go where?” he asked.

I smirked. “To go keep up your end of the deal. I called Kitty, so now you have to find Bristol and tell her about the pot you destroyed.”

“Right now?” Murphy gulped. “I was hoping to enjoy my coffee before I started my day?”

I nodded to the cabinet behind him. “Pour it to go, man, because I am ready for my entertainment.”

“You mean torture,” he grumbled. “Maybe I will just order the pot and wait to see if Bristol notices.”

I shook my head. “Not going to happen, man. Get your coffee, find your courage, and let’s go.” 

“You sick, sick man. You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

I put on my sunglasses and grabbed my empty mug. “Just as much as you enjoyed calling Kitty two minutes ago.”

“Hey,” Murphy protested. “That was only going to end good in your favor. A blind dude could see she’s into you. I just gave you a little nudge to find your balls and ask the chick out.”

“And now I’m giving you the nudge you need to get your ass handed to you by a five-foot-five feisty ball of fire.” I grabbed my keys and shoved them in my pocket. “Let’s go.”
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Chapter Eight
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Kitty

What had I just said yes to?

Princeton was coming to my house for dinner and god knows what else.

Well, he thought it was going to be socks and puzzles, but we didn’t even have a puzzle in the house, and the laundry was all done.

What was I going to do with him?

Oh boy.
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Chapter Nine
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Princeton

“There is one in the pantry.”

Murphy’s jaw dropped, and even I was shocked as shit.

“What do you mean, there is one in the pantry?” Murphy demanded.

Bristol laughed and swept a tottering Duke into her arms. “I mean, I have extra pots and pans in the pantry because I go through them rather quickly with all of the cooking I do. Besides, the shipping time is ridiculous. If I waited until I absolutely needed them, I wouldn’t have anything to cook with.”

“So you’re not even pissed at him for wrecking your pot?” I asked.

Bristol bounced Duke in her arms and shook her head. “No, not really. Though I am glad you told me because I’ll need to order a replacement when I come back.”

“You could come back now?” Murphy suggested. “That way, I won’t wreck any more of your pots and pans.”

Bristol rolled her eyes. “Or you two can fend for yourselves for a few more days. There are plenty of things you can eat that don’t include having to use the stove.”

“You want us to eat bread and butter for five days?” Murphy shook his head. “That is an inhumane way to treat us. How are we supposed to go from gourmet, home-cooked meals to plain bread?”

“Dude,” Pie chuckled. He was leaning against the pool table with a pool cue in his hands. “Did you look in the freezer? I know for a fact Bristol has a shit ton of meals already made that you just need to pop in the microwave.”

Murphy furrowed his brow. “Seriously?” He turned to me. “Why didn’t you look in the freezer?”

I held up my hands. “I am more than okay with peanut butter and fluff, man. You are the one who thinks they need to have some hot meal all the time.”

“Hey,” Murphy protested. “If I wouldn’t have burned the noodles, you never would have seen Kitty again, let alone land a date with her.”

“Kitty?” Bristol asked. “Who are you talking about?”

Murphy smugly crossed his arms over his chest. “See, this is what happens when you take time off. You miss Princeton meeting his future wife.”

I reared back and flattened my lips. “Future wife? What in the hell are you talking about?” First, Murphy tricks me into calling Kitty, and now he was calling her my future wife? “You’re jumping the gun.”

“Am I?” Murphy asked. 

“Why are we even talking about me?” I demanded. “Murphy is the one who burned noodles and ruined one of your favorite pots.”

Bristol wrinkled her nose. “Not my favorite pot. I really only used it to boil pasta or potatoes.” She glared at Murphy. “Now, if I find out you messed with my nine-inch fry pan or my chef's knife, there will be hell to pay.”

“Don’t even know what either of those things is, babe.”

“That’s what worries me,” Bristol mumbled.

“Oh, god.”

I glanced over my shoulder, and Fayth stood in the doorway. “Hello, Fayth.”

She rolled her eyes and stepped into the common room. “Do I want to know why you two are here when Leo and Marco are in Chicago? What mess are you two here to clean up?”

“No mess,” Murphy laughed. “At least not one we know about.”

“We’re all too busy making babies and raising them,” Pie laughed. “The only trouble we ever have is when we forget to buy diapers or formula.”

Fayth held her arms out to Duke, and he about leaped out of Bristol’s arms. “There is my Duke bear,” she cooed. He buried his face into her neck and let out a peel of laughter when she blew a wet raspberry on him.
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