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        To everyone who has thought they were too much work to love. May you find a love like daffodils.

      

        

      
        And to Cami, my miracle baby. There’s nothing I’d trade for the memories I get to make with you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Your mental health is important to me. Though A Labor of Hate is a lighthearted romcom, it touches on some sensitive and potentially triggering topics. I’d like to provide you with a warning ahead of time so you can decide whether this book is a good fit for you at this time. 

      

      A Labor of Hate contains depictions of: fake pregnancy, sexual harassment (brief, no assault happens), and a descriptive, kisses-only romance with mild innuendos; mentions/discussions of: drug use, abuse, and manufacturing, addiction, death of a child, death of a sibling, childhood neglect, infertility, birth, pregnancy, and an explosion.
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      EIGHT-TWENTY-SEVEN on the morning of March eighth. That was the exact moment I knew I loathed Colt Dixon with every fiber of my being.

      Not everyone is unfortunate enough to have an arch nemesis and even fewer have the origins of their rivalry memorized so thoroughly. But for me, it was impossible to forget. After all, March eighth was consistently the worst day of my life.

      Normally, I could numb myself through working, reminiscing with my sister, or gorging myself on unholy amounts of spaghetti carbonara until I slipped into a carb-induced food coma. Normally, I wouldn’t be living out of boxes and sleeping on the floor while the truck with my furniture was delayed another three days. And, normally, I’d be close enough to Pittsburgh to bring the flowers to my brother’s grave in person.

      But what really set me off was that freaking outlet.

      “No. No no no no,” I muttered, my voice thick with sleep and panic.

      My eyelids scratched over my sleep-deprived eyes. My joints ached. A suspicious amount of sunlight bled through the rickety blinds. Birds chirped outside, nearly drowned out by the bustle of traffic. And, worst of all, my phone wasn’t turning on. Nothing but my haggard appearance reflected back to me in the phone’s black screen, no matter how desperately I punched the buttons. Of all the days for my phone to die, this had to be the worst by far.

      It took some impressive floundering and murderous stabs with the plug of my phone charger before I finally figured out what went wrong. Rather than reviving from its near-death experience last night, my phone had been abandoned in its hour of need.

      Not by me, of course. I wasn’t a monster.

      Nope. The murderer this time was the outlet. The faulty, non-functioning, only-good-for-a-practical-joke, outlet.

      By the time I found one that actually worked, the clock on the stove had already prophesied my doom. I was mega screwed. Super ultra mega screwed. It was already eight o’clock, and I had to be at the field office in fifteen minutes.

      The Detroit Field Office. My new home, if you could call it that.

      Crap, crap, crap, crap. This was bad. Really bad.

      I scrapped my plans for a shower, opting instead to spray enough perfume and deodorant to suffocate a horse, and begged my late Nonna to put in a good word for me with the Powers That Be. I’d need all the help I could get. Especially today.

      My curls stuck up in a riotous mane, one semi-appealing bug away from singing Hakuna Matata. I yanked out the first semi-professional clothes I could from my suitcase, nearly groaning in dismay at the wrinkles marring the fabric. It would be fine, though. It wasn’t like anyone my age even owned a clothes iron anymore.

      Skidding in my lucky cow socks, I pushed my coffee maker through its morning routine and brushed a scant amount of mascara over my lashes. A quick scrub with my toothbrush and a to-go mug of my budget-friendly caffeine fix, and I was out the door.

      A goose hanging around the parking lot hissed at me as I scurried past. Hot coffee splashed onto my hand, and I bit back a four-letter contribution to my brother’s swear jar.

      Since the goose didn’t pursue, I maintained some modicum of dignity as I scurried across the parking lot. Gravel and salt crunched underfoot. I threw my things into my car and fired it up, cursing the early March frost coating the windshield. That set me back another precious three minutes as I clawed at it like a madwoman with my dinky scraper.

      Once I was able to finally program the address into my barely-alive phone’s GPS, an incoming message caught my eye.

      Order to Jasper’s Floral unable to be fulfilled. Full refund issued.

      The words blurred on the screen. This could not be happening. It had taken me a stupid amount of googling just to find a florist who could deliver my order to my sister, Dekker, and now the one I’d found was flaking on me?

      I frantically peeled out of the parking lot, the online florist’s number already being dialed as I navigated through rush hour traffic. It was a bit of a pipe dream that anyone would answer, considering they didn’t “open” until nine, but after the morning I was having, surely karma owed me this one thing, right?

      Wrong.

      It took white-knuckling the steering wheel to keep from pterodactyl screeching when the call went to voicemail. I even skipped the greeting like I was some CEO billionaire instead of a stressed FBI agent.

      “This is Lex Piper,” I ground through clenched teeth, cycling through the different stages of grief. First came denial; “You’re joking, right? Please tell me this was some fluke with your system, because what self-respecting business cancels an order the morning of? This has to be a mistake.”

      I slammed on my brakes as the light turned red. Anger was next; “Look, I went with you guys because you assured me you could fulfill my order. Do you have any idea how hard it was to find a florist who’d do a bouquet with daffodils?” My voice pitched higher, bordering on hysteria. Here came depression. “And the bouquet needs to have daffodils. They were his favorite, and this was supposed to be the one thing that went right today, and now it’s ruined! Everything is ruined!”

      I missed my turn, cursed brightly enough to fill my brother’s swear jar to bursting, and whipped onto the next street as my GPS rerouted me. Now came bargaining; “Is this a delivery issue? Because if you make the bouquet, I’ll organize different transportation for it. All you need to do is make it.” The field office came into view just as acceptance set in; “You know what? It’s fine. I’ll figure something out. Thanks for nothing.”

      I punched the “end call” button as I pulled up to the security booth, badge and ID at the ready. The guard gave me a judgy look, and it took a significant amount of self-control to keep from making a snippy remark about his unibrow. Instead, I flashed a smile that probably looked more psychotic than reassuring as I gripped the steering wheel so hard my wrists locked up. With how my morning was going, he’d probably radio me in as a security threat. I’d be surrounded by the SWAT team in minutes, and it wouldn’t matter whether my pants were wrinkled, since they’d be pressed into the slushy asphalt while SWAT members cuffed me. Then I’d be shipped off to Guantanamo where I’d never see a daffodil ever again.

      The catastrophized scenario made an unexpected laugh burst out of me. Not an innocent giggle, either. This was a Harley-Quinn-level, she-knits-tiny-jackets-out-of-ramen-noodles-for-her-voodoo-dolls cackle. If the security guard wasn’t worried before, he sure was now. But, unluckily for him, he’d already returned my things and raised the gate.

      Sucker.

      I clawed desperately at my slipping composure as I finally found a parking spot at the back of the lot. This wasn’t me. Not the typical me, anyway. The me I’d meticulously curated since my first day in Quantico, he get-it-done workhorse who didn’t let anything shake her—visibly, at least. Work was the one place I felt I made a difference, the one place I could leave my day-to-day worries at the door while I focused on helping others with bigger problems.

      But today was different.

      I scrambled out of the car and ran to the doors. Once my shoes touched the sidewalk, I slowed and forced myself to take deep breaths before I went swan diving off the rails. I could do this. My late arrival might start me off on the wrong foot with my supervisory agent, but I’d earn their respect through my work ethic, just like I always had to.

      I nodded curtly in greeting to the guard operating the security checkpoint, passing the necessary items onto the conveyor belt. Eight twenty-four. Only nine minutes late. Barring any serious delays getting through security and to my floor, I could salvage this morning. Easy peasy.

      That optimistic belief was going swimmingly—until a pair of loud guys with serious BO problems jostled me in the elevator. The coffee I’d managed to keep contained thus far slipped out of my hand. As if in slow motion, it dropped like an anchor, only to burst open on the floor. Hot coffee splashed up my slacks and soaked into my shoes.

      I stared in shock, barely registering one guy’s snide remark about how I needed to watch where I was going, and the other guy’s instant apology on his colleague’s behalf. This couldn’t be happening. This had to be a nightmare. Surely I was still sleeping and this whole half hour from Hell was a byproduct of the asbestos in my apartment’s walls or something.

      My smarting and squelchy shoes said otherwise.

      Don’t cry. Don’t cry. Don’t cry.

      I sniffed back the sting behind my eyes and let it crystallize into volcanic malice. My whole body shook, though whether it was from rage or the effort it took to keep from blowing a gasket on them, I couldn’t say. Whatever the men saw, it must’ve been a pretty transparent reflection of my emotional state.

      The guy who bumped me—the scrawnier of the two—backed away with wide eyes. “It was an accident, lady. Geez. Chill.”

      His colleague, the one who actually had manners, elbowed him in the side. Hard. “What he meant to say is that he’s sorry, and will you pretty please not beat us up?” He elbowed his coworker again and bugged his eyes meaningfully in the direction of the coffee puddle. “Help her clean it up, man.”

      “With what?”

      “I don’t know, your shirt, maybe? Just pick something before she kills us!”

      I growled in frustration, plucking my travel cup off the floor and stepping out of the puddle. It was already eight twenty-six. I didn’t have time for this. In fact, I had negative time for this.

      “Forget it,” I grumbled, right as the elevator stopped at my floor.

      When I moved to exit, they flinched away. If only I was in a headspace to appreciate it.

      Coffee squished between my toes and steamed my feet in their socks as I left a trail of wet footprints in my wake. Like Hansel and Gretel, except Gretel is one minor inconvenience away from committing a felony.

      The travel cup dripped its remnants down my arm, soaking into my coat and leaving yet another body part sticky. Because why not? After this disaster of a morning, what was one more straw on the already-loaded camel’s back?

      My shoes announced my arrival before I’d even cleared the first desk in my new squad’s area. Heads swung in my direction and popped up from desks like gophers. My insides crawled with mortification, and I itched to shrink away. Maybe jump out the window and never return. I could live off the land for a good two hours, at least. Possibly seven if the “land” in question happened to be close to a McDonald’s. Anything would be better than facing my new colleagues like this.

      The man closest to me cleared his throat, drawing my attention in that direction. And holy wowza, was it a good direction to pick.

      He stood almost a foot taller than me, lean and broad-shouldered and gorgeous, even with his buttoned-up appearance. Freckles dotted his fair skin, creating a roadmap to his rich brown eyes with the longest, most luscious eyelashes I’d ever seen. His dark brown hair was neatly combed, and even the few strands that were tastefully ruffled seemed completely intentional.

      Everything about him was intentional. Controlled. From his pressed shirt to his ironed slacks to his polished shoes to his arched brow. The room itself seemed under his control.

      Our surroundings blurred until he was the only thing in crystal clear focus. His presence was so magnetic it felt there was a physical weight squeezing the air from my lungs. In that moment, it even felt like the birds outside didn’t sing without this man’s permission. He was cool, collected, and everything I wasn’t.

      Especially today.

      His brow rose even higher as his eyes deliberately swept me up and down, pausing at my unruly hair, the wrinkles in my shirt, the coffee stains up my pants, and my soaked shoes. His lips pressed into a thin line. Disgusted. And then, he very obviously looked at his watch, back at my soaked shoes, and back at his watch.

      “Twelve minutes late on your first day, huh?”

      He didn’t say it particularly rudely, but it was enough. In fact, it was too much—his perfect appearance, his holier-than-thou look, his obvious acknowledgment of my predicament without so much as an offer to help. It all compounded on top of the hurricane swirling around inside me, tipping the scales the last little bit. Breaking the camel’s back.

      I snapped.

      “Take a picture, Peewee. It’ll last longer.”

      Another agent, a decidedly less stunning brunette, barked a laugh. “Peewee! That’s a good one!”

      Mr. Starched Shirt spared him a glance before turning his narrowed eyes back on me. “Don’t encourage her, Alec.”

      “You can’t deny there’s a bit of a resemblance, Colt,” another agent teased. This one was a brawny man with a ready grin and sympathetic eyes as he extended a box of tissues toward me. “You look like you’ve had quite the morning. The bathroom is down the hall and on the right if you want to clean yourself up.”

      I accepted the box with stiff movements as I sent another scathing glare toward this Colt guy. “Thank you.”

      “I promise we’re not all boneheads,” the nice guy said, his grin almost enough to lift the crushing weight off my shoulders.

      Almost.

      I held Colt’s stare, making my intended subject clear. “Just some of you, right? When the stick up your butt lets you bend enough to address the peasantry?”

      The muscle in Colt’s jaw flickered. “It’s royalty that you bow to. There’s no need to bend for peasants.”

      “Oh, my mistake, I thought you’d have to if you wanted to be heard from that high horse you’re sitting on.”

      Alec whistled and clapped the shoulder of an agent with the most intense stare I’d ever seen. “Looks like we’re going to have our hands full with these two!”

      Colt spared me a contemptuous glance. “Assuming she lasts long enough to cause any more trouble.” He turned back to his paperwork, effectively dismissing me. “I imagine trouble tends to follow her wherever she goes.”

      “Well, she does leave a trail, so it should be pretty easy to find her,” Alec added, snickering to himself.

      I pinned my glare on him now, and he wisely shrank away.

      The brawny agent shook his head wearily, leaning back in his chair and tapping his pen against his desk. “Well, that was probably the worst welcome ever.”

      I laughed humorlessly. “You’d be surprised.”

      My last unit in Philadelphia wasn’t exactly a walk in the park, but everyone was a little mean to the rookies. It was part of the initiation.

      But I wasn’t a rookie anymore.

      Another man entered the cluster, effectively taking everyone’s attention away from me. The dread in my gut hardened into a rock that overpowered any relief I felt. Only a handful of people had the sort of influence that would make others voluntarily forget the newbie, especially when said newbie was soaked in her own coffee.

      As if confirming my suspicions, the man cut through the unit like butter—straight toward me. He flashed a smile, his silver hair catching the light overhead and providing a stark contrast against his dark suit coat. While I’d seen some certified “silver foxes” in Hollywood as celebrities aged, this guy made the cut without any of the expensive skincare products or cosmetic surgeries.

      “You must be Lex Piper. I’m your supervisory agent, Jonas McBride.” He offered his hand for me to shake, and I accepted it on autopilot. “We’ve been looking forward to you joining the team.”

      At the mention of “supervisor,” my professional mask had slipped into place. It wasn’t foolproof, and it certainly wasn’t as unbreakable as it normally was, but it would be enough to convince him I was worth keeping here.

      I hoped.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said woodenly. “I apologize for my tardiness. It won’t happen again.”

      He let my hand drop, pausing a second as he inspected the smear of now-cold coffee I’d apparently transferred to it.

      Kill. Me. Now.

      Being late on your first day? Not ideal, but surely it was forgivable. Butting heads with your new colleagues? Those were inevitable growing pains. But slathering your boss’s hand with coffee after doing both of those things? I was so screwed.

      To my surprise, he simply pinched a tissue from the box I still held and wiped the coffee off as if that sort of thing happened all the time. He stepped closer, dropping his voice to a murmur and meeting my eyes with his piercing blue ones. “I read your file, Piper. I know what today means for you.”

      I gulped, the sting returning to the back of my eyes. My professional mask was dangerously close to slipping. I could already feel my bottom lip starting to quiver, so I bit it to keep it still. When I got back to the safety of my car tonight, then I could break down. But not here. Not now.

      “I know it isn’t easy adjusting to a new team,” he continued, “but I’m looking forward to what you can bring to our squad.”

      If Colt’s judgment had broken me, then McBride’s unexpected warmth delivered the killing blow. My knees threatened to give out from the weight of my grief. I needed to turn this train wreck of a morning around—stat.

      McBride, noticing my buckling legs, stepped even closer, graciously shielding me from the majority of my new squadmates. “You got it?”

      I was treading dangerously deep into “pathetic” waters at this point. Too deep. The last thing I needed was a mandated trip to the shrink, too.

      Colt’s remark circled through my head. Assuming she lasts long enough to cause any more trouble. I risked a glance at him, only to find him glaring daggers at me. His nutmeg eyes flicked between me and McBride, his lips pressed into a tightly controlled frown. Each obsessive straightening of his stack of papers was accentuated with an aggressive smack against his pristine desk.

      He thought I couldn’t handle being here. That I was the scraps at the bottom of the barrel, sent here because I needed a new home and not because I’d been hoping for this assignment since my first day at Quantico.

      And the last thing I was about to do was give him more reason to think so.

      I scraped together my nonexistent dignity and straightened into my familiar dancing posture. Strong core, shoulders back, chin up, the smallest ghost of a smile on my lips. To me, my expression always looked emotionless, perhaps pleasantly neutral, and it had served me well countless times already. “Just some slippery shoes, sir. I decided to wear my coffee rather than drink it this morning, I’m afraid. Too eager to meet the team and get to work, I guess.”

      The corner of McBride’s mouth inched upward before he nodded curtly and rested his hand on my shoulder. “In that case, your desk is right there.” He brushed past me, inclining his head toward the vacant desk across from none other than Mr. Starched Shirt. “Show her the ropes, Dixon.”

      Colt straightened his already impeccable posture, not even glancing in my direction as he opened a drawer to expose a rainbow of color-coded filing folders. Apparently he was back to dismissing me now, which was almost more infuriating than the outright hatred radiating off him minutes ago. “I recommend you clean yourself up, newbie. Some of us care about representing the FBI well here.”

      “By being a pompous prat, you mean?” I smiled sardonically at him. “That kind of representation?”

      He huffed like I was the insufferable one and dropped his papers into the lime green folder. “By dressing like we didn’t crawl out of a Starbucks dumpster this morning, for one. And for two—” he met my eyes briefly, not even bothering to hide his disdain “—earning recognition and promotions the right way.”

      My jaw dropped open before I could snap it shut. What exactly was he insinuating? And I knew he could tell that the coffee stains weren’t how I left the house this morning. He wouldn’t be an FBI agent if he was as observant as a wet sock, even if he did have the personality of one.

      Who did this Colt guy think he was, anyway—God’s gift to a medium-sized field office in Detroit? Puh-lease. I’d show him. Assuming she lasts long enough.

      He wouldn’t even know what hit him.
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      “HAVE YOU APOLOGIZED yet?”

      I sandwiched my phone tighter between my shoulder and cheek with a huff, juggling my bag, keys, and breakfast bagel between my hands. “Why on earth would I do that, Dekker? He’s the one who’s got a problem with me.”

      I swear I could hear my sister’s eyes roll through the phone. “That wasn’t how it sounded to me.”

      I snorted, stuffing a bite of bagel into my mouth as I rocketed down the stairs of my apartment complex. Dekker was the type of person who apologized to doors for closing them too hard or thanked automatic soap dispensers for doing what they were designed to do. Every. Single. Time. I loved her to death, but fighting back against the human equivalent of going to the dentist was a little out of her wheelhouse.

      “Yeah, but that was, like, two weeks ago,” I deflected, bursting out of the building and into the frigid March morning. “You probably mixed up the details.”

      “Except for the fact you’ve called and complained about this Colt guy every day since.”

      “I have not.”

      She ignored my denial. “First, he organized all of your papers⁠—”

      “Ruined my system,” I corrected.

      “—then cleaned off your desk⁠—”

      “He dumped my coffee in the trash!”

      “—and hung your coat on the coat rack.”

      “I was looking for it for thirty minutes! He intentionally hid it under two other coats, including his own.”

      “But what did you do to him, again?”

      “Nothing he didn’t deserve,” I grumbled, shoving the last bite of bagel in my mouth.

      Sure, I’d shifted his phone by one inch every time he had to leave his desk, and maybe I’d replaced all of his pens with those pink, fuzzy ones I used to pine for as an elementary schooler. And maybe I’d also switched his apple juice out for pear juice.

      Who drank apple juice every morning, anyway? No wonder the guy had issues. He’d never been caffeinated a day in his life. How he managed that, I’d never know. We were the last ones to leave the field office every night. It was like a battle of wills between the two of us. The first one to crack lost. Simple as that. Thus far, I was ahead by one.

      Sometimes, FBI agents could pull some seriously insane hours, but the two weeks since transferring here had been relatively calm. Boring, even, which was another reason why I’d messed with him so much. And there was the fact he deserved to be knocked down a peg or two. And he was the worst.

      “He’s just so, so…” I struggled to find an adequate adjective as I slid into my car.

      “Perfect?” Dekker offered, the teasing in her voice unmistakable.

      “Hardy har har. Wrong P-word. I was thinking ‘pompous’.” Perfect, seriously? Colt Dixon was perfect in the way arsenic was a good seasoning—he put the “kill” in “overkill.” In this case, the thing he was killing was my patience. “Look, I’m about to drive, so I’ve gotta go, okay?”

      “Already?” There was a brief pause on the other end of the line. “Isn’t it a little early for you?”

      I fought to keep my face neutral even as my thoughts strayed to the bag in my passenger seat. Still, my voice came out a touch more defensive than I would have liked. “I have a lot of work to do.”

      That was partly true, for the record. There was always something to do, and we were getting so close to a breakthrough with the drug mastermind Le Chimiste, I could almost taste it.

      “Mhmm, work. Okay.”

      I glared at my phone, already shifting the car into reverse. “Goodbye, Dekker.”

      I didn’t give her the chance to reply before ending the call and making my way to the field office.

      The Drug-Related Crimes Unit was eerily quiet and still as I made my way off the elevator. There was the cluster with the brawny agent—whose name I’d learned was Max—and Alec’s desks. Papers cluttered the surfaces, arranged into haphazard piles around the empty mugs, water bottles, and photos. Then there were two other desks, both clear of clutter save for photos, pens and pencils, and a few cups. Those belonged to Isaiah, the agent with the intense stare, and the only other woman on our squad, Rowan. And lastly, you had my desk and Colt’s.

      Mine was somewhere in between Alec’s and Rowan’s as far as organization went. Everything had its place, even if said “place” looked a bit chaotic and colorful. I knew where to find everything I needed, and that’s what mattered.

      Post-It notes stuck out in various directions from my computer monitor, and stacks of paperwork were arranged into piles. A small photo of my parents, Dekker, Nonna, Papa, and myself from my high school graduation years ago sat by my phone. My sparkly pink coffee cup Dekker had gotten me when I’d been accepted into the FBI training program sat next to it. There was a takeout receipt from last night’s dinner and a stress potato conveniently placed next to my keyboard.

      Yeah, you heard that right. Stress potato. Because life was too short to squeeze anything but your favorite vegetable when you needed to blow off some steam.

      I Colt were already here, I was positive I’d be able to see him in the reflection from his desk. Seriously. It was like he was a robot or something. No pictures of his family. No clutter. Whatever paperwork he didn’t make it through before he left for the night went into the lemon-yellow folder in the top left drawer. The only desktop inhabitants were the keyboard, monitor, and phone all arranged at perfect ninety-degree angles. And when he had his morning cup of apple juice, he’d pull a coaster from one of the desk drawers.

      Yep. A coaster. And it wasn’t even a cool one. Circular. Dull. Cork-brown. It was probably the most boring coaster I’d ever seen in my life, which was saying something since my standards for them were devastatingly low to start with.

      Which brought me to my next order of business.

      I glanced around inconspicuously, ensuring I was really the only one in this section. My eyes caught on the coat rack in the corner where an all-too-familiar coat hung. Pressed and pristine. Not a single speck of snow or mud.

      I frowned, vowing to never wake up a minute earlier than necessary ever again, no matter how great of an idea it seemed at the time. I was not a morning person and waking up a half hour earlier today just to try to beat Colt at his own game had nearly killed my will to live and buried it in the backyard. So much for that. I’d choose staying late over coming in early every time.

      With another hasty look around and a sleep-deprived grumble, I switched out his coaster with the enhanced one I’d made last night. Satisfied that my switcheroo went undetected, I settled into my desk. I ignored the coat holder in the corner, both because I didn’t want my coat to smell like antiseptic and crushed dreams from touching Colt’s, and because I knew hanging it on the back of my chair bugged him. And, come on, it was way more convenient to have it within reach.

      I’d only made it through the first page of paperwork before the hairs on the back of my neck raised. Sure enough, Colt’s voice cut through the relative stillness.

      “You have a knack for ruining even the best laid plans, don’t you?”

      “Funny, I could say the same about you,” I muttered, not even bothering to look up from my papers as he slid into his chair. “Tell me, are you here because you’re a masochist, or because you can’t stomach the fact that I might have gotten more done than you yesterday?”

      Based on his determination to drive me up the wall, I’d put my money on the former.

      “Perhaps I wanted a few minutes of peace before being subjected to your incessant crunching,” he retorted.

      I raised my papers to hide my triumphant smile. The chips yesterday were a happy accident, honestly. I was hungry from skipping lunch, and I was craving something salty, so naturally I’d detoured to the vending machine and gotten a bag of potato chips. I’d been so focused on the files I was sifting through I hadn’t initially realized how slowly I’d been opening the bag, or how drawn out each bite of crispy chips was. Not until Colt started his impatient huffing, that is. And when he’d asked if I’d “show some evidence I knew what manners were and chew quieter,” well, he’d sealed his fate.

      And, yes, I fully planned to make a bag of afternoon chips a habit now. Maybe I’d even bring some celery and carrots. But that would involve me having actual vegetables in my fridge instead of takeout containers and bottles of iced coffee, so let’s not get ahead of ourselves.

      Once I’d wiped all the emotion from my face, I let the papers drop enough to spare him an unimpressed glance. “I know this is shocking information to you, Colt, but us humans call that ‘eating.’ Something a cyborg like yourself couldn’t comprehend, I’m sure.”

      His nostrils flared, and I allowed the slightest self-satisfied smirk to lift the corner of my mouth.

      Lex: one. Colt: zero.

      “What’s this?” he asked, his voice level and controlled, save for the slightest tremor of irritation as he glared into his desk drawer.

      I fought to keep the same control over my own, even as he lifted the new and improved coaster in the air. “I’m not as uppity as you, but I’d guess that it’s a coaster.”

      “‘Why did the apple stop in the middle of the road?’” he read flatly, ignoring my sarcasm and looking down his nose at my homemade replacement. “It ran out of juice because I drank it all. Really, Lex?”

      I grinned, unable to hide it any longer. “Pretty good, huh? Not my best, but definitely not my worst.”

      “That remains to be seen.”

      I blinked innocently. “Are you asking for more? Was this particular apple pun una-peel-ing to you?”

      His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t dignify my pun with a response, which was pretty typical. Honestly, if it weren’t for the miniscule tells I’d picked up, I’d almost believe he’d convinced himself I didn’t exist every time he shunned me. Even then, the blatant ignoring still boiled my blood.

      Whatever. Two could play at that game, and I had work to do, anyway.

      The rest of our unit arrived, and I felt my “work persona” slip comfortably into place as we all buckled down with our separate caseloads. I was here to make a difference, and that’s what I’d do. The majority of the slush pile was assigned to me as the newest squad member, but I didn’t mind. Every week, it was a little less than the week before. My long hours and dogged determination were paying off.

      I was about to hit the streets with Isaiah to find one of our criminal informants when McBride intervened. He waved me down from across the room, his features as stony as always. “Piper, you’re needed in interrogation room two.”

      Colt sat up straighter, his penetrating stare burning holes through me. Annoyingly enough, I could hear his voice in my head asking the question at the tip of his tongue, said with as much haughty disgust as he could muster. Why her?

      I straightened into my dancing posture, wiping my face of all emotion. Whatever McBride’s reasoning was, I trusted it. “Of course, sir.”

      “Dixon, you, too.”

      I barely even noticed as Colt followed, my mind racing through the information about the low-level dealer as McBride briefed us on the way. This was it. The potential break we’d been waiting for. All we had to do was convince the guy to give us the name of the mastermind behind the modified drugs the team had been tracking for months. Thus far, all we knew was his street name: Le Chimiste.

      The Chemist.

      Strong core, shoulders back, chin up, neutral expression.

      It was go time.
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      I MADE MY way into the breakroom, rubbing my temples at the beginnings of a headache pounding through my skull. While being out until the wee hours of the morning wouldn’t normally affect me as much as it would anyone with a normal sleep schedule, that was assuming I’d have the chance to sleep the morning away. Which I didn’t. Being employed wasn’t all it was cracked up to be, okay? Especially considering my job was the reason I was out so late in the first place. And the worst part? Absolutely nothing noteworthy happened during my surveillance shift. Nada. Zilch. Just hours of mind-numbing nothing.

      Add in starting the day with the resident goose outside my apartment complex literally chasing me to my car, oversleeping so I had to skip breakfast, and being pulled into an hour-long interrogation; I needed coffee. Desperately.

      I nearly bumped into the person in front of the coffee maker, mumbling an apology until I realized who it was. Because, of course, it was him. The poster child for pocket protectors and daily planners. The patron saint of calculators and tax forms. The bane of my existence. Even if I hadn’t spent countless hours glaring at the back of this particular freckled neck—which I had—the broad shoulders, neatly combed hair, and lean figure were unmistakable.

      “Bulldozing everything within reach again, newbie?” Colt asked, not even bothering to turn and face me.

      My scowl deepened. “I’ve been here for two months now, Colt. I think it’s time you finally admit you’re not creative enough to come up with another derogatory nickname for me.”

      “Oh, coming up with them isn’t the problem,” he muttered, finally turning as if he had all the time in the world—and still blocking the coffeemaker, “HR is.”

      “Right, I almost forgot you’re allergic to the possibility of bending the rules.” Heaven forbid he ever got reprimanded. His cold, dead heart would probably give out then and there.

      His eyes narrowed, and his knuckles whitened almost imperceptibly around the handle of his mug of apple juice. The only indication of his irritation since his voice remained cool. “Is that what you call what you do—bending?”

      I sighed, trying to think around the worsening pounding in my brain. “Are you going to wax poetic about the importance of the handbook again? Because I’ll spare you the time and energy. I. Don’t. Care.”

      Perhaps that was a little harsh, but I really didn’t care. I knew the rules well enough, but I wasn’t about to have them tattooed to my forehead like he apparently wanted me to. And if I had to sit through another twenty-minute rant about how I’d done this wrong or that out of order, I was going to splash his apple juice in his face. I’d aim for his shirt, but with how much starch was undoubtedly in it, the juice would probably just roll right off. Maybe congeal into apple juice gravy and jiggle menacingly.

      “That’s evident enough,” he scoffed. “Tell me, did you at least have the courtesy to warn Max before you went completely off the rails in this interrogation, or did you blindside him like you did me?”

      I clenched my fists, my composure dangerously close to slipping. “That’s what you’re so mad about? That was ages ago.”

      “Six weeks and two days is hardly ‘ages.’”

      My composure slipped a touch more, and I couldn’t resist any longer. I rolled my eyes. “Of course you have it memorized to the day. What makes you think I went ‘off the rails’ this time, anyway? I haven’t done anything illegal, including during our interrogation.”

      “I was clearly following a specific line of questioning⁠—”

      “Which wasn’t working.” I pulled on my unruly curls, forcing myself to take a deep breath.

      It had been over a month since McBride had called us both in to interrogate the lower-level dealer in Le Chimiste’s network. Over a month since I’d managed to get the guy to give us Le Chimiste’s real name. And Colt was still bitter I’d interrupted him? Puh-lease.

      McBride had called the newbie in for a reason. The dealer had a thing for brunettes, and mommy issues to boot. While I resented the fact that my appearance played any part in getting the guy to spill, I wasn’t dumb, and I wasn’t above using it to my advantage. No matter which way Colt tried to direct the interrogation, the guy would’ve seen him as the enemy. Sure, it was spontaneous, but switching tactics out of the blue threw Colt off enough to get him to be quiet, and it painted me as an ally in the dealer’s mind.

      It wasn’t anything personal. For all the flak Colt and I gave each other, we both sidelined our feud when it mattered. We were professionals.

      Or so I thought.

      “Now, would you move?” I demanded, my voice pitching dangerously close to aggressive. “You’re blocking my coffee.”

      I hated that he could get under my skin so easily. I hated his nitpicking fixation on the rules, his condescending, know-it-all attitude. If he ever took the high road—and he never did—it would only be so he could look down at everyone else from his perch.

      His eyes sparked like a live wire, his polite smile hiding the sarcasm in his reply to anyone who didn’t know him like I did. “Ah, there’s the characteristic Lex charm we’ve all come to know and love.”

      “My charm is reserved for people with a heart, and we both know there’s only a gold-embossed rulebook where yours should be. Now please, just—” I edged around him in an attempt to reach my liquid salvation. When he leaned oh-so-casually against the counter to block my attempt, I nearly growled. “Don’t you have some papers to alphabetize or something?”

      He rolled his eyes, which would normally be a victory for me if I wasn’t in such a sour mood. Cool, controlled Colt never rolled his eyes. Or at least not without sufficient provocation from yours truly. “You tell me. Do I?”

      “Not yet, but you will if you don’t scoot your pressed and ironed butt out of my way.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t realize you paid so much attention to my butt.”

      My cheeks flushed and my eyes flicked to the area in question against my will. An area which I’d never looked at, even when he wore his incredibly well-tailored gray pants. Never. Not even once. Nope. As far as I was concerned, there was nothing but a black hole there. “I don’t! Ew, why would you even—it’s just a saying.”

      The corner of his mouth edged up in a cocky smirk, and he leaned close enough to whisper, “Then why are you blushing?”

      “Because you infuriate me, and extra blood flow is indicative of a fight-or-flight response.”

      “Fight-or-flight, hmm? Because you’re embarrassed I called you out?”

      I recoiled a step, not missing the triumphant gleam in his eyes from my apparent retreat. “No, because being within ten feet of you makes me want to punch something.”

      “Whatever you have to tell yourself, Lex.” He took a deliberate sip of his juice, eyes locked on mine in a familiar battle of wills.

      I crossed my arms and stepped forward to reclaim the lost ground. If this was some sort of juvenile game to him, then it was one I was going to win. “Move, Peewee. Before I move you.”

      “Trust me, I’m doing you a favor. This is, what, your third cup of coffee and it isn’t even” —he glanced at his watch— “ten-thirty. And you’re already going through withdrawals.”

      “What are you, the coffee police?” Besides, the first cup I’d had this morning had barely even touched the exhaustion weighing down my body. And the second one had been sacrificed when I had to abandon it for the interrogation room. “The only thing I’m ‘going through’ is my mental list of reasons why I don’t want to go to jail so I keep from strangling you.”

      He tapped my temple with a finger, which he would’ve lost if I hadn’t been so surprised he’d dare risk contaminating himself to touch me. “Nope. Withdrawals. The vein right here is throbbing, and you’re fidgeting more than usual. That happens every time you’re craving a caffeine fix.”

      I blinked slowly, dumbfounded. I wasn’t fidgeting, right? Then again, I didn’t think I normally fidgeted at all.

      I shook away the shock, replacing it with indignation as I swatted the air in front of me, as if that could retroactively swat his hand away. “It’s throbbing because I have to deal with you every day.”

      Before he could reply, McBride’s voice barked from behind me. “Piper. Dixon. My office.”

      Colt and I shot ramrod straight, and I took a few guilty steps away from him for good measure. Not that we’d done anything wrong, necessarily, but I hated the idea that McBride might think I was wasting my time. Or—worse—that he’d overheard any of our bickering.

      When it came to everything and everyone else, I was as down-to-business as they came. Unfazeable. I put my head down and worked my butt off. But whenever Colt came into the picture, my unflappable brick wall looked more and more like that one little piggy’s house that was made out of straw.

      One little condescending huff and it all fell down.

      And I hated it.

      I ignored Colt’s side eye as we followed McBride like the chastised little ducklings we were. If Colt thought this was my fault, he’d have another think coming. Preferably in the form of a well-placed kick to the shin in the parking lot after work. Maybe under our desks if my legs could stretch far enough. Which, to be clear, they couldn’t. I’ve tried.

      McBride led us to his office, a small square room immediately off the side of the squad’s desk clusters. Colt took one of the two seats offered, sitting straighter than the pleats he methodically ironed into his pants and leaving me to take the one to his left. As much as I wanted to curl into myself in shame, I wasn’t going to be the first one to crack, and especially not when Colt had been the instigator. I was prepared to sell my soul to appear as calm as him.

      McBride shuffled a small stack of papers around, utilizing the silence to his advantage as I fought the urge to squirm more. Colt’s jaw flexed with the seconds ticking by, the only indication of his discomfort outside of his measured breathing. In for four, hold for two, out for eight. It was the exact routine he went through whenever my curls were especially unruly or an interrogation was going exceptionally poorly.

      Finally, when my rising blood pressure was about to break through my aching skull and skyrocket to the moon, McBride broke the silence. He leaned forward, his silver hair catching the light as he lowered his papers. “You both volunteered for undercover operations, yes?”

      It took an embarrassing amount of time to recover from the unexpected question. I blinked hard, convinced everyone in the room heard the record scratch sound my brain had made. “Yes, sir.”

      At least for me it was. I couldn’t imagine Colt blending in with anyone aside from pocket-protector salesmen at an accounting convention.

      “Yes, sir,” Colt echoed, scooting to the edge of his seat.

      My eyes nearly bugged out of their sockets, which I disguised by vigorously rubbing them to keep those suckers firmly in place. Smooth as silk, this one.

      Considering an undercover assignment could be the epitome of unpredictability, the fact that Colt had both volunteered for such things and presumably undergone the extra training for it boggled my mind all the way to Timbuktu. He was as predictable as the days of the week. As adventurous as a carousel in the middle of an amusement park. As it was, I still didn’t know how he managed being an FBI agent without getting a hernia with every change of plans.

      Then again, who said he didn’t? It would certainly explain a lot.

      “And are you both still willing to go undercover?” McBride continued.

      “Yes, sir,” I answered immediately. It didn’t matter if the assignment was a five-minute cameo. I was down for it—anything to take down more of the scumbags responsible for the drugs on the streets.

      Colt rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Can I know the details before accepting?”

      I managed to resist the urge to roll my eyes. It was a practical question, obviously, but leave it to Colt to take the thrill out of everything. E-ver-y-thing. He wouldn’t know “spontaneous” if it clocked him upside the head.

      “Of course.” McBride smiled, his hazel eyes intense under his dark brows. “I’ll cover the main details in the brief in half an hour, but it’s only fair you know what you’d be signing up for before planning everything.”

      Colt and I nodded in unison, waiting with bated breath.

      “As you know, since learning Le Chimiste’s identity, we’ve been tracking his movements religiously. His security is tight, but we believe we’ve found a potential opening.”

      I didn’t bother hiding my reaction this time. Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t. This was huge. “Once in a lifetime” kind of huge. Nothing on God’s green earth could keep me from accepting the assignment.

      “However, it would involve the two of you going undercover as a married couple.”

      Except maybe that. That might do it.

      Colt and I exchanged wary glances, bordering on disgust. Lots of disgust, actually. Oodles and boodles of disgust.

      “You want us,” I squeaked out.

      “—to pretend to be married?” Colt finished, nearly choking on the words.

      “Well, yes.” McBride shrugged, as if tying a pretend knot between two rivals was just a typical day for him instead of arguably one of the worst ideas ever. “You’re both the hardest working agents on the squad, you both speak French, you’re trained for undercover operations, and you’re both professional enough to handle something of this magnitude. Truly, even without taking into account the fact you’re both the only single agents on the squad, it seems an obvious choice to me.”

      Colt erupted into a coughing fit, though whether it was from the fact that we were an “obvious” choice or because he was allergic to having anything in common with someone as inferior as myself, I couldn’t say.

      I never remembered sharing my relationship status with McBride, though the long hours and unruliness of my hair might have given it away. Obviously Colt was single because no human with half a brain would saddle themselves to his Cloroxed carriage for the rest of their life.

      As McBride sent a concerned look at Colt and offered him a mint to suck on, a slow grin spread across my face. If Colt couldn’t stomach the very thought of pretending to be my husband, then I had nothing to worry about. I could accept, Colt would back out, and McBride would find someone else to take his place. I’d get to dig up the dirt needed to put Le Chimiste away for good, and I’d get to go undercover while doing so.

      It was a win-win situation in every way.

      “I’ll do it,” I said, relishing the burn of Colt’s stare against the side of my head. “Whatever it takes, I’ll do it.”

      McBride offered a small smile. “I’m glad you feel that way, actually. Dixon?”

      Colt pounded a fist against his chest and cleared his throat, and I swear I could feel his attention on me despite the fact that he looked only at McBride. Here it was: the polite refusal.

      Except, to my horror, the words that came out of his mouth were, “I’m in.”

      I blinked, stunned into numb silence as Colt settled smugly back into his chair. Did I hear that right? Clearly I’d misheard, and what he’d actually said was “Yemen.” Which admittedly wouldn’t make much sense, but it would make more sense than him agreeing to this.

      “Excellent.” McBride met my eyes now, blessedly not commenting on my dead fish stare. “I know you’ve already accepted, but there’s something I wanted to make sure you were aware of before⁠—”

      The door opened with a knock, and a middle-aged woman in a sharp suit poked her head in. “I hate to interrupt, but I finally have a few minutes if you can spare the time, McBride.”

      “Ah, yes, ASAC Williams, just the person I was hoping to see.” He stood, motioning for Colt and me to vacate his office. “You’re dismissed, agents. Now, we can talk wherever works best for you, but I was hoping to catch you before the brief…”

      Their voices trailed off as I walked woodenly back to my desk. The fluorescent lights overhead seemed to bug in and out, and the voices of the other agents around me were nothing more than a low hum.

      He’d agreed to it. Colt and me. Fake married. It would be the unhappiest, shortest marriage in the history of unholy matrimonies, but we had to make it work. I certainly wasn’t going to back out, no matter how much the thought of feigning romance with Colt made me want to hurl. And, apparently, he was in the same boat.

      Whoopty-freakin-do.

      I was going to need a lot more coffee.
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      “AS YOU ALL know, Charles Gauthier,” McBride began, motioning toward the image of a stone-faced man wearing a scarf and overcoat on the giant screen, “also known as Le Chimiste, is responsible for the infamous cocktail drug ‘ambrosia’ that has claimed over fifty lives in Detroit last month. It’s highly addictive, incredibly potent, and able to be administered in a number of different ways. Word on the street is that he’s releasing a newer, better one in two months’ time.”

      I listened with my characteristic emotionless mask on, forcing myself to focus on the information rather than the hurricane of mixed emotions raging through me. As much as I hated the idea of playing nice with Colt Dixon, I was part of something way bigger than myself. Astronomically bigger.

      Le Chimiste didn’t make the drugs, not exactly. His specialty was tweaking them. Enhancing them. Modifying them. Whatever you wanted to call it, he did it. If a drug dealer in Cleveland or Chicago wanted bigger profits, he sent his product to Le Chimiste for “perfecting.” His reputation was far-reaching enough that every drug-related crimes agent in the northeastern United States had heard of him—without knowing who he really was, of course. Not until recently.

      McBride continued, “Our sources indicate that Gauthier is behind the recent spike in drug abuse and deaths in the last five years, specifically in Detroit and Windsor, Canada. We’ve been gathering intel for the past three years but have yet to get any hard evidence that links Le Chimiste to the drugs in any way.” He met my eyes with a brief nod. “Now that we know his real identity, we’ve combed through every receipt, tax return, and social media post we can find.”
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