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If you have not read One is a Promise, STOP!




The books in the TANGLED LIES series are not stand-alones.

They must be read in order.

One is a Promise

Two is a Lie

Three is a War
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Spineless.

Bloodless.

The early morning fog constricts me with ghost-like arms. The milky pall drapes over my backyard, swallowing the weak light of sunrise and contorting my sense of reality.

This moment, this entanglement of two distinct parts of my life, can’t be happening.

The vibrating silhouette of my past paces a few feet away, staring at me like an ethereal presence.

Cole. My first love. My greatest loss.

My second chance stands beside me, his expression as naked as his upper body, chilling in the cold mist.

Trace. He’s supposed to be my new beginning. My future.

Dark hair versus blond, brown eyes clashing with blue, Cole and Trace couldn’t look more different from each other. But the emotions coiling their postures and tightening their faces are the same. Pain, fear, desperation, and most of all, unbridled rancor. The anger between them is so potent it crackles the air.

I hug my waist tightly, shaking in my attempt to stifle the tears.

Cole’s alive.

Trace knew there was a chance he’d come back.

And they look like they’re seconds from killing each other.

My entire body is a heartbeat, pulsing heavily, painfully, flaring every cell and nerve ending. I think it’s my muscles twitching or maybe overworked blood vessels. I think I’m in shock.

They watch me as if waiting for me to do something. Send them away? Have a nervous breakdown? Stab them with a sharp object? Any of those things are possible. But first, I need to pull my shit together and demand some answers.

The questions pile up in my throat, some screaming louder than others. Why did Cole disappear for over four years? And why didn’t Trace tell me he knew Cole or that they were best friends? Why didn’t he tell me Cole might come back?

“I need you to put aside your animosity for each other and give me the truth.” I pace the driveway alongside my house, my breaths huffing in white clouds as I try to gather my thoughts. Circling back, I stop in front of Trace. “If you’ve been watching over me since Cole left, you knew how badly I—” My voice cracks, and I clear my throat. “You knew I was hurting. Why didn’t you tell me there was a chance he was alive?”

“There are a lot reasons why I couldn’t.” Trace wipes the blood from his lip where Cole punched him. “First and foremost, it would’ve endangered your life.”

“What does that even mean?” My mind jumps to CIA, special forces, or some secret organization within the government.

“It’s classified.” Cole inclines his head away from me, depriving me of eye contact and closing himself off. “The less you know, the safer you are.”

“The less I know…” I echo in a hollow voice. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to not know? When you stopped calling and emailing, it gutted me. Then a stranger showed up at my door and told me you died in an explosion.” My breaths quicken, chopping up my words. “The pain is indescribable, Cole. I wanted to die a thousand times over.” I angrily swipe at the moisture on my cheeks and turn to Trace. “And you didn’t tell me shit.”

“I had no concrete information.” Trace’s scowl deepens. “I was operating on assumptions and—”

“But you knew there was a chance, and that chance—”

“Could’ve brought you more pain.” He leans toward me, all rock-jawed and blazing eyes. “Let’s say I broke protocol and told you he could’ve been alive. It would’ve raised your hopes, and you would’ve waited and waited.” He straightens and squares his shoulders. “What if I was wrong? If he never showed up, what then? It would’ve made things so much harder for you. I couldn’t bear it.”

“Because you wanted her for yourself,” Cole seethes, launching toward Trace.

“Stop!” I dart forward, pulse racing.

Cole spins away and plunges his fingers in his hair.

“If you hit him again, we’re done.” I press a hand against my throat, fighting for every painful breath. “Understand?”

With his back to me, Cole tenses. Then he drops his head and nods.

“He’s right,” Trace says, low and scratchy. “When I watched over you the first year he left, I became enamored. Obsessed. I wanted you, irrationally and hopelessly. Then I watched you mourn him for the next two years, and I still wanted you. But I had no intentions of pursuing you. You know this, Danni, given the lengths I went to push you away.”

“You wouldn’t have had to push her away,” Cole roars, “if you hadn’t made contact in the first fucking place!”

The thunder of his voice is loud enough to rattle my bones and bring all my neighbors outside.

The moment I have that thought, Virginia calls out from the rear of her house next door. “Danni?”

“Everything’s fine, Virginia.” Squinting at Cole, I whisper, “What am I supposed to tell her? How do I explain your reappearance?”

What do I tell my sister, my parents, and everyone else in my life? Maybe he won’t be around long enough to say anything. I press the heel of my hand against the pang in my chest.

“I have a cover story.” Cole grabs his duffel bag from the driveway and strides toward my back door. “For now, just…don’t say anything.”

When he slips inside my house, I approach the short metal fence between the backyards and bend over it to see Virginia.

“What’s all that ruckus?” She stands in her doorway, wearing a flowery robe and house slippers, her white hair rolled in pink curlers.

“It was me.” Trace leans beside me and braces his forearms on the fence. “Good morning, Virginia.”

“Don’t good morning me, young man.” A cane appears in her hand and she points it at him. “I know that wasn’t you hollering.”

Fuck. She can’t see shit, but her hearing is better than mine on most days.

“He has a cold.” I grab Trace’s hand and pull him away from the fence. “I’m taking him inside before it gets worse.”

“Hm, well…” Suspicion creaks through her voice. “Make sure he drinks hot tea and gargles salt water.”

“Got it.” I release Trace’s hand and head toward the back door.

As I reach it, he hooks an arm around my waist and pulls my back to his chest. “I’m not letting you go.”

My heart pounds, and I compulsively slide my fingers over his against my hip. I love him so fucking much, but that love feels trampled and wounded beneath a thousand unanswered questions.

“It killed me to watch you grieve for two years.” He rests his forehead against the back of my head. “But I couldn’t give you hope without knowing with absolute certainty he was coming back. I needed to see you heal.”

Warmth fills my chest, expanding my ribs. His constant concern for me is one of the countless reasons I fell in love with him. But… “You proposed to me, knowing he might come back. What did you think would happen?”

“Proposal or no proposal, there was no stopping what was happening between us.” He turns me in his arms and cradles my face in his hands. “The day you told me you loved me changed everything.”

Our eyes connect and fasten. Whenever I tumble into that blue gaze, it doesn’t matter where I’ve been or how far I have to go, because this is the moment, the bright spark of belonging and grace, that’s worth fighting for.

I don’t understand the enigma of love, only that it holds me hostage, cares for and worships me, abandons and breaks me, and always lures me back for more. I’m greedy for it. For him.

“I feel deceived, Trace. By both of you.” I grit my teeth. “I don’t know what to think about your omissions and secrets. And Cole better have a damn good reason for disappearing, for letting me believe he was dead all this time.”

“He’ll have the best reason of all.” His voice is gruff, dejected, as his attention drifts over my shoulder at the closed door behind me. “Protecting you is the only reason he would’ve stayed away.”

I step back, anxious to go inside and get answers, but Trace tightens his grip on my jaw.

“I’m not giving up on us.” He bends his knees, putting us at eye level. “I will never ever walk away from you.”

I can only nod. His declaration both thrills and terrifies me.

Since Cole didn’t die, does that mean I’m engaged to two men? What if I can’t forgive either of them? What if I lose them both in the end?

My heartbeat quickens, stomping through my veins. What am I going to do?

Deep breath. Cole owes me a lot of answers. He left me for over four years, and it’s going to take a saving children from a burning building type of excuse to abolish everything he put me through.

When I open the back door, he’s not in the dance studio. I’m trembling with anxiety by the time I reach the kitchen. I still don’t see him, but he’s here somewhere. In my house, in the home we shared, where we made so many memories together. I met him right outside the front door. Kissed him goodbye on the porch. Mourned him for years within these walls. My mind is having a helluva time accepting his resurrection.

I pause at the coffee maker, desperately needing caffeine for the impending conversation.

“I dropped my mug on the driveway,” I say numbly.

“I’ll clean it up later.” Trace removes three cups from the cabinet.

“Cole drinks his—”

“The same way you do.” His expression empties, matching the detachment in his tone. “Cream, no sugar.”

“Don’t do that.” I touch the stiff muscles in his forearm. “I hated that cold mask when I met you. I don’t want to see it ever again.”

“I’m struggling to hold myself together, Danni.” He grips the edge of the sink and stares out the kitchen window. “At some point over the last six months, I convinced myself he was dead, hoping with everything inside me you wouldn’t be put in the position you’re in now.”

By position, he means decision. The choice he demanded I make two months ago.

If Cole was in this room right now, where would I fall? Would you shove me aside to get to him?

At the time, I chose Trace. He was my future. But that was before I knew a future with Cole was still possible.

“I’m going to make the coffee.” Trace straightens and focuses on the task. “So you can have a few minutes to talk to him alone. I know you need that, and I trust you.”

His tone is soft with sincerity, not a hint of warning or conjecture. He’s trying to make this easier, for my sake.

“Thank you.” Lingering behind him, I ache to press a kiss to the bare skin on his spine, but I’m conflicted.

I don’t know what’s going to happen to us, and I can’t let myself get bowled over by longing, dread, and all the other things I’m feeling right now.

In the hallway, I peek into the dining room, expecting to find Cole with his motorcycle where he left it all those years ago. But he’s not there, so I head to my bedroom and pause on the threshold.

He stands in the doorway of my closet with his back to me. The lift of his shoulders, the sound of his exhales, and the intoxication of his living, breathing presence catapults me into the one emotion I hadn’t let myself feel yet.

Happiness.

I linger in the moment, savoring the soul-deep elation curling through my insides. No matter what happens or what he’s done, I will forever be grateful for his life.

Raising a hand, he touches the hangers that once held his clothes. His fingers trail along the crisp shoulders of suit jackets and collared shirts that belong to another man. His posture tenses, and a tremor shakes down his spine.

“Your things are boxed up in the basement.” I slip into the tiny room, circle the bed, and stop within arm’s reach behind him. “I didn’t get rid of anything.”

He stiffens, and his hands lift to palm the doorframe on either side of his head, as if seeking the support to stay upright.

With a stomach full of nerves, I ghost my fingers over the back of his t-shirt, taking in the protruding ridges of his ribs. “Why are you so thin?”

“I’ve been separated from my heart for four and a half years.”

The fierce wound inside me cries out, begging to be soothed. “I’ve been here, Cole. Where have you been?”

“Hiding.” A ragged breath shudders through him. “I was being watched. Everything I did was monitored, tracked, and recorded. I can’t—” He drops his hands, fisting them at his sides. “That’s all I can tell you.”

“You have to give me more than that. Something I can grab onto. Who was watching you? Please, Cole. Talk to me.”

He whirls toward me and wraps his arms around my back, giving me a glimpse of his damp, bloodshot eyes before he buries his face in my neck. “Tell me I haven’t lost you.”
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Tell me I haven’t lost you.

Cole’s plea whispers through me, igniting an ache in my throat.

“Be very careful what you ask of me.” I push against his chest, breaking his embrace. “I lost you. I moved on. It took me years. Years of unimaginable heartache—”

“I don’t have to imagine it. I lived it!” He paces through the room, panting and gripping the back of his neck. “I would never move on from you. You’re it for me. My beginning. My end. My fucking forever. If you died, even if I saw your lifeless body with my own eyes, I wouldn’t move on. And I sure as hell wouldn’t marry someone else.”

The raw, unrestrained pain in his words punches me straight through the heart, and I gasp.

“Clearly, you don’t share my feelings.” He glares at the ring on my hand.

I share his feelings in every way, and guilt stabs me anew. I never saw his body. I just blindly believed he was gone. Should I have questioned more? Dug harder?

A sob rises up, threading my voice. “I didn’t—”

Something blurs in my periphery. Before I can blink, Cole is slammed against the wall, choking in the shackle of Trace’s hand.

“Never talk to her that way again.” Trace shoves harder against Cole’s throat, punctuating his point. “She’s suffered enough.”

The thick concentration of testosterone clots the air and locks my joints. Though I’ve seen Trace attack a man once before, I’m immobilized by the calmness in his movements. He strikes, neutralizes, and commands, without showing a single sign of being winded or agitated.

Cole grips the fist around his throat and closes his eyes. His body slumps, and an anguished sound escapes him.

“I’m so sorry, Danni,” he whispers, seeking me with unguarded misery in his gaze.

I share that feeling deeply, because despite the lies and unanswered questions, I love him. But that doesn’t mean I can walk away from Trace.

When I nod my acceptance of Cole’s apology, Trace releases him and steps back.

Cole sags against the wall, tucking his chin and gripping his knees. I’ve never seen him look so defeated and shattered.

The instinct to go to him urges my legs to move, but I fight it. I can’t choose sides until I’ve heard the truth. Not that I’m capable of choosing. My heart wants both. But my damn heart got me into this mess. I need to use my brain to find a way out.

Trace hands me a mug of coffee from the dresser and kisses the top of my head.

“Thank you.” I turn to Cole and gesture at the other two mugs. “He brought you a cup.”

As Trace steps into the closet and pulls on a t-shirt, Cole trudges toward the dresser and stares at the mugs with a slack expression.

“I can’t drink coffee,” he says, lifting it to his lips, “without thinking about the morning we met.”

My smile trembles, and my insides cave in. Will this ever stop hurting? I can’t see how. There’s no resolution that brings both of them happiness, and that’s what I need. I need them to be happy again.

Dressed in a collared shirt and jeans, Trace emerges from the closet and sits on the edge of the bed, hands clasped between his spread knees, head tilted down. I can’t see his face, but I know those glacial eyes are angled toward Cole, scowling as intensely as his mouth beneath the mantle of his brow.

My bedroom isn’t big enough for the three of us, and as the seconds tick by, the space grows smaller, tighter, pressing against my chest. Unbidden, my foot taps, drawing attention to my churning nerves.

We should move into the living room or somewhere with more space. But there isn’t a room in my house large enough to contain this.

I kick off my fuzzy slippers and climb onto the bed. With my back against the headboard, I chew my thumbnail, fidget with the pull strings on my hoodie, sip the coffee, and wait for someone to speak.

The silence endures.

Awkward, pregnant, miserable goddamn silence.

I draw a steeling breath and search Cole’s eyes. “What are you going to do, Cole?”

“I’m going to fight for you.” His jaw flexes, and he sets down the mug.

“Fight for me? All I see is you glaring at your colleague, best friend, or whatever Trace is to you. Meanwhile, I’m sitting here in the fucking dark without a clue as to where you’ve been or what you do for a living.”

He stares at me for a long moment, his Adam’s apple bouncing. “I can’t tell you, Danni.” A tortured whisper.

My blood heats. “I don’t know you.”

“Yes, you do.” He sucks in a harsh breath and slams a fist against his palm. “You know me better than anyone.”

“I don’t even recognize you.”

Where are his tattoos? And he always kept his brown hair clipped high and tight. Now it’s long enough to run my fingers through, at least an inch around his ears and thicker on top. His jawline’s still square, but narrower. His entire face seems drawn, emaciated, sharpening the angles of his cheekbones. He’s a beautiful man, even now, but he looks so different. Unhealthy.

“You look like shit,” Trace mutters. “Does anyone know you’re stateside?”

“Just my handler.” Cole meets his eyes. “I assume the house is clean?”

“Spotless,” Trace says.

What the hell?

“You’re obviously not talking about housekeeping.” I gesture at the dirty laundry all over the floor. “What does spotless mean?”

They continue to glare at each other. But this is more than a silent sparring match. They’re sharing some kind of a wordless conversation I’m not privy to.

I was being watched. Everything I did was monitored, tracked, and recorded.

Is the house clean?

“Does your job put me in danger?” A chill drips down my spine as I think about how careless I’ve been with my safety. “Is that why you’re both always on me about locking my doors? And what do you mean by is the house clean? Is there a chance it was bugged?”

“Locking your doors is common sense.” Trace glances at me over his shoulder, his expression stone-cold. “And no. No one knows about your connection to Cole.”

“Except my handler.” Cole relentlessly rakes a hand through his hair. “He’s the man who came here three years ago.”

“Robert Wright.” My neck goes taut against the memory. “He’s the one who told me you were dead.”

“Not his real name, but yes.” Cole looks at Trace. “He’s the only person who has access to my whereabouts.”

“Can you trust him?” I wrap an arm around my waist, hating the paranoid thoughts they’re putting in my head.

“Yes.”

“Did he tell you about his visit with me?” My voice croaks as I relive the gutting horror of that day.

I don’t hear the door shut, don’t feel the couch beneath me, don’t taste the tears flooding my face. The agony is all-consuming, crippling my body, twisting me into something unrecognizable, and spiraling me into a shapeless, hopeless place.

“No. He wouldn’t tell me anything about you.” Cole inhales deeply. “He thought it was best that I focus on staying alive.”

Cole was in danger. Life-threatening danger that forced him into hiding, and I had no idea.

“Before you left, I specifically asked if your safety was a concern, and you laughed at me when you told me no.”

He stares at his feet, unable to meet my eyes.

“Were you even in Iraq?” I ask.

The liar pins his lying lips and doesn’t look at me. Maybe Trace can shed some light.

“You said you used to work together?” I wave a hand between them. “Is that how you became best friends?”

“Yes.” Trace slides a knee onto the mattress as he shifts to face me. “I used to be his handler.”

“You keep using that term.” I finish off the coffee and set the mug on the nightstand. “I don’t know what handler means, because I don’t know what Cole does for a living.”

“I’m bound by the same secrecy agreement as Cole, but I’ll try to explain…” Trace strokes his chin, as if carefully choosing his words. “Here’s an analogy. The handler of a weapon controls how the weapon approaches a target and decides when and where to aim.”

A weapon. He said it was an analogy, but he chose that example for a reason. He wants me to understand the severity of Cole’s job.

“Okay, so you were Cole’s handler, and you called the shots.” I study Trace’s unreadable expression. “And Cole is what? Some kind of assassin?”

“No.” Cole drags a hand down his face. “Don’t dig, Danni.”

“Do you kill people?”

He closes his eyes and breathes deeply, refusing to answer.

I bristle with frustration and turn to Trace. “Are you retired from this handler job?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not employed by the government or whomever Cole works for?”

“Correct. I’m completely severed from that business. I own the casino and work for myself.”

“But it’s okay for you to know about Cole’s job and not me?” I feel like I’m pulling teeth to collect tiny pieces of a convoluted puzzle.

“Since I was intimately involved in his prior jobs, I knew…things.” Trace’s mouth bounces between a flat line and a frown. “But I know nothing about his last mission.”

“Except you knew there was a chance he survived it.”

“I knew Cole wouldn’t have been stationed at an oil terminal, therefore, I knew he didn’t die in an explosion.” Trace rubs his brow. “What I didn’t know was if the story about the explosion was a cover for his actual death.”

“Bullshit.” Cole clenches his jaw. “You know how hard it is to kill me. I’m fucking trained—”

“No one’s impossible to kill.” Trace lifts his head, glaring at Cole. “You went on that mission knowing your heart wasn’t in it. You were preoccupied, unfocused. Frankly, I’m surprised you survived.”

“What’s he talking about?” I ask Cole, my stomach twisting into knots.

Cole scrapes a hand over the back of his head, frowning at Trace. “My job doesn’t allow for personal distractions. We don’t have relationships or attachments or—”

“Girlfriends? I was a distraction?” My voice is thin, pitted with alarm.

“No,” he says heatedly. “You’re the reason I fought so damn hard to stay alive. When I met you, I knew I’d have to complete this last job and that I’d survive it—for you—then I could quit.” His timbre drops to a tormented whisper. “The job should’ve only taken a year. A year, and I would’ve been back with you, married, and maybe even planning a family.”

His gaze falls to the ring on my finger, and he clenches his hands. The agony lining his expression is gut-wrenching, and my stomach cramps in sympathy.

Had he returned within a year as planned, we’d be together. I would’ve been oblivious about the true nature of his job, and Trace would’ve never made contact with me. Maybe that’s the way it was supposed to be, but the pang in my chest disagrees.

My relationship with Trace undoubtedly made Cole’s homecoming a clusterfuck. I would’ve still been furious and resentful with Cole, but I would’ve eventually forgiven him for being gone and let it go. Because I love him.

But Trace is here, and no part of me regrets meeting him or falling in love with him. How could I? He was here for me when Cole wasn’t. He showed me how to smile, hope, and love again.

Maybe this is the hand of fate at play, but it’s too early to know if it’s a curse or a blessing. The only thing that’s certain is the inescapable decision looming in the future.

Dread builds in the back of my throat. It feels as though I have two hearts, and I’m waiting for someone to tell me I have to rip one out and hand it over.

And it’s going to hurt like hell.
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Every time I hear Cole’s gravelly timbre or find his warm brown eyes watching me, I’m overcome with the instinctual need to wrap my arms around his neck. I ache for the familiar scent of him clinging to my body, for the fever of his passion to delete the distance between us and make me forget the past four years.

Then I look at Trace, the gorgeous man I woke next to this morning, and shame burns through me. I’m not a cheater. Even if Trace weren’t here, staring at me with the kind of devotion that makes my heart twist, I wouldn’t break my promise to be faithful to him.

But didn’t I make the same vow to Cole?

If I’m with one of them, am I cheating on the other one?

Sinking beneath the horror of that thought, I slouch against the headboard and tuck my knees to my chest.

Trace told me Cole would have a good reason for disappearing for so long, and while I know I’ve only heard a snippet of the full story, I can’t begrudge Cole for the godawful choices he had to make. If he returned when he promised or contacted me in any way, it would’ve endangered me. I don’t understand the threat, but I trust that he did what he had to do. He kept me safe and suffered greatly for it.

Trace, on the other hand, stole his best friend’s girl. On the surface, it doesn’t get more douchey than that. But I know him. My gut tells me his motivations are more selfless than they seem.

I regard him for a moment, itching to brush the disheveled blond strands away from his forehead. “Why did you retire from this James Bond job and not Cole?”

“Danni,” Cole groans. “Don’t call it that.”

“What the hell am I supposed to call it? You’re not telling me anything.”

“When my parents died,” Trace says, ignoring Cole. “They left me a sizable inheritance.”

I nod, already aware of this.

“I didn’t have a relationship with them.” Sitting at the foot of the bed, Trace stares at his empty hands. “Part of our falling out had to do with my career choice. They wanted me to run a corporate empire. I wanted to…do something else. When I lost them both abruptly—”

“How?”

“Car accident.” He draws his arms closer to his body, his expression moody. “When they died, I didn’t need to work. But it wasn’t just about the inheritance. My perspective on life changed, including the risks I was taking with my job.”

There’s more to that story, but I don’t interrupt as he continues.

“I wasn’t married to the job, so it was easy for me to not renew the contract. Cole’s position, however, is different.” His gaze flicks to Cole and returns to me. “Men in his line of work don’t retire. They’re born to do it and undergo years of rigorous specialized training in preparation for it. They breathe, live, and die for the job.”

“Unless something extraordinary comes along,” Cole murmurs from across the room. “Someone worth giving it all up for.” He lifts his head and looks me directly in the eyes. “I meant what I said to you before I left. I already started the termination paperwork. I’m not renewing my contract.”

I press a fist against my mouth as a mixture of joy and dread hijacks my breaths. “If you’re retiring, why can’t you tell me what happened to you?”

“You already know I work for a Federal agency.” Cole approaches the bed and kneels beside it, resting his forearms next to my hip. “I can’t tell you more than that. A spill relating to trade secrets, processes, operations, or style of work could cause irreparable damage to the national security of the country. It could result in loss of life.”

The air whooshes from my lungs. Jesus. What’s he involved in? Is he Delta Force? Some kind of SEAL team badass? A CIA operative? My knowledge of secret government shit is limited to movies and TV shows.

“He’s leaving out another reason.” Trace glances from me to Cole before giving me firm eye contact. “Neither of us want to go to prison.”

“What?” My scalp tingles. “You would go to prison for telling me what you do?”

“Yes.” Cole props his elbows on the mattress and steeples his fingers against his lips. “We worked for an entity that doesn’t exist, doing things that never happen and fighting wars no one will ever hear about. If we talked, it would be a criminal—”

“I would never say anything.” I snap my spine straight.

“You would if you were interrogated. There are many ways to glean information. Ways far more sophisticated than lie detector tests.” Cole frowns. “Our nation’s enemies are even more creative, especially in their methods of torture.”

“Torture?” A bud of fear bursts inside me. “You said I’m not connected to you, that I’m not in danger—”

“Something went very wrong with this last job.” His eyes cut to Trace and back to me. “I was forced into hiding for three years, had to change my appearance, assume another alias, and stay far, far away from you. You’re safe because I followed protocol and will continue to do so.”

I expect Trace to rebuke Cole’s unbelievable story, but as his head lowers, his mouth sets in sullen affirmation.

“Someone wanted you dead.” Saying it out loud doesn’t help it sink in.

“Lots of someones. It’s the nature of the job.” Cole’s brown eyes lose focus as he stares at the mattress between us. “I couldn’t risk looking you up, not even to see an updated picture of you online. I couldn’t contact Trace, because my connection to him could’ve led someone back to you. When I…” His nostrils flare. “When I ran into trouble, I severed communication with you and Trace and disappeared. I had all my tattoos removed, wore colored contacts and glasses, shaved my head, and grew a beard. That man, the identity I assumed for three years…” He blinks and meets my eyes. “You wouldn’t have recognized him.”

I wilt against the mattress, reeling at the desolation in his words. “Are you still hiding?”

“I don’t exist. The world I was embedded in is only aware of my fake identities, and I didn’t come home until every threat against my life was eliminated.”

Hiding…fake identities…threats…eliminated…

My eyes feel hot and gummy, and I suspect the tears have only just begun. “Is your real name Cole Hartman?”

“Yes, baby.” He grips my hand and squeezes. “I’ve only ever lied to you about the job, and I’m so fucking sorry. I didn’t have a choice.”

There are so many questions pounding in my head I can’t spit them out fast enough. “If you operated under different identities, what was the purpose of the fake explosion? Why couldn’t you have just disappeared and left it at that?”

“I needed you to believe I was dead…for your own protection.”

“But you said I was safe.”

“You were. You are.” His fingers weave around mine. “It was just another layer of security. I wasn’t taking any chances with you.”

My throat works through a tight swallow. “Another layer of security?”

“I was the first layer.” Trace glances at my hand where it tangles with Cole’s. “If something happened to me or if someone targeted you without me knowing, they would’ve seen you grieving, completely in the dark and unaware of Cole’s true whereabouts.”

“I thought you were watching me to keep me from dating?” I pull my hand from Cole’s grip and narrow my eyes at Trace.

“That, too.” Trace bends forward, resting his forearms on his thighs.

Trace succeeded in keeping men out of my bed. He kept everyone away except himself. We’re all thinking it, and it feels gossamer-fragile writhing and tangling around us.

I’m in love with the man Cole entrusted to protect me.

Trace proposed to his best friend’s fiancé.

I’m engaged to two men.

The unspoken thoughts gather between us like black clouds, charging the air and pricking my skin with icy darts of electricity. I hold my breath, hoping the storm will pass. But it’s swelling, tensing Trace’s posture, and shortening Cole’s breaths. This time, the storm wins.

“I trusted you.” Cole explodes to his feet, knocking the nightstand against the wall in his sudden fury. “If I’d known you’d move in on her, that you’d put your fucking dick in her—”

“Cole!” I surge to my knees on the bed and ball my hands. “That’s not how it was!”

“I’ve never hated anyone as much as I hate you.” He bares his teeth at Trace. “Why her? She’s my goddamn life. My entire fucking world.” Cole stabs a shaky finger in my direction without moving his focus from Trace. “You know what she means to me. You could’ve had anyone. Why did you have to go after her?”

“You know why.” Trace looks at Cole with compassion in his eyes and temerity in his scowl. “You know exactly how accidental love is, especially when it comes to her. There was no premeditation. No deceptive planning. Loving her is a privilege, one I don’t deserve, but it was never a choice.”

Love isn’t a choice.

Those were my words to Trace only a couple months ago, and a sad smile pulls at my mouth.

Cole slowly blows out a breath, and his entire body seems to sag with the release of air.

“Cole.” I scoot over on the bed, making room for him. “Please, sit down.”

He toes off his shoes and lowers beside me with his back to the headboard, watching me warily.

I swivel to face him, sitting cross-legged and keeping Trace’s position at the foot of the bed in my line of sight. I need to see both of them as I talk through this.

“I need to tell you things.” I hold my hands out to Cole, palms up, and look into his eyes. “Some of it, you’re not going to like. But I need to say it, get it all out in the open.”

He doesn’t hesitate to lean toward me and slide his fingers over mine. “I’m listening.”

Trace rests a fist beneath his chin, intently focused on me. If he has a problem with Cole holding my hands, he’s keeping his jealousy reined in.

I give him a grateful look and return to Cole. “Six months ago, I started dating. My sister set me up with a guy. I didn’t know him, didn’t really care who he was. I hadn’t so much as kissed a man in three years, and I needed… I just really needed to move forward with my life. So I kissed this guy. He groped me—”

Cole’s hands clench tightly around mine, and his molars saw side to side.

“Sleeping with him was a possibil—” I squeak at another painful squeeze of his grip.

“Shit.” He relaxes his fingers around mine, adjusting his hold to stroke his thumbs over my knuckles. “Go on.”

“I was lonely, Cole.” My voice trembles, and the backs of my eyes burn. “You were dead, and I…I missed you so much. I thought, maybe, if I put myself out there again, if I spent the night with someone, I wouldn’t hurt so badly.” Tears sneak into my words, breaking up the syllables. “I started thinking I was sick, you know. Like I had an addiction to grief and heartache, because I couldn’t pull myself out of it and—”

“Danni.” Cole cups my face, lifting my chin to look at me. “I get it, baby. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, couldn’t fucking breathe without you. You don’t have to explain it. I felt every mile and second that separated us, and I’m so goddamn sorry.”

“Did you…um…?” I grip his wrist and swallow. And swallow again. “Did you seek comfort…?”

“With another woman?” His eyes widen. “God, no.” Then louder. “No.”

My heart thuds wildly. “It’s been four and a half years since you…you…had sex?”

“You’re the only one.” He searches my face, his expression earnest.

Why do I suddenly feel so cold? I shouldn’t be stunned by this. Cole is unwavering in his loyalty to me. I just…I hadn’t let myself hope.

He was faithful.

And I wasn’t.

As the realization settles in my chest, my lungs work harder. My breaths become shallow, and I gulp for air.

I wasn’t faithful to him. I wasn’t faithful.

Sweat beads on my skin. Shadows blot my vision. Oh God, I can’t breathe.

Trace moves in my periphery, and his hand clutches my arm. “Danni?”

“Give her space.” Cole brushes the hair from my face. “Breathe, baby. Deep breaths.”

“I’m good.” I push him back, wheezing as I try to keep the sobs from escaping. “Just give me a minute.”

“This isn’t your fault.” Cole leans away, but doesn’t go far.

“None of this is your fault.” Trace hovers beside me, the heat of his body a comforting presence.

“I know.” I pull in a deep breath, and another. “But I feel this…this overwhelming shame, like I betrayed you. Like I’m betraying both of you.”

Cole reaches for me. “You’re not—”

“I love him, Cole.” I grab Trace’s hand while holding Cole’s wretched gaze. “I love him fiercely, and that’s not all.” I turn to Trace. “When I look at Cole, all the longing and devotion I felt for him comes rushing back. My feelings for him haven’t faded. Not at all.”

A muscle bounces in Trace’s jaw, and his eyes shutter.

“So yeah…” I sniff and glare at the bedding. “I feel confused and helpless and so goddamn guilty. I know this isn’t my fault. It’s yours. Both of you.” I lower my voice. “Which means you probably feel a lot worse than I do.”

Their postures are mirrored—tense shoulders, bowed spines, heads down, and hands fisted. This sucks, but I haven’t said everything I need to say, so I power forward.

“The night I started dating, Trace showed up and chased that guy away. That’s how we met, and it wasn’t a friendly introduction.” With Trace’s hand still curled around mine, I pull it against my lips, breathing across his knuckles. “He bought Bissara—”

“The restaurant you dance at?” Cole’s head shoots up as he glances between us.

“Yeah. He really caught me off guard with that.” I tell Cole about the employment contract, my ridiculous counteroffer, and the obscene salary I’m earning as a result.

Trace tilts his chin. “Hiring you was the easiest way to watch you discreetly.”

“The cameras in the casino,” I say with realization. “And you were such a dick about making me work there five days a week.”

He hired me so he could watch over me and keep me under his roof? That’s crazy. And sweet in a stalkerish way.

As memories of the past six months bubble up, I talk through them for Cole’s benefit, explaining how contentious and hateful my relationship with Trace was in the beginning. I skip over the intimate interactions while punctuating Trace’s dictate on anti-sex, anti-dating, and anti-anything between us.

“He’s the only man who turned my head after you died.” I watch Cole’s brooding expression. “I swore I wouldn’t pursue him, because he was adamant about his disinterest in me. But I couldn’t ignore the way he made me feel when he wasn’t being an asshole.”

A smile twitches my lips, and I catch a glimmer of light in Trace’s eyes.

“It’d been so long since I felt happiness.” Tendrils of warmth unfurl inside me. “Trace made me want to try again.”

Cole squeezes his eyes shut, and with a heavy sigh, he looks at Trace. “Thank you for that. For being there for her.”

Given Cole’s strained expression, it took a lot for him to say that.

“You’re welcome,” Trace says softly. “But she’s not lying. I was cruel to her, and I deeply regret it.”

I hold his hand beneath my chin, thinking back to all his hurtful insults and painful rejections. “I understand now why you treated me the way you did.”

Cole was his best friend. He wasn’t supposed to fall in love with me.

I continue to describe Trace’s behavior to Cole, detailing how Trace repeatedly pushed me away. Then I broach the incident with Marlo and the devastation that followed—the guy I picked up at the bar, the blow job I gave in the car, and the punch Trace delivered in my driveway.

“Jesus Christ.” Cole scrubs a hand down his face and glares at Trace. “You pretended to fuck another woman? That was your solution? Not only did you hurt Danni, you drove her straight into the arms of a stranger!”

“What would you have done?” Trace leans toward him, his throat turning crimson. “I was desperate and torn and at a complete and total loss. I loved her and couldn’t tell her. And she loved me. I couldn’t say no to her anymore. You don’t know what that’s like, Cole, because you’ve never had to hide your feelings from her.”

Cole clasps his hands together behind his neck, his shoulders curling inward. “You forgave him for cheating, Danni?”

“We weren’t technically together, so yeah, I eventually forgave him.” I need to put everything on the table, and there’s no easy way to say this part, so I just spit it out. “That night, Trace and I had sex for the first time.”

A pained noise crawls from Cole’s chest.

“It was angry and bitter and full of so much resentment.” I pull Trace’s hand against my breast, certain he can feel my heart banging. “He left me right after…” I peer over at Trace. “You left me because of Cole. You were shocked, spooked…”

“Sick with guilt.” His fingers curl around mine, his eyes stark. “Because of Cole. But also because I caused you so much pain. I’ve never felt as stricken and worthless as I did that night.”

“You slept in my driveway.”

He nods.

“And took a beating from Virginia’s cane the next morning.” I scrape my teeth against my lip.

Trace gives me another nod.

“You shouldn’t have made contact with her,” Cole whispers.

“You shouldn’t have ever gotten involved with her.” Trace looms over him, scowling. “Your job forbids relationships, because it endangers the people you’re close to. But you ignored that mandate and moved in with her. You got engaged to her. Then you fucking left her.”

“I left her under your protection. The one person I trusted.”

“And I kept her safe.” Trace’s lips pinch, his eyes taking on a lethal glint.

“Yeah.” Cole sneers. “I know exactly how you—”

“Shut up! Jesus.” I feel like I’m drowning in turmoil with no salvation in sight. “Trace, the moment Cole and I met, our future was sealed. We were involved instantly. Going our separate ways wasn’t an option. And Cole…” I reach out and nudge Cole’s chin up. “Six months ago, I made the decision to move on from you. Whether it was with Trace or some other guy, I was going to find a lover. So your prevention plan with Trace was fucked from the get-go.” I squint at him. “Surely, you realize it’s better that I ended up with someone you trusted to protect me instead of some stranger you didn’t know?”

The tension in Cole’s face remains, but softens. He knows I’m right.

“Something I don’t understand…” I cock my head. “If you and Trace were best friends, why didn’t I meet him before you left?”

“I couldn’t explain our relationship without a lot of questions.” Cole’s forehead crinkles.

“You could’ve made up a story and evaded my questions. You seem to be good at that.”

He winces. “I had to lie to you about my job. I didn’t want any more bullshit between us. Introducing him to you would’ve been an ongoing deception to maintain, because our friendship was founded in the work we did together. It would’ve been lies breeding more lies. I couldn’t do that to you.”

“Okay, I get that. Kind of.” My chest rises on a deep breath. “Did you talk to him when we were together?”

Cole nods as Trace says, “We were in constant contact. He told me everything.”

Everything? Before Trace and I made our relationship official, the sight of my engagement ring upset him. His reaction makes sense now. The ring was a persistent reminder that I belonged to his best friend.

But he also reacted to the piercing on my labium. The night in my dressing room, when he touched it, he immediately withdrew. That’s when I found him in the casino bar with the brunette on his lap. It’s like he knew I got the piercing because of Cole.

“Did you tell him about my piercing?” I ask Cole.
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