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        Several months ago…

      

      

      I didn’t know how it happened.

      One second I was standing just inside my apartment door and Gabe—my hot guy acquaintance/friend who had recently turned into my bodyguard—was moving through my space to make sure it was secure, no bad guys lurking in the closet, no ex-boyfriends planning on doing something (else) that was immensely stupid.

      The next second, he called out all was safe, I stepped in further and shut the door behind me.

      The second after that, he appeared in the mouth of the hall.

      And then, for some reason, I was staring at him. (Okay, I knew the reason, he was breathtakingly handsome in a scary, uber masculine way.)

      He was also staring at me.

      How we made it across the room to each other, that was the part I didn’t know.

      How we collided in the middle of my drab living room, again, no clue.

      Though, I didn’t miss how his mouth crashed down on mine. How his arms crushed me to his tall, hard body. How my fingers skated over his thick, close-cropped, coal-black hair. How his neatly trimmed beard deliciously abraded my skin. How I opened my mouth to him practically before our lips touched. How he didn’t hesitate to thrust his tongue inside like my mouth was his to claim.

      Like it had always been his to claim.

      Before we met.

      Before we were born.

      Before the universe even came into being.

      Uh…no, I didn’t miss how good his kiss was.

      And I didn’t miss how good he felt, strong and warm.

      Further, I didn’t miss how good I felt: wanting him, him wanting me…

      Belonging to him.

      Already.

      I belonged to him.

      With…just…one…kiss.

      One kiss that wasn’t even done yet!

      And I didn’t miss how safe…

      How safe…

      Safe.

      Safe.

      With all the mental and physical strength it took—and mind you, it took a lot (straight up, all I had)—I yanked from his arms and retreated two very wide steps, only stopping because I ran into my secondhand (but not all that bad) armchair.

      Gabe was staring at me, his broad, proud chest visibly rising and falling with his breaths.

      He wasn’t the only one breathing heavy.

      “Willow—” he started.

      I shook my head, lifting a hand, palm aimed his way like I was holding him off, but I knew.

      Man, did I know.

      Those gestures were for me.

      I was holding myself back from making another really stupid, really damaging, really messed-up decision.

      “That wasn’t smart,” I said, my words shaky.

      He nodded, and that movement, his agreement, should’ve set my mind at ease.

      But it felt like a million needles piercing my skin.

      Then he said, “You’re right. While I’m assigned to protect you, we shouldn’t go there.”

      “Gabe—”

      “But after this shit is done, babe⁠—”

      “No,” I stated firmly, surprised I had that in me, glad I did, but at the same time devastated.

      His excruciatingly perfect, arched black eyebrows winged up. “What?”

      “No,” I repeated.

      “No…what?” he asked, appearing confused, which was kinda adorable.

      Gabriel Stark had been in my sphere now for a good while. He was buds with my buds’ boyfriends. We were firmly entrenched in the same posse.

      He was also built like a brick shithouse—bulky, sturdy, no lean muscle there. Though he was all muscle and it was all in-your-face power.

      He was further, all spread-legs-while-seated, arms flung over the backs of chairs and booths, taking up manly space like it was his due. His chuckle, which was hard to come by, was deep and rumbling, and each time he emitted it, it was clear he was bestowing a gift you should feel lucky you received.

      And whenever I heard it, I felt lucky.

      Whenever I caused it, I felt like the queen of the world.

      He was intense.

      He was edgy.

      He was so sexy, it was almost scary.

      So not once, not even close, had he ever looked remotely adorable.

      And seriously, in this exact moment, I really did not need to know he could.

      Oh God. Oh God. Oh God.

      You’ve learned, my logical brain told me. The hard way. Like, a gazillion times. Starting at, oh, I don’t know…birth!

      But this is Gabe, my starry-eyed, dreamer brain told me. He’s a member of the Hottie Squad. They’ve managed the impossible. They’ve succeeded in morphing the hot, sexy alpha bits with the thoughtful, sensitive enlightened bits of a human being with a dick.

      Raye says Cap struggles with his inner caveman all the time, my logical brain reminded my dreamer.

      He bests it, my dreamer reminded my logic.

      Barely, Logic pointed out.

      “Willow?” Gabe called.

      I focused on him.

      “No, not after either,” I pushed out because I had to.

      For a second, it seemed my words didn’t penetrate.

      I knew when they did because his brows knitted ominously.

      “Were you in a fugue state when I kissed you and you missed what just went down?” he asked.

      That was kinda funny, which was surprising because Gabe was not a funny guy. He didn’t joke. He didn’t quip. He was not lighthearted and fun-loving.

      I wished I could laugh. Laugh and shrug off the words I’d just said. Tell him I wasn’t thinking straight. Tell him Kevin had muddled my head. Tell him, yeah, he was right, while all this crap was going down with Kev and Kev’s very dead friend Trev, we shouldn’t go there, but after…

      After…

      We could see what that kiss was all about.

      We could see what the sizzling tension that had been blistering between us the last few days was about. Tension that led to that kiss.

      Who was I kidding?

      That tension had been building between us since we met, it was just that there were things in the way.

      Now those things (yeah, freaking Kevin) were not in the way anymore.

      But I couldn’t say any of that.

      And I wouldn’t.

      Damn it, I was going to have to find some more strength.

      Not my strong suit.

      I dug deep and scratched at the dregs.

      “I didn’t miss it,” I replied. “But I think you’re missing where I might be at right now, considering my choices and where it’s landed, oh, I don’t know, everybody I care about.”

      “Don’t take his shit on,” Gabe ordered.

      “Oh, okay. Sure,” I stated blithely, then gave myself an overdramatic physical shake. “There! All those women who were scammed by my ex and his bestie, Harlow’s apartment being tossed, everyone spending all their time trying to solve a freaking murder”—I lifted both hands in front of me, fingers curled in, and I flashed them open—“poof. All gone. All good now.”

      “None of that is on you,” he rumbled, and I could see he was getting pissed.

      It was a little frightening and a little exciting, which pretty much defined Gabriel Stark.

      (Okay, no, the “little frightening” part was spot on, but it was more like “a lot exciting” if I was honest, something I was not going to be for the sake of my own sanity, not to mention my heart.)

      “No, you’re right. It’s on Kevin.”

      “So let him face whatever consequences he’s set up for himself.”

      “I will.”

      “Then what was that shit about not going there with me?”

      “Because, dude…you have a dick,” I pointed out like he wasn’t the brightest bulb in the box.

      Mistake.

      Huge mistake.

      His head ticked back almost violently.

      And I would so get why when he said carefully and oh-so sinisterly, “I am not him.”

      “You’re all some version of him,” I retorted.

      Another mistake.

      Huge.

      Colossal.

      “That’s some seriously fucked-up shit to say,” he bit off.

      “Uh, hello,” I shot back. “When we got home, you had to walk through my apartment to make sure it was safe.”

      “Right, so you’re gonna transfer all his damage to every guy you meet?” he asked.

      “Sure,” I said breezily. “His and Trev’s.”

      And your dad’s. And high school boyfriend number one, along with high school boyfriend number two. Oh yeah, and your former bestest bestie Jen’s winner of a man, Logic added.

      Oh, shut up, Dreamer snapped. You ruin everything.

      “We are all not that guy,” Gabe said dangerously.

      “Guess what, Gabe. After all this crap with Kev and Trev, I’ve learned, and my pick is henceforth gonna be the bear every damned time,” I returned.

      With alarming slowness, he turned, looking down the hall where he, not ten minutes ago, just put himself out there to any potential…something…that might be lurking, in order to make certain my space was safe.

      He then turned to stare at the front door, an eloquent reminder that, for the last several days, he hadn’t been doing his normal job as he should be doing it—this, to be sure I was safe.

      After that, he looked at the ceiling, indicating, I was sure, Cap and Raye’s apartment, which could more aptly be described as a love nest. Because Cap was one of the very few good ones (even Logic could see that).

      Changing his aim at the ceiling slightly, and that indicated one of Eric and Jessie’s places (they hit whoever’s space struck their fancy—his house, or her apartment—so they had two love nests). Because, you guessed it, Eric was also one of the very few good ones (and, again, Logic couldn’t argue).

      Only then did he come back to me.

      But now, I was getting mad.

      “You cannot pretend you don’t get why I’m not all fired up to jump into another situation, considering the situation all of us are in right now…because of me.”

      “Not a fan of repeating myself, woman, but I will right now to say it is not because of you,” Gabe replied.

      I opened my mouth to say something but didn’t get it out.

      Gabe kept going.

      “And life is too goddamned short to waste it on other people’s shit. Their shit hits you, or they force it on you, when you clean it off, you take from it what you gotta take. You learn from it what you gotta learn. You shake it off. And you keep moving forward.”

      “Thank you, oh Sage One,” I returned.

      And yeah, I was being a bitch, with a purpose.

      His eyes narrowed.

      I figured Gabe didn’t miss much, and he certainly wasn’t missing I was being a bitch.

      And maybe because I was being such a bitch, he laid it out and laid me out doing it.

      “So some clown plays you, and just to say, you weren’t the only one who fell for his shit. You and your women have been investigating him and his bro for months, so you know that even better than me. He cons you…and by the fucking way, the ‘con’ part of that stands for ‘confidence,’ and if you let his bullshit change you, you’re letting him win that game too…you allow yourself to become bitter and paint all men with his brush, that”—he lifted a very attractive, strong, veined hand with a long, square-ended finger jabbing my way (a hand I had more than once, even before his guarding-my-body gig started, fantasized doing many lovely (and naughty) things to me)—“that is on you. It isn’t on him, babe. It is one hundred percent on you.”

      And um…

      Yeah.

      I was definitely getting ticked.

      “Right, Gabe,” I snapped. “How about you put yourself in my shoes and tell me how you’d play this.” I leaned back, threw my arms out and went on snidely, “Oh, I forgot, you’re a man. Stiff upper lip, fuck her for being a bitch and onward. Right? I’m just being a girl by giving a shit how this affects me and everyone I love. Right?”

      “You think I haven’t been played?”

      I blinked, shocked at this knowledge.

      Hurt at this knowledge.

      Hurt…for him.

      And I’d missed something else.

      I’d taken it too far.

      Way too far.

      I knew that by the stiff way he was prowling to the door, like he was holding himself in check, like if he let loose…

      What?

      He’d tear into me?

      He’d share with me?

      He’d expose his emotions to me?

      God, I wanted to know what he was holding back like I wanted to unlock the secret to keeping a cake fresh and moist for more than a few days.

      But I wasn’t going to get that.

      Because I’d squandered it.

      He yanked open the door, but turned to me, and landed the hammer.

      “Go ahead, Willow. Bury yourself in his shit. That’s weak and cowardly and stupid as all fuck. But it’s safe. Maybe one day you’ll open yourself up enough to find a man who does not come close to doing it for you. But he won’t challenge you, he’ll bore the absolute piss out of you. And you’ll be so mired in your spinelessness, you’ll convince yourself it’s all good when it’s shit. And you’ll know, deep down, where you’ll never have the courage to go, you fucked up. You lost your shot. You blew it. And you’ll blame Kevin and all those other guys, but it’s all you, babe. It’s all fuckin’ you.”

      With that, he slammed the door.

      And he was gone.

      But I stood in my living room with my cheap furniture mixed with the thrifted stuff, staring at the door, my guts on the floor, my heart shredded.

      Eviscerated.

      And Gabe may have said the words.

      But I’d handed him the scalpel and invited him to cut me open.
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        Present day…

      

      

      Seriously, I was tired.

      But I had to get this cake done and delivered.

      It was for a five-year-old’s birthday party. It was Encanto themed: bright and cheerful with lots of flowers coiling along the sides with two chocolate straws poking out the top. Swagging between them were colorful, fluttering pendants made from fondant, and of course, a cute Mirabel stuck in the middle under the streamer. It even had bows on the sides that lit up.

      That five-year-old was going to be thrilled.

      And once that cake was delivered, and I was paid in full, I was finally, after years of on-again, off-again covering Kevin, going to be getting ahead.

      I had a decent, if not healthy, amount of savings. I had enough money in the bank to pay my bills for a couple of months. And to me, this was the absolute minimum of what I had to have on hand to live my life and be able to roll with the punches it inevitably landed on you.

      Damn, I might be able to buy myself a new dress, the first treat yo’self moment in at least a year.

      Man, with that guy, there were a lot of things I felt like a complete moron about, but covering him financially flashed blazing at the top of the list.

      You see, I was a baker, cake decorator and pastry chef (that last one was a stretch, but I had the training) by trade.

      So, not exactly a billionaire.

      I didn’t have a professional kitchen. No way could I afford that. I made my cakes in the tiny kitchen in my tiny one-bedroom apartment at the Oasis Square complex, where me and all my besties—Shanti, Raye, Luna, Jessie and Harlow—lived.

      I made the cookies, muffins and cupcakes that were sold in the case of the coffee cubby at the front of The Surf Club in the fabulous kitchen at SC.

      I was also a server at SC, and when asked to come on as a full-time employee, I’d jumped at the chance.

      I needed the money, for one. It was a fabulous place to work with good bennies, for two. Tito, the owner, was eccentric (to say the least), but quiet and a great boss, for three. The semi-recent addition of Tex buying into the place was a shocker, and even if he was loud and grumpy, he was also a very good guy (he just hid it well) and his loud and grumpy was pretty hilarious, so that was four. All my besties worked there, which was a big, fat five. Last, tips were decent, and that was six.

      Sure, this meant I had to get up at four in the morning so I could get ready to look presentable for my shift and go into work to bake stuff for the case, after which, I waited tables. And then when my shift was done, I had to hightail it home to keep baking whatever orders I’d agreed to do (hence me being so danged tired all the time).

      And sure again, customers were often assholes.

      Not the ones at SC. There were some jerks, but that wasn’t the norm.

      The ones for Willow’s Good Stuff.

      I swear, people were crazy. It wasn’t like I didn’t have a website that shared my policies. It wasn’t like I didn’t reiterate them when discussing an order. It wasn’t like they didn’t legally accept them when they signed the contract.

      It was just that people these days thought they could get away with shoveling a lot of irrational shit, and you’d be a-okay with eating it.

      No, I wasn’t going to nix my deposit policy for you.

      No, I was not going to hand over a cake I spent hours baking and decorating and you could “settle with me later” for the rest of what you owe.

      No, I was not going to deliver for free. Do you do something for a stranger, pay for gas and spend time driving around Phoenix for free? No? No way you’d do that? So why should I?

      No, I was not going to wait around for half an hour if you weren’t there at the appointed delivery window. I was on time. You need to be on time. My policies state I’d wait fifteen minutes beyond the window. You go one minute past that, I’m gone, and so is your cake, not to mention your deposit.

      And I wasn’t coming back. You wanted it, you came and got it and paid the extra ten bucks my policy states you had to pay to get your cake if you wasted my time.

      Ugh, you are so becoming what Gabe said you’d become. Bitter and gross, Dreamer admonished me.

      No, Logic clapped back. She’s looking after herself and never, ever going to be anybody’s doormat again. For sure she’s never going to be anybody’s meal ticket.

      I stared at the cute Mirabel on my cake, scared Dreamer was right.

      And not particularly happy Dreamer brought up Gabe.

      So, okay, I’d been obsessing about our ugly convo now for months.

      Not to mention, it was one of the least fun things I’d had to endure in my life, Gabe having to be my bodyguard for days after we had that exchange of words (not to mention part two, I knew how he tasted, and dang, he tasted phenomenal, and the man knew how to use his mouth (and tongue)).

      But for once, I was mentally bellyaching about something else, a nice reprieve from mentally questioning my sanity that I followed up that amazing kiss with that horrible chat.

      I shook off these thoughts, and after I took several snaps and did a quick video of the cake, I started to build the box around it that would keep it safe in transport, glad I only had that one cake to deliver that day.

      Because, as if having a job and running my own business wasn’t enough, I wasn’t only a baker, cake decorator and server, I was also an Avenging Angel.

      No, this wasn’t a paid position.

      In essence (okay, not essence, in total), along with Raye, Luna, Jessie, Harlow, Shanti, and our newbie chicks, Gemma and Joey (who also lived at the Oasis and worked at The Surf Club), I was a vigilante.

      Unh-hunh, you read that right.

      We were vigilantes.

      This was how I learned Kev and his now long-ish-dead friend, Trev, were pulling a dating app scam.

      This was how me and my gals, and their guys, and the entire Hottie Squad got involved in trying to figure out who murdered Trev.

      We’d had a few minor missions since all was revealed about what happened to Trev, nothing too exciting, or dangerous.

      But it was the only excitement I got nowadays.

      We were currently in a lull with missions, and this was both good and bad.

      Good, because I needed the time to do other things, things that meant I could make deposits into my bank account.

      And bad, because this meant life was all grind.

      My grind was a never-ending cycle of baking, decorating, delivering, and serving.

      Sometimes (rarely), I’d hang with the girls at our killer AA headquarters (which was actually a storage unit, but trust me, our mysterious benefactor, Arthur, set us up sweet).

      Or sometimes, I’d hit an Oasis Square shindig (my apartment complex was the best in Phoenix, and not just because it had an awesome mural painted on the outside, window boxes filled with greenery the tenants didn’t have to tend, and a recently refurbished pool and courtyard area, but because, yeah, some of the tenants were a little loopy, but they were all fun).

      Or, last, I’d hit up a whole Avenging Angels/Hottie Squad get-together.

      Those were even rarer for me because, obviously, Gabe could be there (and often was), so I avoided them, but I couldn’t avoid all of them or people would start to notice.

      On those occasions I didn’t, he gave me a wide berth (ouch) and barely acknowledged me (ouch times two).

      But I’d bought that. It was on me.

      It was what I wanted.

      Oh, girl, I was there during that kiss, and all that delicious tension scorching between you two before it, and you are a big, fat LIAR, Dreamer said.

      He’s gorgeous. He has a great body. He obviously is seriously practiced at kissing, and we know what THAT means, so he probably thinks he’s God’s gift, thus we totally dodged a bullet, Logic replied.

      You, like, exist to rain on our parade, Dreamer snapped.

      I, like, exist to keep our shit tight and not get walked all over, Logic snapped back.

      “Shut up,” I snapped at the cake.

      Oh my God, I was talking to myself, not like normal people talked to themselves, like split-personality people talked to themselves.

      Yikes.

      I needed a break. I needed a vacation.

      But I was about a hundred cakes and a hundred shifts at SC short of being able to afford that.

      After I stamped the box with my cute Willow’s Good Stuff logo, wound my pink and green bespoke ribbon around it and fashioned a cute bow, the cake ready to rumble, I checked my watch. With relief I saw I was going to be on time in my promised fifteen-minute delivery window.

      This meant I was going to have to fight rush-hour traffic on the way home (who had a five-year-old’s birthday party at suppertime on a Thursday?), but I’d be home before five-thirty for the first time in forever with blissfully nothing to do.

      I could take a long, hot bath.

      I could read a book.

      I could open a bottle of wine and chill.

      I could do all three.

      On these unusually happy thoughts, carefully, because that cake was a masterpiece, I hustled it out the door.

      I was nearing the switchback stairs to the upper level when I caught sight of him.

      I also noted he’d already caught sight of me.

      Damn, crap, argh.

      Just my luck, Gabe was jogging down the stairs, probably after debriefing from some important mission with Cap and/or Eric.

      Oh, by the by, me and my fellow AAs were untrained, unpaid vigilantes who did what we did to right the world’s wrongs. But also, we did it because Raye started it all due to the heartbreakingly tragic history she had, and, you know, besties were besties, so you clicked in when shit got real.

      Even if you yourself were making it real or wading into it when it had not one thing to do with you.

      Gabe, on the other hand, was a member of the Nightingale Investigations & Security team, so he was a bona fide badass—trained and paid.

      I couldn’t ignore him, since he was staring at me, and the small fact he was even hotter jogging down a flight of stairs in faded jeans and a black T-shirt that valiantly remained in one piece as it stretched across his formidable pecs.

      Further making ignoring him impossible, (again, my freaking luck) we both were in the same zone at the bottom of the stairs at the same time.

      Thus, I said, “Hey.”

      He did not say hey.

      His eyes narrowed on my face, his head tipped to the side, and then he stepped in my way.

      With no choice, I stopped short.

      “Sorry, don’t mean to be rude, but can’t chat.” Not that he wanted to chat with me. In fact, he’d avoided me so splendidly (bluh) the last months, I didn’t know what he was doing now. “I’m on my way to make a delivery.”

      Not speaking a word, he whisked the cake out of my hands.

      No.

      The masterpiece of a cake that was going to rock the world of a five-year-old.

      “Hey!” I snapped, but I did this at his departing back. “You stole my cake!”

      “Text me the address,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ll deliver it.”

      Wait.

      What?

      “Gabe,” I called, scurrying after him (and dang, I was totally scurrying, how embarrassing—fortunately, he was still walking away from me so he couldn’t see it). “Gabe!” I raised my voice when he ignored me.

      His shit-hot, anvil-gray-blue Jeep Wrangler was in one of the three coveted guest parking spots just outside the security gate.

      He’d even reversed into the spot, something I would never in a million years attempt to do, even if it wasn’t such a tight squeeze to perform that miracle maneuver like that spot was.

      He stopped at it, and I made it to him.

      “You can’t make my delivery,” I informed him.

      “Why not?” he asked all the while terrifying me as he juggled the cake and opened his passenger-side door.

      My hands flew out to spot the precious parcel. “Oh my God, don’t drop that.”

      “I’m not gonna drop it,” he muttered as he set it carefully on his passenger seat. He then slammed the door on it.

      I flinched then peeked inside and saw my baby was all good even if the entire strong, reliable Jeep shook with the door slam.

      He started to round the grille.

      I chased after him. “Gabe.”

      Since he wasn’t stopping, I grabbed his arm.

      When I did, he stopped dead and turned his cobalt-blue eyes, first, to my hand on his arm, then to me.

      Kill me.

      Kill me dead.

      The bright, vivid blue of his eyes in that gorgeous, tanned face with that head of black, black hair, that thick, well-kept beard and the fringe of spiky black lashes making the blue almost impossible, and all that aimed at me while my fingers were curled around the bulge of his steely bicep?

      Jump him! Dreamer screamed.

      Retreat! Retreat! RETREAT! Logic shouted.

      “Text me the address, Willow,” Gabe said, pulling from my touch.

      He kept walking toward the driver’s side.

      I kept following.

      “Why are you making my delivery?” I asked.

      He opened his door, kept his hand on it and turned to look down at me.

      “You look ready to drop,” he answered.

      Fantastic.

      He was all buff and beautiful and vital and well rested due to probably having the elusive talent of balancing work and life, and definitely not having a leech of a partner put him in a financial bind he had to work his ass off to extricate himself from.

      And I obviously looked as tired as I felt.

      “No way you should be behind the wheel of a car,” he finished.

      “I’m not sure a man who looks like an action hero should deliver my cake,” I told him truthfully. “Word might get around. People might expect that. Especially since it’s always, but always, the moms who order the cakes. It’s also usually them who answers the door. Besides, she’s going to open the door to you, likely have an orgasm, and first, that’s highly inappropriate right before her five-year-old’s birthday party, and second, she’s probably partnered up, and I don’t need Willow’s Good Stuff getting the reputation of wrecking happy homes.”

      I finally shut up, but when I did, Gabe stood perfectly still.

      Okay, did I just say all of that?

      Out loud?

      You sure did, Dreamer purred.

      Totally did, Logic sniped.

      Right, how tired was I?

      I wasn’t so tired I didn’t notice something changed in him. And that change was no good because it was absolutely spectacular.

      “Get in. I’ll drive, you can deliver,” Gabe said, and his voice had changed too. It was usually deep and fabulously rumbly, but now it was even deeper and sinfully rumbly.

      I stiffened my spine that, not but a few months ago, he’d alluded I did not have.

      “I can drive myself.”

      “I can also kidnap your cake so that kid doesn’t have one for their birthday, or their parents have to run to Costco to get one.”

      I gasped in affront.

      No shade on Costco or their decorators, but would they meticulously cut seven wee pendants out of fondant and fold them over thread to adorn an Encanto cake?

      No!

      “Are you seriously holding my cake hostage?” I asked, just to see if there was the slightest chink in his armor, and he might give in.

      “I am seriously holding your cake hostage.” He enunciated every word crystal clear.

      I mean, you couldn’t blame me.

      But…

      I lost it.

      I did because I was tired, because he was gorgeous and I couldn’t have him, and because he was holding my cake prisoner to get me to bend to his whim.

      “You are such a dick,” I snapped.

      “I have one, but I’m not one,” he replied easily. “Now get in. Let’s go. Figure you don’t want to be late.”

      No, I didn’t. I never, ever missed my fifteen-minute window.

      With no choice, I stomped around the hood of the Jeep, hit the passenger side, opened the door and saw that Gabe was holding the cake, waiting for me to get in.

      I pulled myself up into that American-made symbol of grit, resilience, durability and might (a vehicle that was perfect for him), buckled up, and only then did Gabe hand me my cake.

      Once I had it secured in my lap, he started the Jeep and pulled out.

      “The house is in Arcadia,” I told him coldly as we idled at the exit of the complex.

      “Gotcha,” he replied, then turned right when he had an opening.

      “For the record, I’m perfectly fine to drive,” I declared.

      “For the record, that’s total bullshit,” he replied.

      “You have no idea how I feel,” I bit.

      “You get what I do for a living, right?” he asked.

      I clenched my teeth.

      He didn’t take my hint of no response to let it go.

      “You get that I deal with a lot of different people from a lot of different walks of life. I observe them. I investigate them. I question them. Sometimes, I interrogate them. And I’d be shit at my job if I couldn’t read them. And, babe, I am not shit at my job.”

      I knew he wasn’t.

      The Nightingale team was the best of the best.

      It wasn’t me saying this.

      They had testimonials on their website. A lot of them.

      (Duh, Gabe kissed me! Of course, in my self-flagellation, I looked up his company’s website hoping they had a picture of him on it (they did not).)

      And Titus, one of our informant/friends (just to say, if Titus invited us to his man-cave garage for a chill session, I always found a way to make it, because Titus was the shizzlesticks, and his man cave was too) said they were one, if not the premier investigation service in the entire US of A. And Titus always knew what he was talking about.

      Oh, and there was the small fact we saw them in action not too long ago—Cap, and particularly Gabe, taking down two bad guys in a matter of what seemed like seconds.

      This had happened post kiss, so witnessing it caused a cacophony of emotions in me: awe, shock, admiration, terror, despair and unequivocable lust.

      Belatedly, I decided silence was the way to tackle this unexpected situation.

      Though, I had to puncture this by giving directions.

      Gabe fell in with that silence like it was the most natural thing in the world, and that made me even more ticked at him (because, I’ll reiterate, I was exhausted and making conversation with a hot guy, or fighting with him, took energy) along with grateful to him (which was worse).

      We hit the house, and he idled at the curb.

      “I won’t be long,” I mumbled as I handed him the cake so I could hop down.

      “I’ll be here,” he said when I was out, and he handed it back.

      The unexpected velvet blow of his words hit me like a promise I’d been waiting for my whole life had finally been fulfilled.

      I lifted my gaze to him, and I just didn’t have it in me to hide what I should have.

      The vulnerability.

      Just how huge those words were to a girl like me.

      Fortunately, I had enough in me to turn away from the flicker of comprehension and the softness that began to infuse his rugged features, and I dashed up the drive to the front door, or I went at as much of a dash as I could while holding the cake.

      I hit the doorbell, and the door opened to a member of what I thought of (but being the good sister I was, I would not say it out loud, ever) as one of the Arcadia Squad.

      Those being young women who had young children, rich husbands, cleaners and probably nannies. They wore Lululemon almost exclusively, unless they were going out with their men in the evening, or on a shopping and lunch date at Fashion Square Mall. And they always carried Chanel, Dior, Gucci or Louis Vuitton bags.

      They had old-wave “perfect” bodies (that word in quotes because who really gave a shit about that anymore?…except the Arcadia Squad), even when their children were but months old in their strollers, because they had time to go to Pilates classes and work out in their state-of-the-art home gym.

      Normally, I would not be judgy about this.

      To each their own.

      I wouldn’t turn my nose up at a rich husband, designer bags or a home gym either.

      However, they were so aggressively snooty, dismissive and entitled, I got judgy about it.

      And I knew the instant I clapped eyes on her she was precisely what I thought she was.

      She then set out to prove it.

      “Thanks so much,” she said, reaching for the cake. “I’ll catch you later to pay the remainder.”

      Catch me later?

      I lived north of downtown. She lived twenty minutes away from me and five minutes away from Scottsdale.

      We did not run in the same circles, attend the same cocktail parties, belong to the same gym or shop at the same grocery store.

      If I handed over that cake, I’d never hear from her again.

      So I twisted away, taking the cake with me.

      I would not start by apologizing, I would not.

      I did not.

      “As explained when you ordered, and as is noted clearly on my website,” I said thinly, “the remainder of the payment is expected on delivery. I accept cash, Venmo, Zelle, and I have Zettle and can take credit cards right here. However, there’s a three percent extra fee for Zettle.”

      “I’ve got twenty kids showing up here in twenty minutes,” she shared with me.

      Then it would have been good to have the cash on hand when you opened the door, woman, Logic said.

      “Whatever your choice, it won’t take but a couple of minutes,” I said.

      She reached for the cake again, and I took a step back.

      “Really,” she said tightly, “with this display, are you suggesting I’m not good for it?”

      “I communicate my policies clearly for a reason, and you signed off on them when you contracted for this cake.”

      “I’m running behind,” she replied.

      “I can imagine that’s stressful, but it isn’t helping matters to launch an argument you aren’t going to win,” I noted.

      “This is unbelievable,” she whispered irately.

      “I don’t understand how, since I explained the process and you signed off on it.”

      “If you keep this up, I can promise you, you won’t get a good review on Yelp,” she threatened.

      “You know, I can reply to those. I also have pictures and videos of the cake”—I jerked my head toward the Jeep—“and a witness who will state it was delivered on time.”

      But now she was looking beyond me, and I knew what she was seeing because her mouth had dropped open and her nipples were now poking at her tight, Lululemon track top.

      I sighed.

      “Problem here?” Gabe asked from behind me.

      “No,” she said quickly.

      “She’s not a fan of completing our agreement by paying the remainder on delivery,” I told him.

      Gabe stared into my eyes a millisecond before he looked to her.

      “You’ll be doing that about now,” he told her.

      “As I explained to Willow, I’m a little behind, so I’ll be happy to Venmo the rest to her after the party. Latest, tomorrow morning,” she said, now all smiles and flirtatious glances.

      “That’s not the way this goes,” Gabe told her, like he’d memorized my policies and personally wrote my contract.

      “Okay,”—she leaned her tall, svelte frame on the doorjamb of her three-million-dollar house, and the bitch actually batted her (semi-permanent fake) eyelashes at him—“you got me. My husband gave me a budget, and I exceeded it a little bit. I just have to⁠—”

      “Let’s go,” Gabe cut her off and rounded me, putting a hand in the small of my back as he did, so I had no choice but to turn and start moving toward the driveway seeing as he was pushing me that way.

      “Wait! You can’t go!” she called, and I could tell she was following us. “What will Chrysanthemum do for a cake?”

      “Go to Costco,” Gabe said toward the Jeep.

      “Costco?” Her voice sounded horrified.

      Gabe opened the passenger door then took the cake from me so I could get in.

      “Okay, okay, okay,” she said, standing with us and unwedging her phone from where it was shoved in the skintight fabric at the thigh of her leggings. “I’ll Venmo now.”

      “You need to add a ten percent hassle fee to your contract, babe,” Gabe remarked in my direction.

      The Arcadia Squad member made a wounded pip at being called a hassle by a hot guy.

      Bet she’d never experienced that before.

      I pressed my lips together in an effort not to laugh.

      My phone in my crossbody vibrated, I pulled it out and saw the Venmo notification.

      “Thank you so much,” I told her.

      Gabe handed her the cake.

      It was ultra hilarious to see how bad she wanted to scorch me with a glare but couldn’t because I was standing next to one of the top ten hotties in Phoenix (and he worked with the other nine—or, actually, twelve).

      “I’m sure Mumsy will love it,” she forced out to me.

      Good Lord, she called her five-year-old Mumsy.

      You won. Be gracious, not bitchy, Dreamer called me on it.

      But…Mumsy? Logic demanded.

      “In, babe,” Gabe grunted at me.

      I turned to the Jeep, got a handhold, a foothold, and angled myself up. Though, this time I was helped when Gabe’s hands came to my hips, and he hefted me in.

      At his touch and the easy display of his strength, my breath took a hike, and my ass landed in the seat.

      He slammed the door and rounded the hood while I concentrated on getting my lungs working again. It took as long as it took him to get in, both of us to buckle up and Gabe to start us on our way for me to best that endeavor.

      I looked back at Chrysanthemum’s mom to see she’d definitely watched us load up and take off, because she was only now walking up to the house (so much for being in a rush and behind on things), doing it watching the Jeep drive away.

      “If that ninny doesn’t pay attention to where she’s going, trips and ruins my cake, I’m going to lose my shit,” I told the window.

      “Ninny?”

      She made it into the house, thank God.

      When she did, I faced forward, explaining, “I don’t want to say bitch, because she’s a bitch, but I don’t want to be the sister who calls a bitch a bitch.”

      “You women have some really weird fuckin’ rules,” he muttered.

      I turned to him. “Well, it isn’t nice.”

      “Babe, a man’s a dick, I’m gonna call him a dick. He’s a clown, I’m gonna call him a clown. He’s an asshole, I’m gonna call him an asshole. I’m not letting the brotherhood down by calling them as they are. And you aren’t letting the sisterhood down either. A woman of means contracts for custom from a small business owner and then tries to jack her around because she fucked up on her budget and is gonna piss off her husband because he knows he’s already paying way too much for her highlights or whatever is not you letting the sisterhood down. It’s her doing it. And not one of the three of us was unaware that bitch had no intention of settling up.”

      He had a point.

      But now I was in a quandary because he’d horned in on this, and saved my bacon, and he’d been ignoring me for months because I’d drawn a line between us, and I should be pissed, but I was grateful, and I should keep my distance, but I wanted to throw myself at him.

      Oh my God, you’re giving me a headache, Dreamer complained.

      Just say thank you, that’s hardly going to open any doors, Logic pointed out.

      “Thank you,” I said. “For driving me, because you’re right, I am tired. And for helping me out with her, because, yeah, she was a bitch, that wasn’t cool, and her deposit might have covered materials, but it far from covered my time.”

      “Anytime, cupcake,” he murmured.

      Oh boy.

      Him calling me “cupcake” now meant my nipples were poking at the padding of my bra.

      Time to be quiet, Logic advised.

      Good advice.

      I took it.
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      I woke.

      I didn’t open my eyes, I just woke, feeling warm and good, if not refreshed.

      Oh, and weirdness, it also felt like someone was playing with a tendril of my hair (that was a big part of the “good” I was feeling).

      But…

      That couldn’t be.

      Right?

      I wasn’t sure what was going on.

      The only thing I was sure of was that I was in the pitch black of my bedroom, curled into myself—like I normally slept—and that was it.

      Then, as was my everyday occurrence, all I needed to get done flooded my head.

      Get up, go make cookies, muffins, cupcakes and other bits and bobs to fill SC’s coffee cubby case. Then wait tables.

      After work, come home and decorate the sheet cake and fill and decorate the two dozen cupcakes I baked yesterday that were right now in my fridge. Then deliver them for the retirement party that was happening tonight.

      Tomorrow, another kid’s birthday (panda themed with cute cherry blossoms and bamboo trimming the sides of the cake) and a bridal shower (fortunately, a naked cake, but with an elaborate flower arrangement at the top).

      Sunday, no orders, thank God.

      My energy levels were appreciative of a day of rest on the horizon; my bank account was not.

      On this thought, my bed moved, and that tendril of hair was released only for a big, warm hand to smooth down the nape of my neck and my spine, this obviously taking my attention from my hectic schedule, and for some reason, automatically, instead of fleeing immediately, my body moved too (and not to flee).

      That was, it uncurled, and as the heat of hard, silken muscle fitted to my front, with zero hesitation, I fitted myself in return as that hand pressed at the small of my back.

      At that point, I was in no doubt there was a man in bed with me, because he had no trouble introducing his blatant morning condition to the juncture between my hips.

      And I knew that man was Gabe, because I knew his smell: a clean aroma with hints of spice.

      Hell, regardless that we’d never been in this position (alas), I even knew his feel.

      Okay.

      Um…

      What was happening?

      I didn’t know, but what happened next was he kissed my forehead. After delivering that, I felt the tip of his nose skate along the bridge of mine, then he brushed his mouth against mine.

      What I should do was hark back to figure out what got me into this situation.

      Alternatively, I should jump out of bed and demand to know what was going on.

      I didn’t do either of those.

      No, I couldn’t, because all that was me was about all that was him, and from what I could feel, there was a lot of him…everywhere.

      “You sleep like a cat,” he murmured, his lips moving against my lips, causing an internal shiver and a full-on private-place quiver. “All curled up and tucked to my side,” he kept murmuring. “Fuckin’ cute.”

      Okay.

      Ummmmmmmmmmmmmm!

      What was happening?!

      Before I could ask, he did that delectable lip brush thing again, so I could do nothing but concentrate on controlling myself and not, say, jumping his bones.

      Then, his lips still to mine, he said, “Know you gotta hit it and I gotta go home and get my workout bag to hit the gym. Talk soon.”

      He then pressed those lips to mine, light, sweet, promising, before he was gone.

      Just like that (with a little blip when he tucked the covers around me).

      He was there one second. Just his presence was there the next. It was gone the second after that. And about five seconds after that, I heard the front door close. And, if my hearing didn’t deceive me, I also heard the lock turning.

      Of course, the Nightingale Men had easy access to the Avenging Angels. This was due to historical issues that happened up in Denver a little over a decade ago when the OG Hot Bunch were claiming their women (known as the Rock Chicks).

      And, obviously, there was the not-small matter of the AAs getting involved in human trafficking, homeless people abductions and murder.

      Let’s just say they were taking no chances.

      So Gabe having a key to my place didn’t surprise me since he had one when he was my bodyguard, I’d never asked about it then (because, obviously, he’d need one), and I’d never asked for it back (Freudian?).

      But it was a point to ponder.

      All of this was points to ponder.

      Just…

      Later.

      I rolled to my back, stared through the pitch dark toward my ceiling, and forced myself into total recall of last night.

      I remembered Gabe and I arriving back at the Oasis to find the common occurrence of a mini shindig developing in the courtyard.

      Since this included Linda, Bill, Zach, Sally, and Mouthy Martha, all of whom I adored (yes, even Mouthy Martha, I might adore her most of all because you gotta love a woman who has no issue with using her voice) and my (and Gabe’s, not incidentally) close friends Joey, Gemma, Raye and Cap, Harlow and Javi, along with chips and dip, not to mention the universal call to gather…tacos, Gabe and I joined.

      I also remembered everyone looking at us with no small amount of interest.

      This was not only due to the fact we arrived together. It was also that Gabe made absolutely no bones about the fact he was so very done avoiding me.

      At once, I learned when Gabriel Stark was making a statement, it included a lot of closeness and touching.

      A whole lot.

      This, of course, drove me straight to tacos, beer and denial.

      I further remember Patsy joining, and then Jess (sans Eric, who was working), also Shanti, who’d been over to her folks’ house for dinner.

      And I remembered I eventually was in a lounger by the pool with a beer in my grip and Shanti and Harlow flanking me, both unable to ask about Gabe since he was close, but even so, forming those questions with their eyes.

      Since he was close, I couldn’t answer, and there was so much to say, I certainly couldn’t do it only using my eyes.

      Last, I remembered I must have fallen asleep in that lounger because the next thing that came to me was waking up when Gabe was carrying me into my bedroom.

      As all these memories bloomed in my head, I realized I could not get pissed at him for one thing. That being the fact I could tell I was wearing my nightgown.

      You see, I was so out of it, when he put me to my feet in my bedroom, I’d simply lifted a hand to point at the hooks on the back of my door where my baby-pink, deep-V front, short-short, racerback nightie was hanging.

      He’d brought it to me, and right then, lying in bed in the dark, I could feel the heat in my cheeks, because I’d actually changed right in front of him.

      I’d then collapsed into bed.

      Though, I did not recall inviting him to join me there.

      And I might have been kinda out of it a few minutes ago, but I was not so out of it I didn’t feel the man was only wearing his underwear. I’d felt the roughness of his hairy legs against mine, his also hairy chest catching at my nightie, and lots of skin.

      Later, I would marvel at the fact the man could dress and leave an apartment in ten seconds flat (marvel at it and wonder at it because that seemed a pretty practiced exit and might not say good things).

      Now, I simply had to contain the freakout all this caused, because, on a turn of my head, I could see my alarm was two minutes from sounding and I had to get my ass out of bed and face the day.

      One thing I knew, I was going to have to have a pretty stern convo with Gabriel Stark.

      And soon.

      Because that was not happening again.

      Ever.

      Boo! Dreamer protested.

      Good Girl, Logic approved.

      Ugh.

      With no choice, I set all of that aside and got out of bed.
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        * * *

      

      At five ’til five, all gussied up and ready to make some muffins, and later, some tips, but still dragging (I could seriously not wait until Sunday), I parked my little blue Mitsubishi Mirage in the parking lot behind The Surf Club.

      I got out of my car, closed the door, locked it, started toward the back door to SC, and instantly understood I’d learned a life lesson that I was both grateful for, and wished I’d never endured.

      Apparently, a girl’s instincts ramped up after she’d been kidnapped (thanks, Trev!).

      This was why I pulled my always-charged Taser out of my bag, whipped around and aimed it at the man who was loitering in the parking lot.

      I kept it aimed even as I saw illuminated by Tito’s solar-powered lot lights that I knew the guy.

      It was Mr. Shithead, one of our informants who was not a friend. He was skeevy and crotchety, and he liked us about as much as we liked him.

      That was to say, not at all.

      Though he did like my cupcakes, and so far, that was his only positive.

      I was a newer Angel in the group, not as new as Joey and Gemma, but not one of the OGs, like Raye, Luna, Harlow and Jess. I hadn’t had as much experience as they did with this guy.

      But I’d been around him and the girls talked.

      As far as I knew, they’d never seen him away from his post as the nighttime clerk in reception at a skanky hotel in a not-so-awesome part of town.

      And this begged the question, what was he doing here?

      He put his hands up in front of him. “Listen, don’t shoot. I just want to talk to you.”

      “Great. Awesome. How about doing that not in a deserted parking lot at five in the morning? Say, come back during visiting hours,” I suggested, keeping my Taser at the ready.

      “I don’t have a lot of choices,” he told me. “They can’t see me coming to you women.”

      Uh-oh.

      “Who can’t see you?” I asked.

      He took a step toward me.

      I lifted the Taser a smidge and warned, “Stay where you are.”

      He stopped.

      My bag vibrated with a call.

      I ignored it.

      “Okay, I need you guys’ help,” he stated.

      Really?

      “Why?” I asked.

      “There’s like, one person who’s, like, decent to me,” he said.

      And that was it.

      My phone stopped vibrating.

      “That’s not giving me much info,” I pointed out.

      “One person in my whole life.”

      I didn’t want to feel sorry for the guy, but one person?

      That sucked.

      My phone started vibrating again.

      Shit!

      Who was calling me this early?

      “And they’ve got her,” he finished.

      Uh-oh!

      Obviously, I ignored the phone again.

      “Who’s got her?” I asked.

      He jumped and looked beyond me.

      I was not about to be taken in by that kind of crap, him conning me into looking over my shoulder then pouncing on me, so I stayed on target, my attention glued to him.

      I watched him relax and only then did it occur to me how jittery he was, considering I’d heard a car pass too. But The Surf Club was on Indian School Road, one of the many busy city streets in Phoenix. Therefore, no matter how early it was, there were going to be cars.

      “Ignore the traffic and keep talking,” I urged.

      “They want me to—” he cut himself off when another car passed and he looked to the entrance drive to SC.

      “Dude, stay on target,” I advised.

      He turned back to me. “They said they’re watching me.”

      Great.

      “Did they follow you here?” I asked.

      “I don’t think so.”

      I hoped he was right, for both of our sakes.

      “Then hurry with your story,” I urged.

      “I…can I pull out my phone?” he requested.

      “Sure,” I replied. “Just go slow.”

      He started to reach to his back pocket, froze for a nanosecond, before his gaze shot to the entrance, then he turned and sprinted away.

      What the…?

      Since he was racing away, I thought it was safe to twist, and I saw lights from a car flash through the lot.

      I whirled full body, only to see a black Denali angling in.

      Those Denalis equaled one of the Nightingale boys.

      I relaxed, stood there and watched as Shaw Drake parked, cut the lights and ignition, and folded out of the car.

      Shaw was a new recruit.

      Former Marine. Tall. Built. Dark-brown hair. Preposterously gorgeous.

      I wasn’t sure if this kind of thing was a prerequisite to the hiring process, but I knew Shirleen, the Operations Manager who did the hiring, and I’d been invited to her screening of 300 to christen her huge new TV in her fabulous new condo.

      So I was guessing it was.

      I couldn’t blame her. Daily eye candy in the office didn’t hurt anyone.

      But the sheer amplitude of these guys’ hotness?

      Cripes.

      “You good?” he asked me, attention trained beyond me to where Mr. Shithead ran away.

      The Nightingale crew had cameras on SC. And at the Oasis.

      Reminder: when it came to the Angels, they weren’t taking any chances.

      I should have known I’d be covered when some creeper approached me in the parking lot. And the NI&S guys were probably who was calling me.

      I was still impressed with how fast he got there.

      “How did you get here so fast?” I asked.

      “Call went out to everyone, I was closest. Headed to the gym. Gabe’s on his way.”

      Well…wasn’t that just marvelous?

      I had yet to figure out how I was going to tell Gabe to back off (again) but do it nicer this time, and it would seem I wasn’t going to have the opportunity to figure out how to do that.

      Also, what was with these guys?

      Who went to the gym at five in the morning?

      Were they dedicated to the task of giving every human being on the planet an inferiority complex?

      If so, they were succeeding.

      “Just to say,” he began with humor in his tone, “I’m not a threat. You can lower the Taser.”

      “Oh.” I lowered the Taser. “Sorry.”

      He approached. “Do you know that guy?”

      I nodded while shoving the Taser in my bag. “Yeah. He’s one of our informants. And not the hang-and-eat-cheeseburgers or chill-in-his-man-cave type.”

      “Right.”

      It was then, more headlights flashed in the parking lot, and in drove a very familiar Jeep Wrangler.

      Why me?

      All right.

      Counting it down…

      I had a shit dad.

      Thus, I had to watch my mom do much what I was doing right now, except she worked harder and got less sleep because she had to cover me.

      Then there was stepdad number one, who was a lot like Kev, except lazier.

      Mercifully, Mom got shot of him pretty quickly.

      Onward (hereditary?), I had terrible taste in men.

      You’d think I’d learn with the very first one, who tried to slut shame me in high school when I wouldn’t put out, and he told everyone I did. This escalated to a lot of ugly lies on social media my mom had to lose her mind about and alternately stalk the principal and the police to put a stop to it.

      But did that nightmare stop me?

      Nooooooo.

      Around the time Mom gave stepdad one the boot, high school boyfriend number two cheated on me with approximately half of the junior class, a quarter of the sophomore class and a third of the senior class (maybe an overstatement, but the dude was a dawg).

      I had a brief period of being smart, as such, not dating at all.

      Then came Kev, who broke down my barriers with the whole charm and compliments and love-bombing thing, suckering me good, before he exposed the real Kev.

      After that, I had four years of him being a mooch, verbally abusive, me scraping him off, him not liking that, serious drama ensuing, him suckering me to take him back again, until I’d had enough and made it permanent.

      It just didn’t take, not with him. He kept badgering.

      What took was his best bud getting dead and the Nightingale Men disappearing him (however that happened).

      Suffice it to say, no matter how it happened, I had no qualms with that.

      And I did not miss him.

      Oh, and let us not forget Sheldon, my ex-bestie’s douchebag boyfriend, who started her on pot, graduated her to E, and now, from what I’d heard, they were both all about meth.

      I hadn’t seen her in years. The last time I did, she was in the E stage, and I was warning her Sheldon was no good, she told me to go fuck myself, reminding me while she did of my own stellar taste in the opposite sex. Hence the “ex” part of being my ex-bestie.

      Thus, I was a twenty-eight-year-old woman who had chosen poorly more than once, witnessed those I loved choose poorly, and now I was faced with a guy who was maybe good, but probably another version of bad, who waded in to get me paid, could carry me, and who played with my hair when I slept.

      He also climbed in that bed with me without permission, so there was that.

      It was good this was what I was thinking when he angled out of the Jeep, wearing loose gray shorts and a black tee in some performance material, naturally looking scrumalicious.

      And making matters worse, his cousin, one of The Originals, Luke Stark, slanted his long, lush body out of the passenger side.

      I’d heard Luke was down from Denver, doing some training with the new guys. I just hadn’t met him yet.

      But he was everything everyone said he was (and all of that was good, and it included how damn easy he was to look at).

      Seemed to run in the family.

      Bah!

      “What the fuck is going on?” Gabe asked cantankerously as he prowled Shaw’s and my way.

      “Nothing,” I said.

      “Cameras at base caught one of the Angels’ informants cornering her in the lot,” Shaw said.

      FFS!

      “He didn’t corner me,” I said to Shaw.

      Then…

      Whomp!

      I was plastered against a hot guy in exercise clothes.

      I tilted my head back to look up at Gabe to find he was looking at me.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      I was very okay, with his arm tight around me, my body flush to his, witnessing that concerned look on his amazing face.

      Yes, you are sooooo verrrrrrrrrry okay, Dreamer drawled.

      Tell him to back off! Logic demanded.

      “Um…” I mumbled.

      “Babe,” he growled, his arm giving me a shake.

      I pulled it together, and in doing so, tried to pull from his hold.

      It tightened.

      I stopped trying.

      “Mr. Shithead isn’t a threat,” I shared.

      “Anyone is a threat to a woman in a dark parking lot in the early hours of the morning,” Gabe shot back. “Or, ever.”

      Hmm.

      I was thinking he understood why women picked the bear.

      Just not why I’d do that over him.

      “It isn’t dark. Tito is all about the lights.”

      “Willow,” he warned.

      “Shaw scared him off before he could get out what he was doing here, but definitely something is up. I just don’t know what it is because he took off before he could tell me.”

      Gabe grunted unintelligibly as his arm loosened, so I took that opportunity to put some distance between us.

      He took the ensuing opportunity to hook a finger in the tan belt I had cinching my cute, muted-salmon shirtdress with the flouncy, short shirt so that distance wasn’t very distant.

      Before I could protest, I noted movement out of the side of my eyes, looked to Luke and saw him crossing his arms on his wide chest, planting his feet apart, his gaze on us, an approving half-smile on his face.

      What he approved of, I did not know.

      What I approved of was that Luke was in all black: skintight compression shirt and lightweight joggers.

      Nice.

      “You got this?” Shaw asked.

      “I got this,” Gabe answered.

      “There’s nothing to get,” I put in.

      “Later,” Shaw said and moved to the Denali.

      Since he was out, I turned my attention to Gabe.

      “There’s nothing to get,” I repeated.

      “We’ll pay this guy a visit,” Gabe stated.

      Oh no they would not.

      “He said they were watching him,” I shared.

      “Who’s watching him?”

      Gah!

      “I don’t know,” I snapped. “Like I said, Shaw drove to the rescue when I didn’t need a rescue before he could say. But he was scared to death, and whatever it is involves someone who means something to him, so you boys can’t blow into the Sun Valley Motor Lodge and get her shit in a sling.”

      Gabe finally relaxed, letting my belt go, and then he said, “You’re cute when you sleep. You’re cute in that dress. And you’re cute when you’re trying to be a badass.”

      Oh no he did not!

      “I had the situation covered,” I snapped again. “And, you know, he’s a creep, but he’s ours, and it sounds like he’s in trouble. So maybe tell your team to come in cold next time so you don’t scare someone the Angels are probably gonna want to help. Because now we’re going to have to get fancy with it, possibly pull in Jinx or one of the girls, and who knows what will happen to Mr. Shithead or this person that matters to him in the meantime.”

      Jinx and the girls were the informants/friends we had cheeseburgers with, by the way.

      They were also sex workers.

      At first, I wasn’t sure about that, because Jinx could be kind of abrasive.

      But I learned she was the bees’ knees and so were all the girls.

      “Am I going to be able to talk you into letting him deal with his own shit?” Gabe asked.

      “No,” I answered.

      He sighed.

      Largely.

      I had muffins to make but now was as good a time as any to get some things straight.

      As such, I turned to Luke and requested, “Can you give us some privacy?”

      He jerked up his chin and took a step back.

      So, the guy was tall and one of his steps was two of mine.

      He still didn’t go very far.

      “Maybe another six or seven steps?” I suggested.

      Luke didn’t move.

      I rolled my eyes as extravagantly as I could.

      When I stopped doing that, Luke’s half-smile was back.

      So be it.

      I switched my attention to the younger Stark.

      “We need to talk about last night,” I declared.

      “What about it?” he asked nonchalantly.

      Yes, I said nonchalantly.

      “You slept with me,” I reminded him.

      He nodded. Once.

      “I did,” he agreed.

      “In nothing but your underwear.”

      “Sleeping in jeans isn’t real comfortable.”

      “Gabe!” I exclaimed heatedly.

      But he just hooked me at the back of my neck, yanked me into his body, and…

      Get this!

      Slammed his mouth down on mine, kissed me hard, but dry, let me go and asked, “How many deliveries we doin’ tonight?”

      I was still recovering from the kiss—no matter how dry it was, it was still thorough—so I was pretty proud of myself when I was able to say, “You are not my delivery driver.”

      “Be at yours at five. Good?”

      In case he was hard of hearing, I said it louder this time. “You are not my delivery driver!”

      “Text me if you need me earlier,” he replied, then started sauntering to his Jeep.

      Sauntering!

      “Gabriel Stark!” I shouted after him.

      He did his own jerking up of his chin before he swung in, Luke swung in, and they idled with me in their headlights.

      I frowned at Gabe ferociously through his windshield.

      He lifted a hand and stabbed a finger toward the back door of The Surf Club.

      You have muffins to make, sweetie, Dreamer sing-songed.

      You can deal with him later. Without an audience. Now, you can’t let your employers down and you’re already late, Logic counselled.

      Damn.

      I stomped to the door, unlocked it, then stomped through it, flipping the lights on to the staff room and closing and locking the door behind me.

      Only then did I hear the Jeep motor out of the lot.
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