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Brody Bond. The youngest homicide detective in Holly Woods. My best friend’s younger brother.

 

Off. Freaking. Limits.

 

I’ve told myself that for the past five years, and I’m going to keep telling myself that. Besides—I’m kind-of dating Jason. I don’t need Brody. I shouldn’t even want him, but want him, I do.

 

Not that I have time to think about it. With Noelle and Drake in Mexico for two weeks, I’m holding down the fort at Bond P.I. Or I was… until I stumbled upon a young woman who’d been attacked while walking my dog.

 

Jason thinks it’s the latest in a long line of gang-rapes happening across three states. Brody thinks I’ve added a target to my back. Getting to the bottom of it is at the top of my to-do list.

 

Two men, both determined to protect me.

 

I think I could love one. I’m almost certain I’m in love with the other.

 

Ride or die just got a whole lot realer.

 

(Burning Bond is book six of the Holly Woods Files series and tells Bek's story. While it can be read as a standalone, it's highly advised to read the complete series in order.) 
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“I thought you weren’t getting involved.”

I sigh at Drake’s skeptical look, but I muster enough sass to bat my eyelashes at him. “I’m not getting involved. How was that getting involved?”

“Noelle. Sweetheart.”

Oh boy. He used his “I’m going to explain this you very slowly while I count to ten silently” voice.

“You’ve left your best friend in charge of your business for the two weeks we’re on vacation, and now, you just asked your brother—your only single brother, who happens to be stuck in some fucked-up love triangle with said best friend—to check in on her every couple of days and help her if she has any problems. How is that not getting involved?”

“Because Bek has the organizational skills of a drunk squirrel. There’s nothing wrong with me asking someone far more responsible—Brody—to check in on her.”

“All right. I’ll give you that.” He pulls into the driveway and kills the engine, tugging the keys out right after. “But you’re not having this: Why not ask Dev or Trent to help her?”

“Well.” I shift uncomfortably in my seat as his question lingers in the air. Fuck this. I’m getting out of the damn car.

Unfortunately, the fact that we live together thwarts my otherwise flawless plan of avoidance, not only because he has the house keys, but also because we, well, live together. Thus, avoidance is, sadly, impossible.

“Well, what?” he asks, his eyes glittering as he unlocks the front door.

“You know Dev is busy with Amelia and her being so sick with the baby, and Trent has the kids, so he has more free time than they do.” Yes. I mentally pat myself on the back. Nice one, Noelle. Although I do feel perhaps a little bad for using my very sick ten-week-pregnant sister-in-law for a get-out clause here...

“Why couldn’t they call and check in with her? That takes five seconds, and they can, shock horror, do other things while on the phone.”

I wrinkle my face up as I set my purse on top of our packed suitcases in the front room. “You know, you’re really starting to piss me off.”

Drake’s lips twitch up on one side into a tiny smile. He closes the distance between us with a few swift steps and frames my face with his hands. “Bella, listen to me. I know you want Brody to be happy—I want him to be happy too—but have you ever considered that perhaps Bek isn’t the person for him?”

“Of course I have,” I argue lamely. Actually, I tend to just scoot on over that little fact when I think about it. “But I’m still not getting involved. Brody is the one least likely to forget and check on her, and he’s the one Bek is closest to, so if she has a problem, she’s likely to go to him before Dev and Trent anyway.”

Drake purses his lips. “You’re getting involved. You get defensive when you’re involved in things you shouldn’t be.”

“I’m not getting involved!”

“You remember she’s dating Jason, right?”

I snort and step back, ignoring the questioning rise of his eyebrows. “He’s spent almost the entire last three months in Miami, honey. They’ve seen each other once and for all of ten minutes. That’s hardly dating.” Not that they’ve ever been serious.

“People don’t have to see each other daily to make a relationship work, sweetheart. I know that’s a hard concept for you to grasp...”

“Actually, I’m pretty sure seeing each other on a less regular basis would be beneficial for ours. It’s that or you shut up, because I’m feeling some murderous tendencies right this second.”

He laughs. “Shut it, you. Just... Maybe reconsider your request to Brody, okay? More than anything, it’s putting Bek in a super awkward situation. I spoke to Jason this morning, and he returns to Austin the day we leave. If Brody is helping her and Jason turns up, that’s gonna be all sorts of uncomfortable for everybody.”

I sigh. He’s right. Not that I’ll tell him that, of course. He won’t get his ego on the plane if I do.

The Jason-Bek-Brody triangle has been the bane of my existence for far too long, mostly because I am totally freaking biased on who my best friend eventually picks. Even if, right now, I think she should cut her losses, tell them both to fuck off, and find someone new.

On the bright side, at least Bek and Jason haven’t fought in three months. Probably because, the last time, Jason lost his shit and swung for Brody. Unfortunately for him, my little brother is much quicker than he is, and he ended up with a black eye for his troubles. Brody just had a bit of a sore hand.

“I know,” I say softly. “And that’s the last thing I want. But honestly, Drake. Brody is the person I trust most with Bond P.I. other than Bek. He helped me get it off the ground and knows more about my entire business than anyone outside of the two of us. If something goes wrong or there’s an emergency, Brodes will be able to deal with it far quicker and easier than my other brothers. They have responsibilities he doesn’t. I know it looks like I’m meddling, but I’m terrified to leave for two weeks. I just have a feeling something bad is going to happen.”

He eyes me speculatively. Mostly because, when my gut says something bad is going to happen, something bad usually happens.

“Do you want to postpone our trip?” he asks.

I shake my head and, with a deep breath, wrap my arms tight around his waist. “If we don’t go now, we’ll never go, and we’ve more than earned this break. I just want to know my business and Bek, Grecia and the guys are safe.”

“All right.” Drake kisses the top of my head and squeezes me. “I’m sorry I gave you a hard time. Let’s go get some dinner.”

“Don’t be.” I squeeze him right back and then lean my head back to meet his gaze. “I’ll call Brody in the morning and tell him he can call to check in and not to bother if he sees Jason’s car in the lot. Okay?”

“Okay. It’s your call, babe.” He drops his head down to mine and kisses me. “You really have a bad feeling about it?”

I shrug as I step out of his embrace. “It’s probably just my own fears that I’ll come back and find out Dean burned the place to the ground or something.” Because that almost happened three weeks ago when he was heating something on the little stove in the kitchen, had a sudden mental break in the case he was working, and deserted it to write his breakthrough down. “It’ll probably be fine. Come on. Let’s go.”
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“Bibbity bobbity fucking bullshit, indeed.” I sigh and put the file I’ve been working on for the past three weeks in front of me on my desk.

Why Noelle ever thought it was a good idea to put me in control of Bond P.I., I’ll never know. I don’t think I could work it out if I tried. I can barely organize a grocery store trip without something going wrong—like the package of flour that fell off the shelf last week and hit me on the back of the head as I turned. So leaving me in control of an entire business and four other people is a recipe for disaster.

Even if I do have Brody on call to help me. That’s a call I don’t want to make under any circumstances. Hell, if the building were on fire and I were trapped, I’d rather barbecue myself than call Brody freaking Bond.

Okay. That’s somewhat of an exaggeration. But I’d probably push the limits of survival before I finally broke down and called.

It’s not even my fault. I totally balked when Noelle told me she’d called Brody to help me, because the last thing I need is to be around him or have him come around here when Jason’s here. That would be the most awkward thing ever. The only reason they haven’t continued their strange pissing contest is because Jason hasn’t even been in Texas for three whole months.

I’m apprehensive that the black eye Brody gifted Jason will reignite their feud. Over me.

Me.

Welcome back to high school, ladies and gentlemen. AKA: Hell.

With another sigh, I pluck an errant red hair from the top of my file and drop it onto the floor next to me. I run my hand through my hair as I open the file back up for what feels like the fiftieth time and attempt to focus my eyes on it.

I can’t. I can’t focus on a damn thing. My insecurities about running Bond P.I. for two weeks combined with my currently seriously screwed-up love life are taking over my brain. It’s a swirling mass of absolute crap inside my head. I’d rather be definitely single and back on Tinder, and that wasn’t exactly an enjoyable experience.

My eyes dart to the clock on my wall. Jason will get back to Austin at any point now, and he said he is coming to see me after he’s had a chance to change and shower and debrief with his boss. I figure it’s going to be the slowest few hours of my life, so I’m pretty damn glad I have a meeting with a potential client in five minutes.

Right on cue, my phone rings. I pick it up and hold it to my ear.

“Rebekah Hough,” I answer.

“Your eleven o’clock is in the waiting room,” Grecia says down the line. “Should I send her up?”

“No, it’s good. I’ll come right down. Thanks, Grecia.” I put the phone back on the hook and slip my feet into my heels beneath my desk.

It’s a bad habit Noelle and I both share, but who needs to wear heels when nobody can see your feet behind the front paneling of your desk? Exactly.

I walk downstairs to the waiting room and immediately spy the thin, young woman with shoulder-length, fire-engine-red hair. Her knee is bobbing frantically, and she has a loose lock of hair that, in the short time I’ve been down here, she’s tucked behind her ear three times already. Her eyes are firmly fixed on the floor in front of her, and crap, I can smell her nerves from here.

She’s gonna be a guilt-ridden one—I can feel it. Just, god, please don’t let her be a damn crier.

“Selena Atherton?” I ask quietly, which makes her jump.

“Yes.” She stands in front of me and anxiously smooths her loose shirt out.

She has a big ol’ baby face with huge, bright-blue eyes that stand out against her hair. Pretty, but young. She can’t be older than twenty-one, and my jaw twitches in a hint of annoyance. Grecia knows I won’t work with anyone under twenty-one because I have better things to do than chase college kids around.

“Rebekah Hough.” I offer her my hand anyway, and she takes it. After a couple of pumps, I drop it and motion to the stairs. “Come on up to my office.”

She follows me up the stairs without another word. Yep, definitely one that’s gonna feel guilty. It’s always the quiet ones.

“Take a seat on either of the chairs this side of the desk. Can I get you a drink?” I offer.

“No, thank you,” she says softly, sitting in one of my chairs with a slight head shake.

I shut the door behind me and sit at my desk. I kick my shoes off before I speak. “Selena, I hate to be rude, but before we get into this, I need to ask you how old you are.”

She smiles wryly. “I’m twenty-six.”

I try to keep the shock off my face, but at her light chuckle, I know I’ve failed. That and my eyebrows have risen so high that they’re halfway to freaking heaven.

“I’m so sorry. You look so young! I hope that hasn’t offended you.”

“Not at all. I get it a lot, Ms. Hough. Sometimes, it’s a blessing, but I’m more than fed up of getting IDed when I just want a damn mojito.”

I grin. Maybe she’s not as bad as I thought.

“I can imagine,” I say. “All right. Now, that I’ve successfully put my foot in my mouth and chewed it off, why don’t you tell me why you’re looking to hire Bond P.I.? And, please, call me Bek.”

“Okay.” Instantly, her smile drops, and that’s when I notice that her left hand is bare.

I know what she’s going to say before she says it. Call it skill, intuition… Whatever. I just know.

“I’ve been with my boyfriend, Chad Barnes, for three years now, and in the last couple of months, he’s been pulling away from me. We don’t live together, and he’s gone back to school to study for his master’s, so I thought it was just the stress of finals and getting a new student loan for this year and didn’t worry too much.” She hesitates.

I nod for her to continue as I scribble what she’s telling me down. I have the recorder going too, but I like my notes.

“Well, they’re very over now, and he secured the loan, and he’s still off with me. We used to practically live together, but now, I stay at his place once a week, and he doesn’t like coming to mine anymore. He says it’s because he’s so busy studying and his place is closer to school, but...” She takes in a deep breath and lets it out on a shudder.

“You suspect he’s seeing someone else behind your back,” I say for her.

She nods and squeezes her eyes shut. “Sorry,” she whispers.

“Don’t worry.” I slide my tissue box across the desk toward her. “Take your time.”

She nods again and takes a tissue to dab under her eyes. When she doesn’t continue speaking after a minute or so, I decide to.

“Apart from you not being as close as you were, is there anything else that makes you suspicious he’s seeing someone else?”

Selena chews the inside of her cheek. “Like what?”

Oh boy. Maybe she is as bad as I thought she would be.

“Is he protective over his phone and his laptop? Has he lied to you about going somewhere or been evasive in answering questions? Or taking better care in his appearance? Going to the gym?”

“Oh. Yes to the phone. Mine died and I asked him if I could borrow his phone to call my roommate to pick me up, and he got annoyed. He called her for me.” She looked down at my desk. “We also used to have each other’s passwords to Facebook, but he changed his and said he’d read an article online that said it wasn’t healthy for people to have full access to each other’s private correspondence.”

Ah, the article trick. This guy was as faithful as a bumblebee after nectar.

“How about the other parts?”

“I guess he spends longer at the gym than he used to. Or, when I ask him where he’s been, he always says the gym, even if he doesn’t look like it. Last week, he was two hours late, and when I asked him where his gym stuff was, he shrugged and said it was in the car.”

“Okay. Is there anything else?”

She sucks in a deep breath and looks at me. “Yes,” she whispers. “I, er...” Her cheeks flush. “I borrowed his laptop to check my work e-mail as I was waiting for something to come through, and he’d left his logged in. I looked through and there was a receipt for an expensive bracelet he’d ordered from some online jeweler. My birthday was last week, and he didn’t give me a bracelet.”

Ahh. There it is. The snooper’s downfall.

“I didn’t mean to find it,” she says quickly.

Liar, liar, pants on fire, I want to sing.

“It was just...there. I got tempted, and now I’m terrified he’s seeing someone else.”

“Okay, Selena. I think it’s pretty obvious your boyfriend is hiding something, so let’s move on to the next step. Here is my fee.” I scribble the number down on a Post-it note and slide it across to her. “If you wish to proceed, I’ll need the first half up front when you sign the contract.”

She swallows when she casts her gaze down, but the set of her jaw says she’s going to do it. “Can I pay by bank transfer?”

“I’m afraid not. I need it when you sign the contract, so it’ll have to be cash or check.”

“I can get cash.”

“Perfect. If you come back tomorrow morning, I’ll have the contract drawn up and ready for you to sign there. Here’s a list of info I’m going to need from you with regard to your boyfriend. It’s not too much, but I need to know about his schedule so I can try to catch him in the act if he’s doing anything wrong. I’ll also need you to keep me updated on his comings and goings—if he blows you off for dinner, for example.”

“Okay.” She swallows again, and I can see the guilt setting in. “Will he see you?”

I shake my head. “No, he won’t see me. He’ll have no idea I’m watching him, Selena.”

“What if I’m wrong and he’s not cheating on me?”

“Then you’ll find out soon, won’t you?” I lean forward and touch my hand to hers. “Listen. It’s okay to feel bad about hiring me to do this. I’m invading the privacy of someone you care about deeply, but from what you’ve told me, his behavior is very suspicious, and I feel like you’re doing the right thing. I see people who have no proof except paranoia, but you have lots. Either way, you need closure, and I’m the person who can give it to you. If he’s not cheating, you can try to fix your relationship and he never has to know you hired me.”

“Really?” She looks so hopeful.

“Really. When you sign the contract, you’re completely protected as my client. I’ll never give anyone your name, even if I’m asked.”

“Okay. I have to work tomorrow, so can I come over at nine before my shift starts?”

“Of course. I’ll be here waiting for you then.” I slip my feet back into my shoes and stand. “Let me see you out.”

I lead her out of the office, downstairs, and eventually out of the building. Selena leaves with a promise that she’ll be back tomorrow morning at nine, and I wave with a friendly smile. The second her car turns the corner, the smile drops and I shut the door behind me.

“You look like you had fun.” Grecia grins at me, her feet up on her desk.

“Girl, don’t even go there.” I shake my head and lean against her doorframe. “Nothing good ever comes of snooping on your other half, I tell ya.”

“Another ring?”

“A bracelet.” I roll my eyes. “The good news is she gave me his full name, so I can have Carlton run it through his high techy-techy crap and see if there’s anyone he’d give an expensive bracelet to who he isn’t likely to be romantically involved in.”

“Like a sister.” Grecia nods slowly. “They always think the worst, don’t they?”

“They shouldn’t be looking in the first place. Could you imagine how you’d feel if you found something like that in Mike’s apartment and never got it?”

Her grin widens. “He wouldn’t dare anyway. Noelle would kick his ass.”

“Grecia, you’d kick his ass, and I’ve seen ten-year-olds taller than you.”

“I can kick your ass too, you know. No more salsa for you.”

“Shh now. Don’t go making threats you know you won’t follow through.”

She laughs so loud that it rings out around the entire floor. “You know me so well.”

“I do. You like the compliments I give you every time I run through the salsa in seconds.”

“Yes. Yes, I do.” She opens her mouth to speak, but the phone rings, cutting her off. She holds one finger up and picks up the receiver. “Bond P.I. Grecia speaking. How can I help you?”

I push my hair from my face as I wait for her to be done.

“Oh, well, she’s right here. Hold on.” She pulls the phone away from her ear and covers the bottom part with her hand. “It’s Jason,” she says quietly.

I hold my hand out for the phone, and when she passes it to me, I take it into the waiting room and sit down.

“Hello?”

“Hey, babe. My plane got in early and I’m all done. Wanna grab lunch?”

I glance at the waiting room clock. “It’s early, isn’t it?”

“Not by the time I get to Holly Woods. Unless you want to drive up here.”

Drive up to Austin? No, thanks. “I have meetings this afternoon. I can’t.”

“I’ll come to you, then.” There’s the sound of a door shutting. “I’ll be there in half an hour, all right?”

“Sure,” I say.

“Boy, Bek. You could at least sound a little bit excited to see me.”

“Oh, yay!” I say deliberately high-pitched and with way too much excitement. “I can’t wait to see you! Drive fast!”

“I think you just burst an eardrum,” he rumbles down the line, laughing.

I shrug although he can’t see me. “You wanted excitement, Jason. That’s excitement for you.”

“Whatever. I should have known better than to pull out the sarcasm card with you.” More low laughter. “I’m leaving the bureau now, okay?”

“Sure. I should be ready by the time you get here. I can’t go far though. I have a one thirty meeting to close a case.”

“No problem. We’ll just go down to Rosie’s.”

“Sounds good. See you soon.”

“See you, babe.” He hangs up.

I drop back on the sofa and blow out a long breath. Goodie. Rosie’s. The place we’re most likely to run into Brody or one of his brothers.

Damn you, Noelle. I’m going to kill you for leaving me alone here.
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Three knocks sound at my door as I’m looking over the basic profile Carlton already pulled for Selena’s boyfriend, Chad. Twenty-seven, studying for a master’s in physics, lived in Austin for nine years... And the proud owner of an older sister, whose details Carlton is currently chasing down.

“Yep?” I say, looking up at the door.

It opens, revealing one very tall, very handsome Agent Jason Walters. It’s been eight weeks since I saw him last, and that was only briefly, so it’s almost like seeing him for the first time again. His blond hair is still cut short, and his eyes are bright and happy, his jaw completely clean-shaven. His skin is deeply tanned, and that means the short-sleeved, white shirt he’s wearing absolutely pops against him.

I know he’s noticed me staring at him, but I don’t really care. The man is hot, and if I want to ogle, I’m going to ogle.

“Are you done yet?”

I snap my gaze up to meet his. “What were you doing down there in Miami? Sunbathing on the beach?”

“Yes. That’s exactly what I was doing.” His eyes sparkle with laughter. “While my partner was chasing the bad guys, I was playing volleyball on the beach.”

I roll my eyes. “Well, there’s no need for your sarcasm, sir.”

He laughs and walks across my office only to spin my chair around when he reaches me. He pulls me up out of it and locks his arms around my waist. His gaze is expectant when he looks down at me, but when I raise my eyebrows, he chuckles and dips his head. He lightly brushes his lips across mine, sending a little zing through my body.

“Come on. Let’s get food. It took you forever to get here, and if I’m late for my meeting, Mrs. Mendez is going to absolutely tear me to pieces.”

“Ahh, the dragon lady you talked about on the phone?”

I nod, putting my shoes on and grabbing my purse. “She’s harder work than Noelle on a sugar low, and that’s saying something.”

As we’re walking down the stairs, he asks me, “Do you have good news for her?”

I flatten my lips into a thin line. Oh, man. How I wish I did.

“I’m going to take that as a no.” He sounded way too amused just then.

“I’m actually afraid for my life. Can you hang around on standby just in case? I’m pretty sure she carries a gun in her huge-ass purse for situations like this.”

“I’d be more worried if I were her husband.” He unlocks his car and opens the door for me.

When he’s inside with me, I shake my head. “I don’t know. The man is rich as shit, and if he cheats, she gets a crap-ton of money. It’s not worth killing him for.”

“But it’s worth killing the pretty little P.I. who ratted his ass out to her?”

“Maybe. Bitches be crazy, Jason. Bitches be crazy.”

He glances at me as if to say, Yeah, I know you and Noelle, but I let it slide. It is nice to have him back, and since our kind-of relationship is tempestuous at best on occasion, I really don’t want to start off on the wrong foot.

Maybe I’ll finally sort my shit out while being here alone. That’s a big-ass maybe though.

“Are you all right?” Jason asks as he pulls up a couple of stores down from Rosie’s Café.

I look at him with a slightly tight smile. “Yeah. Just a little tired and worried about handling Bond P.I. while Noelle and Drake are away.”

“Bek.” Jason took my hand and gently squeezed it before we got out of the car. “You’re a great private eye. You don’t need to be worried. You can handle this.”

I swallow and smile, making the effort not to be a bitch to him. I can’t exactly tell him it’s because I know things are going to head south with him being back, can I? As much as I’ve missed him—and I have—I haven’t missed the bitching between him and Brody.

“Thanks,” I say, getting out of the car. “I guess I just need a few days to get used to it.”

“If it’s any consolation, I imagine Drake has had to handcuff her to him to ensure she gets on the plane and leaves her baby behind.” He flashes me a grin as he takes my hand. “I’m amazed he’s convinced her to go.”

You and me both, buddy. “She wanted to go. Probably until she actually had to get on the plane.”

“She needs a break. She’s had a rough couple of years.”

“True. At least, last time, with Daniela’s case, she didn’t actually come face-to-face with a killer.”

“She’s getting better. She’s gone from guns in her face, to a knife, to nothing at all. Maybe next time she won’t get involved.”

“Right. And, if you look up to your right, a pig is about to fly over.”

He laughed and opened the door to Rosie’s. The bell jingled as we walked in, and Jason immediately led me to a table.

“Do you want me to get in line for us both?” He eyed the busy line.

“Sure. Just a latte and a club sandwich is good for me. Thanks.” I smiled again and sat down.

While he got in line, I checked my phone. I already had a message from Noelle.

 

Noelle: Just landed. How’re things? Dean burn down the place yet?

 

I laughed and hit reply.

 

Me: Not yet. But all good. Took Selena on this morning.

Noelle: Easy case?

Me: I give it a week. Hundred bucks says the guy’s a cheater.

Noelle: Great. Jason back?

Me: Yep. We’re getting lunch at Rosie’s right now.

Noelle: I’ll text Brody and tell him to behave. And avoid Rosie’s.

Me: Shut up, you dick. Just enjoy your vacation. Holly Woods won’t implode without you.

Noelle: I know, but what if it does? Then I’m gonna miss all the good stuff.

Me: I’ll text you nightly reports of what’s going down. Now fuck off or I’ll send Dean into the kitchen.

Noelle: LOL. Bitch. Xo

 

I shake my head, smiling to myself, and put my phone away. Jason sits opposite me second later, and I blink at him in surprise.

“That was quick.”

“Abby took my order in the line. Since it’s just the usual, she said she’d bring us the bill when we’ve eaten.”

“Of course she did. That girl totally has a crush on you.”

Jason raises an eyebrow. “Jealous, babe?”

“Of a nineteen-year-old girl with thousands of dollars of debt because our education system is fucked up? Oh yeah. Look at me. I’m green.”

He chuckles deeply. “Apparently, being tired doesn’t mess with your sarcasm.”

“Nothing messes with my sarcasm. It’s literally a part of my DNA. I get it from my mom.” I pick at the napkin in front of me as Abby stops by with our cutlery and our condiments. Before I can say anything else, I see her making her way over again with our coffees in hand. “Thanks, Abby.” I smile gratefully as she sets my latte right in front of me.

She returns the gesture. “You’re welcome. Your food shouldn’t be too much longer.”

“Thank you.” Jason flashes her a hot grin.

Her cheeks flush bright red before she mumbles another, “You’re welcome,” and practically runs to the back of the café.

“That was mean.” I stir my coffee.

“What? I just smiled at the girl. It’s hardly my fault she bolted like I told her I have Ebola.”

I tut and roll my eyes. Lord, the man is hard work sometimes.

We pass the next few minutes until our sandwiches are delivered in companionable silence. I yawn a few times, stifling each one with my hand, and smile at Abby yet again. She mutters something about us enjoying our lunch before she quickly disappears without giving Jason a chance to so much as look at her.

I smirk at him, and he responds by taking a huge, animalistic bite of his sandwich. I wrinkle my face as I cut mine smaller and pick a quarter of it up. Jason, however, is absolutely flying right through his with no regard for manners today, apparently.

“Hungry?” I ask him, one eyebrow raised.

“Nah. So full I can’t eat another thing. That’s airline breakfast for you,” he snarks right back with a quick grin and another big bite of his sandwich. He pauses mid-chew, his gaze going over my shoulder, and swallows.

“What?” I ask, staring at him as his eyes move across the window behind me.

“Brody’s coming in.”

“Oh, fuck my life.” I rub my temple. “Please don’t start anything.”

“Hey—I don’t start anything. It’s not my fault he has a problem with us seeing each other.”

“Just don’t, okay?”

He doesn’t say anything, but he gives me a curt nod, which I take as an agreement. It better be a damn agreement. I don’t have the patience for it. Today or ever.

The bell over the door goes, and I steadfastly stare at my sandwich, picking a slice of tomato out of it. I don’t want to look at either man just in case one of them gets the wrong idea. I’d rather be a bit of a rude bitch instead.

“Hey, Bek.” Brody’s greeting is warm.

I have to look up. Damn it. His eyes, the color of dark chocolate, are fixed on me, and there’s a slight curve to his lips. Why is he so hot? Why am I thinking about him being hot when my kinda-boyfriend is across from me?

Shit. Abort thought pattern.

“Hey,” I say, peering up at him.

“Agent Walters,” Brody says, acknowledging him, but it’s nowhere near as nice as mine was.

Jason returns his greeting just as cooly. “Detective Bond.”

I hide my sigh. Men.

“I was going to come and see you this afternoon. Did Noelle tell you she stopped by last night?” Brody asks me, cutting through the suddenly tense atmosphere.

I nod. “I appreciate it, but I think I’ll be fine.”

“Still, if you need anything, just call me, yeah? I know the alarm system doesn’t set sometimes.”

“Thanks, but again, I think I’ll be fine.” And I really don’t want to call you because awkward. “She told me you’d check in every couple of days, but that seems a little over the top.”

Brody’s lips curve into a smile. “You’re questioning Noelle being over the top.”

“No. I’m telling you to lie to her when she inevitably expects you to check in with her.”

Jason eyes us speculatively. “Why does she have you checking in with her?” he asks Brody.

Brody doesn’t bat an eyelid as he says, “Because my sister is a ridiculous control freak who can’t let go for two weeks.”

“That about sums it up,” I agree. “She’s freaking about leaving the office for two weeks and has Brody checking up on me, but like I said, I’ll be fine. I really don’t see how much can go wrong.”

“All the trouble she’s gotten herself into in the past two years is pretty telling,” Brody pointed out with a glance to his watch. “Look, I have to get back to the station, but like I said. If you need anything, call me, okay?”

I was halfway through a nod when Jason interrupted.

“Or you can just call me,” he said with a pointed look at me.

Brody frowned. “Why would she call you when you’re half an hour away at best? I can be there in less than ten minutes.”

“Because that’s what people do when they’re dating. They call the person they’re dating for help.”

I take a deep breath.

“Yeah? Is not seeing each other for three months also what people do when they’re dating?”

Silently, I stand up and unzip my purse. I pull my wallet out, throw ten dollars onto the table, and secure my wallet back inside my purse.

“Where are you going?” Jason looks at me.

I look between him and Brody for a moment. “Anywhere I won’t have a front-row seat for this bullshit.”

“You’ve barely eaten.”

“I don’t care. I’m not hungry anymore.” I push my chair away and, grabbing my purse, sweep past Brody and out of the café.

Well. My week is off to a fabulous start.
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Noelle groans down the phone. “In the café? Dear god. What’s wrong with them?”

“I don’t know and I don’t care anymore. They can both go fuck themselves with a wooden spoon and get splinters inside their assholes for all I care. Jason hasn’t even been back in town for twenty-four hours yet and they’re already at each other’s throats. I can’t do this shit, Noelle.” I drop back on my sofa and Jackson, my newly acquired dachshund, blinks big, brown eyes at me before he hops onto my lap and lies down. I scratch the top of his head as Noelle speaks.

“I told Brody to behave too.” Her sigh crackles the line. “Would you believe I actually feel guiltier for leaving you to deal with their shit alone than I am about leaving the business?”

“No. Not for a second.”

“Well, it was worth a try.” She laughs. “I do feel bad though. What are you going to do?”

Now, it’s my turn to sigh. “I really don’t know. I think the easiest thing is to ignore it, stop seeing Jason, or throw them both in a hole somewhere, let them fight, and see who comes out alive.”

“The last one is promising. Although, if Brody dies, you’ll have to answer to Nonna.”

“I’d rather deal with Nonna at this point.”

“Ouch. You could always get them both in the nads with a rock.”

“That sounds less damaging than potentially being hounded by Nonna,” I say. “But, given that one is a federal agent, I could probably go to jail.”

“Eh. If you kissed him better after, you’d probably be okay.”

I don’t reply.

“Bek.”

“Yes?”

“Am I interpreting your silence right?”

I swallow and shift Jackson off my legs. Then I get up and walk into the kitchen. “That depends how you’re interpreting it, I guess.”

“Hold on.” She’s quiet for a moment and then, “Have you and Jason not had sex?”

Again, I’m silent.

“Bek! You’ve been seeing each other almost a year!”

“So?” It came out a little snappier than I’d intended. “It’s hardly easy, is it? There are times when I don’t see him for days or weeks when he’s working a case. He hates staying in Holly Woods because he has to get up super early for work, and I hate staying in Austin for the same reason and because it’s so damn loud where he lives downtown. It’s just... No opportunity.”

“No opportunity. Right.”

“Don’t make this something it isn’t, Noelle,” I say, a warning in my tone.

“Aren’t you worried he, you know...”

“Gets his kicks somewhere else?”

“Yeah.”

“A little? I don’t know. We’re not exclusive. We won’t be exclusive until he stops turning into a dog claiming its territory around your brother. I want a boyfriend, not Fred fucking Flintstone. And not to mention I’m not territory or anybody’s property.”

“I don’t know. I think Jimmy Choo owns you pretty damn good.”

“Along with Prada, Louboutin, Gucci, and Manolo.” I sigh again. “I just don’t know what I’m doing. I’m going to focus on work and see both of them as little as possible.”

“All right, Batwoman. Good thinking. What time are you meeting Selena tomorrow?”

“Nope. I’m not talking work to you.”

“Pleeeeeeeeease. Just this.”

I sigh yet again. “Nine. The bank knows I’m making the deposits, right?”

“Yes. Don’t worry about it. Patricia knows you’ll be in every day with everything in my place.”

“Got it. I’m headed to bed.”

“Okay. Bek? Don’t worry. This situation will sort itself out.”

“I hope you’re right, Noelle. I really do.”

 

[image: ]

 

Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

Brody Bond fucking cursed me. He had to go and say something about the damn alarm, didn’t he? Turns out that, apparently, the temperamental piece of shit doesn’t just struggle to set. It also likes to ignore the code to switch it off. Which is exactly why I’m sitting in the waiting room with my fingers in my ears at eight fifteen in the morning while he tries to make it stop.

Yep. I called him. I had to. I took all of ninety seconds of that goddamn noise before I dialed his number. He didn’t even give me a chance to say anything before he said he was on his way. Luckily for me, he was at home and about to leave for work, which really is only five minutes away. He also called the station and told them not to come out because Annie the Alarm was PMSing again.

Apparently, this happens more than I realized.

“There you go.” He puts the casing back on. “Fixed. It shouldn’t do it again.”

My shoulders slump forward as an endless ring fills my ears. “Thanks. Do you think I can charge it for the damage ultimately done to my hearing?”

Brody grins, his dark eyes lighting up. “Nah. I don’t think alarms have the means to pay off a doctor’s bill.”

“Crap. Worth a try. Thanks for coming and stopping it. I panicked for a minute.” I stand up and run my fingers through my hair. “You’re probably going to be late.”

He shakes his head. “I was going to Rosie’s to get breakfast. I kinda forgot to go to the store this week.”

I frown at him. “How can you forget to buy food?”

“I was working. We’ve been looking over some cold cases since we ended up solving Daniela’s.”

“Since Noelle ended up solving it, you mean.”

“Semantics.” He waves his hand, but he’s still grinning. “One sucked me in, and by the time I looked up yesterday, the store was closed.”

“You won’t get into Rosie’s now and back to the station in time. Every man, woman, child, and alien will be in there looking for coffee. I think we have some stuff in the kitchen. Come on.” I wave him back with me, and the moment I enter, I turn the coffee machine on.

He might want food, but I want caffeine. And I want it now.

Hit the Verruca Salt music, please, maestro.

I hum the song under my breath as I shuffle through the fridge. I come up with a loaf of bread, a jar of peanut butter, and a croissant in a clear box that looks slightly questionable.

“I’ll avoid that.” Brody winks at me and grabs the bread.

The toaster is on the other side of the kitchen, so he goes over there and then spins back to grab the peanut butter. His hand brushes the side of my boob as he reaches for it, and we both kind of freeze.

“Shit. Sorry. Accident.”

“Don’t worry. I was in the way.” I turn around and ignore the quick beats of my heart.

Accident, Bek. Control yourself, you fool.

“Here.” After a few minutes of silence, I hand Brody a mug of coffee. Then I set my own going. Neither of us speaks again until my mug is firmly in my hands and he’s eaten his toast.

“Thanks,” he says, putting the plate in the sink. “Beats driving back across town to Rosie’s just to come back over.”

I shrug. “It’s okay. You did figure the alarm out, after all.”

“Hello?” Carlton’s voice echoes through the building.

I poke my head out of the kitchen. “Hey. You’re here early.”

He waves a red, plastic folder at me and comes over. “With good reason, hotstuff. I found details on the sister of your new client’s boyfriend.”

“You did? I might kiss you.” I gasp, ignoring the way Brody stiffens as I say that. “What did you find?” I ask, opening the file right away.

“Long story short, she’s a scientist at Cal Tech and, three weeks ago, made a huge breakthrough that could have her nominated for a Nobel Prize. I took the liberty of checking up on whether or not Chad traveled to Los Angeles at any point since, and he did. Last week.”

“So the bracelet was probably a congratulatory gift for his sister.”

“I’m not psychic, so I can’t say yes or no, but it makes sense. Their online imprint says they’re pretty close despite the distance.”

“Awesome, Carlton. Thank you. Selena is coming back this morning with the retainer and all of his info, so I’ll pass this on.”

“You still think he’s a cheating son of a bitch, don’t you?”

I grin at the blond guy who looks like he should be on a surf poster in Hawaii. “Yep. I’ve got a radar for these pricks.”

He laughs. “Good to know. I’m heading up to do some work for Mike, so if you need anything else, I’ll be in my office all day.”

“Got it. Thank you again. This will make my job so much easier.”

“Just buy me lunch and we’ll be even!” he yells over his shoulder from the stairs.

“Kiss my ass, kid!” I yell right back, turning back into the kitchen.

Brody’s staring at me, an amused expression on his face.

“What?” I demand.

“Nothing. I think I need to get my P.I. license and come work here. It’s way more fun than the HWPD.”

I would literally jump off the roof if he ever did that.

“No need to look so afraid.” He laughs, finishing his coffee. “Just a joke, hotstuff.”

I roll my eyes and set the folder down. “Don’t start. He has a new one for me every week, but he’s a little too young for my liking.”

“What’s wrong with younger guys?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Did I say something was?”

“Implied it.”

“Nothing wrong with younger guys,” I finally reply. “But he’s, like, six years younger, and there, I draw the line.”

“Tell that to the billionaire moguls.”

“Yes, well, I am neither a billionaire nor a mogul, but should I ever reach that status, when I’m wrinkly, I’ll go find me a hot, young piece of ass to keep me in shape. Good?”

He grins again. Damn. I’m starting to hate it when he grins. It makes his face... I don’t know. More handsome than it usually is. I just look at him as he smiles at me like that. Then, after a moment, his smile drops. My lips are dry, so I lick them, but all it does it take his attention to my mouth.

His gaze lingers there for a very long, very hot second. My heart jumps right into my throat as he grabs the edge of the countertop like he’s using it to hold himself there.

Until Grecia comes crashing into the kitchen and cuts right through the tension like a knife.

“Hey! Sorry. Are you talking? I need coffee.”

Judging by the bleariness of her eyes, I don’t think she’s wrong.

“Are you okay?”

“Rough night. My sister is staying at my apartment with her six-month-old and the kid can cry for an Olympic gold,” she mutters grumpily, jabbing buttons on the coffee machine.

Three minutes later, she walks out of the kitchen, a cup of joe safely in hand and the world apparently safe from her sleep-deprived wrath on this fine Tuesday.
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