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To the “G” family…

            Hero [he-ro]:

            Is an ordinary individual who finds the strength to persevere and endure in spite of overwhelming odds.

         

         
            —Christopher Reeve

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         A low, groaning whimper turned his head toward the corner of the dimly lit room. Huddled in a ball on the soiled mattress, his latest disappointment rocked to and fro, an empty shell of what she’d once been.

         There wasn’t a single sign of the woman who’d caught his attention two short weeks ago. Sallow and brittle, her skin sagged off her petite frame, and her eyes, previously a radiant blue, had long since dimmed into a vacant stare.

         How in the hell could he have ever confused His Heart’s beauty with the creature cowering in front of him?

         This brought him to an even dozen. Twelve failures. Twelve imposters who’d believed they could mask the gritty dirt beneath their shiny façades. Twelve women of whom he’d disposed, and who’d driven his goal further from reach.

         That goal: to re-create the pure, magical connection that he’d experienced with His Heart.

         “You shouldn’t have pretended.” Fueled by a flash of white-hot rage, he grasped the heavy chain by his feet and yanked. The pathetic form attached to the other end jolted three inches closer. “You shouldn’t have pretended to be something you’re not.”

         “I’m s-sorry.” Each feeble attempt to claw her way back into her corner gouged the plastic ties on her wrists deeper into her flesh. “Please let me go.”

         He tugged again, gaining another two inches. This time, her body melted into a puddle on the floor, every ounce of defiance, gone. Finally.

         Two long days of prolonged stubbornness, and they were nearly finished.

         He dropped the chain and stalked to the powder-blue dress carefully hanging on the rack, ready to be used in the next phase. Slowly, he trailed his fingers over the silken material, and closed his eyes. So soft. So pure.

         Just like His Heart.

         She’d faced adversity and had come out on top, was as strong as She was beautiful. She was resilient. She was his, no matter how much time passed or how much distance separated them.

         With the image of Her in his mind, forgiveness swept through him, and with it, a wave of calm. He turned back to the shackled specimen on the floor. “In Her name, I will mend you and gift you a second chance…”

         Hope flickered across the woman’s face as she mistook his words.

         They always did.

         Deep in the recesses of his pocket, his fingers bumped against the syringe that he’d carefully filled less than a half hour ago. Its pale yellow liquid bubbled as he rolled it against the pads of his fingers.

         The imposter’s eyes locked on to the two-inch needle, and in one final display of defiance, she screamed.

         No one would hear her. No one would come to her rescue. And once his slate was wiped clean, he’d start over.

         Next time, he’d get it right. Or he’d simply try again.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

One

         

         Chin up. Shoulders back. Breathe. Do not puke on the crime scene.

         At her last position running the Washington, DC, crime lab, Zoey Wright had never needed a peppy mantra. There wasn’t much that was nausea-inducing about Petri dishes and microfibers. But thirty minutes into her first on-site homicide and she’d already hit an even two dozen mental replays.

         Repetition wasn’t working.

         Lieutenant Mason side-eyed her as they shouldered their way through a thick crowd of onlookers. “You look like you’re going to blow any second, kid. If you need to go around the corner and puke, do it now. But you damn well better not contaminate my crime scene.”

         “I’m good.” Zoey breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth.

         The sixty-year-old police veteran lifted his bushy white eyebrows. “So good that you’re the exact shade of green my wife made me paint our kitchen last week? Don’t kid a kidder, Wright. If it gets too much for you, go take a breather. No one will think any less of you.”

         If she let an acute case of nerves derail years of hard work and her position as DC’s only civilian crime scene investigator, she’d think less of herself. Not to mention the ammunition it would provide her hotshot detective brother in his quest to get her to return to the lab—if she’d told Cade about her job switch-a-roo in the first place.

         She’d given herself until next week to break the news, but this assignment bumped the deadline up to tonight. As head of the Special Crimes Task Force Cade could—and would—turn the corner at any second.

         Zoey cursed the ill-timed bacon maple doughnut that she’d inhaled on the ride from the station to M Street and spotted her brother’s truck among the squad cars and unmarked police vehicles lining both sides of the street.

         At one in the morning, most family-run businesses had long since closed, which meant the gathering crowd had come from the dance club down the block. Anyone who lived, worked, or played in the District during the last six months knew a police turnout of this magnitude meant one thing.

         Another victim.

         “Do you have any words of wisdom to lay on me before we get there?” Zoey tugged their collection cart behind her, giving it a little extra oomph when it lodged into a crater-sized crack.

         “Yep. Don’t inhale food fifteen minutes before being called to a homicide.”

         Zoey’s glare fired off a small chuckle. She took the good-natured barb and followed the older man to the yellow police tape that cordoned off the alley from the rest of the world.

         “You make sure everyone stayed out of our scene, Reed?” Mason stopped in front of the officer stationed at the mouth of the alley.

         “Only ones who’ve been down that way besides your people is the guy who called it in. He’s giving his statement to Detective Wright now,” Officer Scott Reed mentioned her brother.

         Zoey swung her gaze around, expecting Cade to pop up at any second. When he didn’t show, she released a small sigh of relief…until Mason ducked beneath the rope, leaving her alone with Scott.

         She’d barely cleared the tape when Scott stepped into her path. His tall frame and wrestler’s build made him impossible to ignore, as did the gaze he skimmed over her body. It slid over her three times before his mouth lifted into a grin he probably thought sexy.

         She considered it creepy.

         Scott shifted a little closer. “You’re all over the place these days, aren’t you? I tried calling you a few times after our date. I even left a couple messages.”

         “Really? Huh.” Zoey pushed her glasses back onto her nose, a nervous habit she’d acquired in grade school. “I’ve been having problems with my phone holding voicemails hostage. I’m looking into another model.”

         And another phone number. That “date” had been the worst she’d ever been on—and thanks to a romance app and one too many blind setups, she’d been on a handful of doozies.

         “Maybe we can catch up tonight when this circus is all over. What do you say? You. Me. We can grab a bottle of wine and head back to my place…or yours. I’m not particular.” Scott flashed her a suggestive wink. “We can have fun at either place, I’m sure.”

         Zoey barely suppressed a disgusted grunt. “Sorry, but I’m going to be here for a while. You know how thorough Mason likes to be. It’s going to be a long night.”

         “Okay, sure. Maybe next time.”

         Unless they stepped into the Twilight Zone, there wouldn’t be a next time. Someone’s family member wouldn’t make it home for another dinner or pose for this year’s holiday card. One life ended meant dozens—and more—would never be the same, and he stood there, sensing an opportunity to fill a few empty hours—and her pants.

         Before Scott made another play, she hustled over to where the lieutenant waited.

         Mason chuckled as she approached. “Finalize your plans?”

         “Thanks for the save. You could’ve thrown me a life jacket, a T-bone, or something…but no, you practically fed me to the wolves…er, wolf.”

         “Figured you’d gotten yourself into that mess all alone and that you’d get yourself out. But I can’t deny being curious how the hell that happened. I always thought you were the smart Wright sibling.”

         “It happened because I hadn’t been on a date in far longer than I’m admitting aloud. It was one time, and I barely made it out of my apartment before I realized I’d made a mistake. Trust me, it’s not going to happen again. I’ve proclaimed a moratorium on romance. It’s career first from this point on.”

         “What did Romeo do to make you see the error of your ways?”

         “Ogled the rear end of my sixty-year-old neighbor before we’d even made it to the car. Then the waitress’s legs at the restaurant. And I don’t want to know what went through his mind when he stared at the boobs of the barely-legal ticket-taker at the movies.”

         “What an ass.” Mason snorted.

         “Not going to disagree with you.”

         At five foot three, Zoey didn’t possess the lithe body of a runway model, and her B cup had more wiggle room than she’d like. Girl-next-door cute. That’s how one coworker had described her eclectic style to another. It wasn’t a term with which every twenty-seven-year-old woman wanted to be linked, but it didn’t bother her enough to give up her vintage Monkees T-shirts either.

         Zoey fidgeted with her shirt collar. As it did whenever she contemplated wearing something more revealing than neck-high cotton, the healed scar over her breastbone itched.

         Those six inches of puckered skin definitely weren’t cute.

         Their debut appearance came with her first open-heart surgery when she was mere days old. A rerun surgery before her first birthday darkened them. Following a third operation at the age of seven, the scar widened, and then after she hit puberty, and underwent a fourth, it thickened.

         Last year’s emergent heart valve replacement brought her open-heart surgery grand total to a whopping five. Five times her chest had been cracked open. Five layers of gnarled, angry scar tissue loitered between her breasts, a physical reminder she’d skipped pajama parties and Spin the Bottle, and went straight to responsibility-laden adulthood.

         Number five had been her wake-up call because some born with Tetralogy of Fallot didn’t get a sixth chance.

         Shedding the crime lab’s cold isolation and joining scene investigation was the first step in redefining life on her own terms. Having lost his son a few years ago to a chronic illness, Mason got that, and had been a big reason why she’d stepped so far out of her comfort zone.

         But the calm, laid-back man who’d taken a chance on her wasn’t in that alley. The second they reached the site, he started barking orders. Crime scene techs bustled around the perimeter, not willing to incur his wrath for being too slow—or worse, sloppy.

         Within the hour, the small four-flapped tent set off to the left would be filled with detectives and forensic scientists, all members of the task force who couldn’t do their job until Zoey and Mason finished theirs.

         She pulled the collection cart away from pedestrian foot traffic and kicked the wheel lock into position. On her right, a generator hummed to life. Overhead lights blinked once before flooding the entire alley into pseudo-daylight.

         Zoey’s lungs froze.

         Having worked the string of homicides for the last six months in the lab, she thought she’d be okay, but pictures and written reports had nothing on the dark reality that rooted her feet to the ground.

         Laid out on a pristine white blanket, as if her killer had wanted to make her comfortable, was the young victim. Her sleek blond hair had been meticulously brushed and fanned out over her shoulders; the wounds on her wrists, carefully bandaged.

         The killer staged her resting place like he’d done the others—far enough from people so as to avoid detection himself, close enough for the woman to be discovered quickly.

         “Wright.” Mason’s voice ripped Zoey from her trance. He watched her carefully, no annoyance or judgment on his face. Only concern. “You okay?”

         Zoey forced her returning midnight snack back down her throat and let out a slow breath. “Yeah. It took me by surprise. I’m sorry.”

         “Hell, you don’t need to apologize. When shit like this stops making your stomach roll it’s time to get the fuck out…pardon my language.”

         “Do you apologize to all your trainees for swearing?”

         “Not a damn one.”

         “Then don’t start with me. Tonight, I’m the newbie grunt. Put me to work.”

         Mason didn’t need to be told twice. He tilted his head in a slight nod and then immediately snapped orders. In the field, she wasn’t Detective Cade Wright’s little sister. She was the woman who’d hopefully replace Mason as lead CSI when he retired in a few years.

         “You know the drill.” Mason tossed her a Tyvek suit and gestured to the far right corner. “We start outside and work our way in. You photograph, drop a placard when needed, and log. Watch where you’re stepping. Once that’s all done, we’ll start back at square one and begin the collection. Questions?”

         “Not a one.” Zoey shook her head.

         Mason threw a fierce glare to the hovering technicians. “If any of you even think about doing something helpful, don’t. Unless Wright or I give you the okay to breathe, you hold your breath. If you can’t follow that simple rule, get off my scene now. Am I clear?”

         “Yes, sir,” a chorus of affirmations sounded around them.

         Zoey secured her hair into a low ponytail, and after tugging her suit over her shorts and T-shirt, she donned her plastic booties. Satisfied she looked enough like a condom and wouldn’t bring any contaminants into the crime scene, she grabbed her camera and got to work.

         Picture. Placard. Log. Move onward. With her camera in hand, Zoey lost herself in the methodical pattern of canvassing and documenting, repetitive movements that never ceased to put her mind at ease. Before long, she stood two feet away from the victim.

         Zoey counted to a long, drawn-out ten, then forced herself to examine the reason DCPD informally dubbed the monster responsible the Beltway Cupid Killer.

         The etching.

         Its top curves barely peeked out above the blue dress’s sweetheart neckline, but it was there—a perfectly symmetrical heart carved into the flesh over the victim’s sternum. Even without the medical examiner’s report, she knew it would be the lone disfigurement other than bruised wrists and a single needle mark.

         “I am so sorry this happened to you.” Zoey battled welling tears.

         Around her own age, or maybe a few years younger, the woman could’ve been a teacher or a nurse, maybe a college student from down the block like the last three victims had been.

         No matter who she’d been in her life, she didn’t deserve to have her hopes and dreams cut short. This was the difficult part of the job. There was no rewinding time and stepping in before someone got hurt.

         There was only picking up the pieces and praying that one of those fragments helped put a loved one’s mind at ease.

         Mason crouched on the other side. “I always come in hoping to God that it’s not another one.”

         Zoey chiseled her dry tongue off the roof of her mouth. “I didn’t come across a purse or an ID. Did you?”

         “Nah. Didn’t expect to since he didn’t leave them behind at the other scenes. The bastard’s nothing if not predictable. We’ll find out who she is and make sure to notify next of kin.” The sky rumbled off in the distance. Mason glanced up and cursed. “That storm’s coming in fast. We need to get this entire scene covered because I’ll be damned if I’m going let a single strand of evidence wash away.”

         “I’ll go get the tents,” Zoey volunteered.

         She backtracked toward the safe zone, careful not to disturb anything in the process. Less than five seconds into the arduous task of tugging off her protective gear, a familiar tingle formed at the base of her neck.

         Her Knox-dar.

         The strange, shiver-like phenomenon occurred whenever Knox Steele stood in close proximity, a sad reminder of the embarrassing level of interest she had for Cade’s best friend. But it wasn’t possible.

         Knox hadn’t stepped foot in DC in years—over two, to be exact.

         “You’re a little far from the lab, aren’t you, angel? You get lost?”

         Zoey’s hand stalled on her zipper.

         That voice. The impossible became reality because Knox Steele’s low, husky baritone couldn’t be replicated—except by the Knox who visited in her dreams.

         Zoey turned on reflex, and came face-to-face with the man himself.

         Sexily rumpled, Knox’s dark hair curled over his ears as if he’d rolled out of bed a few minutes ago. Heavily worn blue jeans hung off his trim waist, and a leather jacket and dark cotton tee emphasized his broad chest and even wider shoulders.

         Her heart stumbled into a double-time beat, and warmth rushed to her cheeks—and all points south. Under normal circumstances, she’d be ecstatic to realize her feminine parts hadn’t dried up and turned to dust.

         But there wasn’t anything normal about Knox’s presence, or the way his alert focus conjured life into her usually dormant libido.

         Standing less than three feet away from her teenage fantasy, she’d never been more aware of the fact that with her Tyvek suit zipped to her chin and the hood pulled over her limp blond hair, she could’ve played the principal part in a live-action sex ed presentation. Knox, all six foot three inches of him, looked as if he’d stepped straight off the pages of Bad Boy Weekly.

         She bumped her glasses onto the bridge of her nose even though they hadn’t yet fallen, and forcefully put her attention back to shedding her suit. “I’m right where I’m supposed to be.”

         “You sure about that? This doesn’t look like the crime lab—or your bed. Does Cade know you’re here?”

         “Are you sure about where you are? In case your cell doesn’t have a map app, you’re in DC. Thought you should know since you’ve made it your life’s mission to avoid this place like the plague.”

         The muscle in Knox’s jaw ticked wildly. If he’d been someone else, she’d apologize for hitting a nerve. Not with him. A former US Army Ranger like her brother, he could take that and a lot more.

         “Hey, Wright!” Mason’s voice shouted, garnering her attention. The older police officer pointed to the sky. “Put a little hustle into it!”

         Saved by the grumpy lieutenant.

         Without another word, or a glance at Knox, Zoey deposited her suit into a large collection bag—in case any crucial evidence managed to stick on to her person—and handed it over to the tech to put with the others.

         Walking back toward the CSI van, she fumed.

         Unlike the rest of his brothers, Knox hadn’t returned home after his discharge two years ago. He’d wiped his hands clean of everyone, not even gifting them an occasional I’m-Not-Dead text. And now he was going to stand there, naughty smirk in place, and make comments about her life decisions?

         No thank you.

         The Zoey Knox had known two long years ago would’ve been tucked into her bed, sound asleep, with her cat, Snuggles, curled next to her pillow. But last year, she vowed that if her bum heart kept throwing obstacles into her daily routine, the least she could do was enjoy life in between the chaos.

         Her heart worked fine now, nearly all textbook characteristics of Tetralogy of Fallot resolved. Things that had at one time been a trial were now second nature. She even maintained a healthy exercise routine, and because of her once-a-week self-defense class, could almost throw larger assailants over her shoulder and onto the mats.

         But that was something he wouldn’t have known.

         Because he hadn’t been around.

         Cue mic drop.

         Zoey possessed a strength she’d never known before—and yet after one prolonged glance from the eldest Steele brother, breathing ceased being an automatic physical response.

         She needed distance to pull her head back on straight.

         She needed time to collect her thoughts—and keep down her food.

         She needed Knox Steele messing up her life like she needed another hole in her heart.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Two

         

         
Stay. The fuck. Away.

         Knox repeated those words in his head again and again, but they didn’t take. His focus was superglued onto Zoey as she hightailed it away from him, and hell if he couldn’t look away.

         He’d screwed up the second he mentioned Cade. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise. Messing up was what he excelled at, a fact of which his brothers and cousin Grace would no doubt remind him the second he walked into Steele Ops headquarters.

         Cade had already filleted him with his own tirade. A few hours ago, before plying him with more lasagna than an entire platoon could digest, his mom shared some choice words with him too, and with the promise of more in the future.

         He just wasn’t used to dodging shade thrown by little Zoey Wright.

         Knox fished his cell from his pocket and checked the time. One forty-five in the morning.

         Thanks to an impromptu shortcut through an alley and his superpower as a trouble magnet, he was officially three hours late meeting up with Liam. Even if he left now, it would take another hour to cross the river into Old Town Alexandria.

         For him, that was fine. He didn’t sleep much these days. But his brothers—Ryder especially—got damn cranky if they didn’t get their full eight. They wouldn’t give a rat’s ass if he’d stumbled onto a dead body or the winning Mega Ball ticket. The risk of thrown punches dropped dramatically if he waited until the morning for their in-person reunion.

         He shot off a quick change-of-plans text to Liam and pocketed his phone. Across the street, Zoey had already stacked two tents onto a cart and was struggling with a third.

         He jogged over to relieve her of the heavy bulk. “Let me help.”

         “I have it covered.” Her face dotted with a fine dew, Zoey yanked again, and this time, placed the third tent with the others.

         He reached out to grab the next one and got a glare in return.

         “You can’t help yourself, can you?” Zoey scowled.

         “You want to do this yourself?”

         “I’m pretty sure I said something to that exact effect, yes.”

         He lifted his hands in mock surrender and leaned against the back of the van to enjoy the show. “Fine. Go ahead, Rambo.”

         Zoey’s T-shirt, sporting a cartoonish logo from an old television show, lifted, exposing her belly button as she maneuvered the bulky tent into position. “There. Another one down. Without assistance.”

         She shot him a smug smile that nearly had him swallowing his tongue.

         Pink-cheeked and lightly breathless from exertion, she looked as if someone had just taken her in a good, hard kiss. Lucky imaginary bastard. In his pants, his cock twitched out a warning, and he quickly diverted his gaze to a less dangerous attribute.

         Or so he’d thought.

         The physical warning got stronger as he studied Zoey’s expressive blue eyes. Amplified behind black-rimmed glasses, they showcased each and every one of her feelings. Without fail. Without filter.

         Liam, one quarter of the Steele brigade, had once said that Zoey didn’t realize how hot she was, which made her even hotter. At the time, Knox hadn’t been inclined to think that way about his best friend’s little sister. Hell, he’d known her since she rocked the block on her pink-tasseled tricycle.

         Now, as she stood in front of him with legs a mile long despite her petite frame, he couldn’t help but agree with his youngest brother—and imagine what those legs would feel like wrapped around his waist.

         “Fudge it all to hell and back.” Zoey’s softly muttered curse pulled Knox’s thoughts out of the gutter and back to reality.

         The last tent crashed to the ground, barely missing her toes. This time, he wasn’t taking no for an answer. “I’ll get it.”

         “I almost had it,” she said in way of refusal.

         “And almost lost a few digits too.” He cupped her slender shoulders and eased her off to the side.

         “Did I ask for your help?” She shot her annoyance up at him through her long golden lashes.

         “Nope.” Not swayed by her world-class glare, he easily stacked the last tent on top of the others and remained standing in her direct path.

         Hands braced on her slender hips and sapphire eyes probably plotting his downfall, Zoey resembled a pissed-off fairy—except this fairy would bite if provoked. That same fiery spark came to the surface when she dealt with Cade or any of Knox’s brothers, but for some reason, dampened around him—until now.

         This Zoey wasn’t running in the opposite direction.

         Knox, challenged by her flame of annoyance, folded his arms across his chest. “So you’re in crime scene now. That’s a hell of a lot different than the lab. I didn’t even realize the District hired civilians.”

         “I guess desperate times call for desperate measures.” Zoey tucked a stray lock of blond hair behind her ear, downplaying her skills.

         “I’m sure you weren’t hired out of desperation, angel. You’re damn smart, and someone’s actually intelligent enough to realize it. But I’m surprised Cade wasn’t spewing off about it. He usually can’t shut up about stuff like this.”

         Her attention shifted away as she grabbed the cart and tugged it around him.

         Knox stuffed his hands into his pockets and boldly followed. “Ah, beautiful avoidance tactic. I’m impressed.”

         “Then you’re impressed too easily,” she tossed back at him.

         “He doesn’t know about the transfer, does he? You realize that he’s running lead on the task force, right? How long do you think you’re going to be able to keep him in the dark?”

         “Until I can’t. He’s my brother, not my boss. I don’t have to ask for Cade’s permission, and I sure as heck don’t have to waste my time explaining my actions to you.”

         “Didn’t say that you did. I just think he’d have a few things to say about his baby sister hanging out in dark alleyways in the middle of the night.”

         “Damn straight I do,” Cade’s voice growled.

         He stood at the mouth of the alley and waited for their approach, his eyes darkening with a mixture of fury and exhaustion—and locked on his sister.

         Not much riled his best friend—and fellow former Ranger—but Zoey’s safety did.

         “Saw Mason a few minutes ago. Had a nice chat, and he couldn’t help but brag about his new wingman. Or is it wing-woman?”

         Zoey came to a hesitant stop. “He was bragging?”

         “Please tell me that he doesn’t know what he’s talking about, Zo.”

         “Depends on what he told you. But he’s a pretty smart guy.”

         “Why the hell would you leave the Dungeon?”

         “Because people call it the Dungeon. The longer I stay in the lab, the more my soul shrivels and withers away. Pretty soon I won’t have one. I need a change.”

         “Then get a new haircut, but you don’t switch jobs so you’re close to the shit that happens in this city.”

         Her eyes narrowed into thin slits. “Did you seriously tell me to get a haircut?”

         Knox snorted on a chuckle and was immediately rewarded with a murderous glare. “You have something to say? Again?”

         He raised his hands. “Not saying a word, angel.”

         “Good.” Zoey turned back to Cade. “As much fun as I’m having discussing this with you, I have work to do. If I’m not back at the scene with these tents in five seconds, Mason’s going to roll heads down the alley like bowling balls. I’d like to make sure that mine isn’t one of them—because I’m not getting a new haircut or a new job.”

         She tugged on the cart. Knox stepped aside with less than an inch to spare before she ran him over. He swallowed a chuckle as he watched her denim-clad ass strut away.

         “You’re so fucking lucky you got brothers,” Cade muttered.

         “Not so sure my brothers would agree with you. She’s…different.”

         His friend scrubbed a palm over his face. “That’s putting it mildly. Ever since the scare last year she’s been doing her best to turn me prematurely gray. I actually contemplated buying that comb-in crap last week.”

         Knox remembered Cade’s panicked voicemail as if it had been yesterday. Hell, it sent him into a tailspin too.

         He’d abruptly quit the shipping yard where he’d been picking up a few odd hours fixing yachts for the well-to-dos and fishermen alike, and hustled to DC. No reunions. No side trips. His one stop had been Georgetown Hospital—and Zoey’s bedside.

         To this day, no one knew he’d been in town. He’d sweet-talked the night nurse into letting him stay long enough to make sure Zoey was on the upswing, and then he disappeared before first light.

         Zoey Wright may not have caused his two-year absence from DC, but he couldn’t deny that she was one of the reasons why he’d returned. Plagued with nightmares every time he closed his eyes, he experienced brief glimmers of peace when he thought about her smile, or the slight pink of her cheeks when she got embarrassed.

         Knox didn’t deserve peace. He didn’t deserve Zoey. He didn’t deserve to be back in his family’s lives.

         Yet there he stood.

         For now.

         
            


         

         From the dark recess of the building, he watched.

         What started as gratification over a loophole closed quickly morphed to the warm tingle of anticipation. Less than ten feet away, His Heart stood like a bright, shining beacon.

         She’d come to him.

         Finally.

         For years, She’d been a constant in his life…a steadfast pillar in a world of wavering disappointments. Her eyes. Her smile. Her laughter. He knew them all like his own, and he knew what life was like without them.

         He’d never again take Her presence for granted.

         Soaking up the sight of Her, he re-familiarized himself with the gentle sway of Her hips. Her hair, pulled away from Her face, revealed the tender arch of Her neck. Even from this distance, Her skin glowed with the softness he could practically feel beneath his fingertips.

         She turned toward him, and he held his breath, expecting the gentle curl of Her smile. Instead, a frown marred Her delicate features. The sight of it tore apart his insides.

         He’d caused that. Selfishly worrying about what he needed, he hadn’t thought about Her.

         All this time he’d been trying to duplicate their magical connection with others when he should’ve been trying to reignite it with Her. It was the reason why none of the others had worked.

         They. Weren’t. Her.

         Shifting in the shadows, he vowed to do whatever was necessary to bring His Heart back into his life. Sacrifices would have to be made, but he’d been raised to believe that with success, came some loss.

         He’d fix the damage he’d caused, and prove that his love and devotion knew no boundaries.

         Her heart. Her body. Her life.

         They were his to love and protect.

         Until the end of time.

         Or until the end of them.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Three

         

         Knox pulled his refurbished motor sailor alongside the riverside dock and tied the Angel Eyes to the only cleat that didn’t look about to fall into the Potomac. Seventy percent convinced his floating apartment wouldn’t drift toward the Chesapeake, he jumped out and faced Steele Ops’ new home.

         He had to credit his brothers for their creativity. Built in the mid-nineteenth century, the Keaton Jailhouse was an Old Town Alexandria landmark. Aged gray stone rose up from the riverside foundation in a massive three-story structure with accented arched windows and four castle-like turrets nestling each corner.

         Construction equipment littered the grounds, evidence of the remodel happening inside, which according to Liam’s last text, was about 80 percent complete. They’d spent years dreaming the particulars required to start their own private security firm…and there she stood in all her cobwebbed, gothic glory.

         As Knox climbed the steps, two distinct voices drifted onto the rotunda. He pushed the back door open and soaked in the sight of his two younger brothers hovering over the wood plank in front of them.

         Arms folded across his chest, Ryder shook his head in disgust. “You’re holding the saw like a moron. I’m telling you right now, I refuse to sew your hand back on after you cut the damn thing off. Hell, I’m not even going to staunch the bleeding.”

         Liam threw Ryder a dark scowl. “Like I’d be stupid enough to let you near a life-threatening injury. Those Marines may have trusted you with their asses, but I’m smart. I joined the Navy.”

         Ryder scoffed, not one to give up or give in. “Navy Intelligence. You didn’t exactly swim with the big fishes.”

         “You’re right. The big fishes wouldn’t be half as effective if they didn’t have brains like me telling them what to do and when to breathe.”

         Knox’s mouth twitched with the familiarity of the mutual branch-bashing. It was a family tradition nearly as old as time itself. “Why are you guys still having this argument? Everyone knows the Rangers are the only ones that get shit done. Everyone else is just playing soldier.”

         Both heads snapped his way.

         Hair floppy and hanging over his eyeglasses-framed blue eyes, Liam embraced his Navy retirement with both hands while Ryder, the most recent of the quartet to get his civilian status, clung to the Marine cropped buzz to which he’d become accustomed. They had different personalities, served different military branches, but wore the same damn look.

         Surprise.

         “You actually came.” Liam didn’t bother hiding his shock.

         “I didn’t get an automatic fist to the jaw, so I guess that means I’m welcome inside?” Knox joked dryly.

         Ryder snorted. “Roman’s downstairs. I’m sure he’d be more than happy to pick up our dropped ball.”

         Knox didn’t doubt that one bit.

         A year younger than himself, Roman had been his co-conspirator growing up. They’d hatched schemes against Liam and Ryder and sent more than one teacher into early retirement. More times than Knox could count, their mother threatened them with bread and water rations and military school paperwork—which she never would’ve gone through with, and they both knew it.

         They’d stayed close through separate boot camps and during overseas duty stations. After the IED explosion that took the bottom third of Roman’s left leg, Knox’s commanding officer threw his ass on the first cargo flight to Germany so he could be at his brother’s side.

         No one fucked with the Steele brothers because to mess with one was to deal with them all.

         And then Knox screwed up.

         There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Roman would throw a punch first and ask questions later. It’s what he would do if the situations had been reversed.

         Knox scanned the room to avoid the varied emotions on his brothers’ faces.

         While still a hazard zone, the indoor lobby looked a hell of a lot better than the outside grounds. “You guys have done a good job on this place.”

         Liam tossed the saw on the makeshift table. “Are you kidding me right now?”

         Ryder looked ready to break Knox’s no thrown punches observation. “We haven’t seen your sorry ass in two years and your first comment to us is going to be about our carpentry skills?”

         “What do you want me to say?”

         “That you’re an asshole.”

         He nodded. “Fair enough. I’m an ass.”

         “And that even though you’re the oldest, you’re a dumb fuck.”

         Knox cocked up an eyebrow, but conceded. “I’m not known for making the best decisions, that’s for sure.”

         Ryder snuck a glance at a suspiciously quiet Liam and muttered, “All your agreeing isn’t making this easy.”

         “Making what easy?”

         “Staying pissed off at you.”

         Knox remained still while Ryder closed the distance and wrapped him in a bone-crushing bro-hug. “Are you trying to crack my ribs or my spine?”

         Ry pounded on his back for good measure. “Either. Is it working?”

         “No. It kind of tickles.”

         Ryder chuckled, giving him one last squeeze before backing away with a sly smirk. “Why couldn’t you have gotten all weak and frumpy these last few years?”

         “I figured I’d leave that to you,” Knox teased.

         “It’s my turn.” Liam stalked over.

         Knox, lowering his guard and opening his arms, didn’t see the punch coming until pain exploded up the side of his face. He stumbled back a few steps. “What the hell?”

         “Did that tickle?” Liam waited in front of him, arms folded across his wide chest. The man may be a genius behind a computer, but he wasn’t a lightweight.

         Knox rubbed his jaw and the speck of blood that collected at the corner of his mouth. “Shit. No, that didn’t tickle.”

         “Good. Now bring it in, you dumb bastard.” Liam pulled him into his second hug in as many minutes. “You couldn’t just breeze into town quietly, huh? You had to stumble into DC’s very own hornets’ nest?”

         “Giving a statement to Cade wasn’t exactly how I planned to spend my night. Neither was a dark-alley reunion with Zoey.”

         Liam pulled back, grinning. “And how’d that go?”

         “Pretty sure the only reason she didn’t lay me flat on the ground was because we were surrounded by cops.”

         “Then you’re a lucky dumb bastard.”

         Laying eyes on his brothers for the first time in over two years, Knox felt his chest swell with emotion. The feeling was foreign to him. He’d gotten damn good at distancing himself from others and uncomfortable situations. Too good at it.

         Work. Exercise. Sleep. And repeat.

         He’d been on autopilot for the last two years, surviving instead of living. It took Cade’s phone call last year and Zoey’s health scare to wake him the hell up. But just because his eyes had been opened didn’t mean his problems were instantly solved.

         He was still trying to work that shit out, and why he hooked the boat to his truck and drove up from North Carolina. There’d no doubt be a hell of a lot more mixed feelings to come—both from him and his brothers. Definitely from his mother. It was the risk he took in returning home, even if the reunion was temporary.

         Knox pulled back and gestured to the lobby. “You’re outfitting the first three floors to be Iron Bars Distillery, right?”

         Liam nodded and glanced around at their handiwork. “Third floor will be offices, second floor for events. We’re standing in the lounge and tasting room, where people can sample the week’s brews.”

         “And no one will know what’s lurking beneath their feet.” Knox smirked. “I’m impressed. You’re well on your way without me.”

         “Yeah, but that’s not the point, is it?” Ryder interjected.

         “No. No, it’s not,” Knox agreed. They’d had plans and he’d given them all a big middle finger by staying away as long as he had. “But I’m here now.”

         “And how long is that going to last?” another voice echoed through the large room.

         Roman, hands shoved deep in his pockets, stepped through the back door. Black hair brushing his collar and dark stubble covering his jaw, he looked more like a musician than a former Special Forces operator. His dark gray eyes—their father’s eyes—locked him in a hard stare.

         “Roman,” Liam said carefully, “take it easy.”

         “Taking the easy route is our older brother’s territory. So what’s it going to be, Knox? You here for a week? Two? How long are we going to be graced with your presence?”

         “I’m here for as long as it takes to get you guys up and running. One week. One month, or three. Whatever you need.”

         Ryder asked first, “You mean you’re not staying?”

         Knox wanted to say yes with every ounce of his being. He missed his family. He’d missed DC and all its little quirks. He missed the life he’d had when he’d lived here. But family came first…and the best thing he could do for his brothers was stay the hell out of their business—literally.

         “An old buddy of mine started a celebrity bodyguard service out in California. He offered me a job and I’m going to give it a whirl.”

         “A Bodyguard to the Stars?” Liam’s mouth dropped. He looked more than a little horrified at the prospect. “Are you freakin’ kidding me?”

         “Nope. But he’s given me an open start date, so you guys have me for as long as you need.”

         Roman scoffed. “We don’t need, so you can go ahead and make the cross-country drive ahead of schedule.”

         “Want and need are two entirely different things, Ro. You may not want me here, but it looks like you could use an extra pair of hands around this place.” Knox held his stance, fully expecting a second shot to the jaw as Roman stalked closer.

         Instead, he stopped an inch away, face harder than Knox ever remembered seeing before. “There’s no may about it. Steele Ops isn’t here to relieve your guilt for being a fucking coward.”

         “Good to know…but I’m not here out of guilt,” Knox lied.

         “And I’m not here to make your life easy.”

         “Didn’t think you were, brother.”

         “Brother?” Roman’s fists balled up at his sides, and he jutted his chin toward Ryder and Liam. “My brothers live by their word. Funny how all of us followed the plan except the one who actually thought it all up. Don’t you think that’s a bit ironic?”

         Knox didn’t back down from Roman’s barely controlled fury. It wasn’t anything he hadn’t lectured himself about a million times over already. Steele Ops had been his brainchild before he’d even left the Army, and by talking it up on every furlough and R & R weekend, he’d quickly gotten his brothers on board with the idea.

         And then he’d jumped the metaphorical ship.

         “Do you want to know why Steele Ops isn’t already open for business?” Roman demanded. “Because two years ago…hell, one year ago, I erroneously believed that you’d come to your senses. Good thing I finally came to mine or else we’d all still be sitting on our asses twiddling our damn thumbs. I don’t care why you’re here, just stay out of my way while you are.”

         Roman pushed him aside with his shoulder and slammed the back door as he left. The windows rattled precariously in their frames, and the floor shook.

         “That went unexpectedly well. Not a drop of blood spilled,” Liam joked.

         “Uh…” Knox touched his busted lip.

         “Oh yeah. Sorry about that. Kinda. Okay, not in the least.” Chuckling, Liam dropped an arm over Knox’s shoulder. “A bodyguard service? Seriously?”

         Knox shrugged, making his brother sigh.

         “Fine. Guess we’ll just have to hope that we can change your mind with a tour of the underbelly. We have a private security wonderland right beneath our feet, man. Sleeping quarters. Ops center. Gym. You name it and it’s down there. And we made sure to keep as much of the prisoners’ quarters as we could…for ambiance.”

         Ryder smirked. “And for those times when we can’t take Liam for another second and want to lock his ass in a jail cell. I mean, how many times have we wished we could do that?”

         They all laughed.

         For the first time in two years, the weight on Knox’s shoulders lightened. It didn’t change the endgame, though. He couldn’t stay.

         Once upon a time, when the pressure had been on, he’d let down good men who’d relied on him to make the hard—and best—calls. He’d failed his unit. He’d failed an entire damn operating base. Hell would freeze over before he let himself fail his brothers too.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter

Four

         

         Mid-stride and in front of an impatient taxi, Zoey’s three-inch heel caught on a pothole. She stumbled, righting her balance a split second before hitting that point of no return.

         The waiting cabbie laid on his horn.

         “Sorry! Sorry!” She ignored the obscene gesture he flipped up as she shimmied her high-heeled boot out of the crack. “If you’re going to be a jerk, then I’m not sorry.”

         Working the crime scene until the wee morning hours and crashing hard afterward, Zoey had spent the rest of her rare day off practice-walking. And it hadn’t done much good. Chances were high that by the end of the night she’d end up in an emergency room with a broken bone, or at the very least, a concussion—and she’d have no one to blame but herself.

         And Grace.

         If not for her best friend’s excitement, Zoey would’ve backpedaled the second her costume idea for O’Malley’s March Madness Monday fell from her lips.

         Safely on the opposite sidewalk, Zoey glanced around to see if anyone had caught her near catastrophic tumble.

         Two teen girls talked animatedly with each other despite having their heads bowed over their phones, and in front of her, an older man in an expensive suit shamed all power-walkers. Only the young college-aged kid on her left had seemed to notice. His grin widened as he dropped a leering gaze to her chest.

         “I need to learn to keep my mouth shut.” She fisted her coat closed and kept her focus on the Irish pub now less than twenty yards away.

         There was still time to change her mind, turn at the next block and lose herself in the crowd that took advantage of the unseasonably warm April night. People had come out to the Wharf in droves, some in the posh, popular restaurants, others shopping in the quaint boutiques that abutted the Potomac River.

         O’Malley’s stuck out like a sore, but well-loved, thumb. Rudy, the owner, bragged that the pub was his little piece of Ireland in the Americas. Its aged plate-glass windows contrasted with the lush, shiny new businesses around it. The heavy oak-and-iron door stood open, spilling a U2 song out into the walkway, and with it, a burst of laughter.

         By the sound of it, all of DC had come out to watch the Hoyas clinch the national championship, and Rudy’s added promise of one free drink per costumed patron didn’t hurt either.

         A lot of people.

         A lot of alcohol.

         A lot of opportunity to make a fool of herself.

         Zoey’s pajamas practically called her name from across town.

         “Do it, Zoey, and I’ll chase you down and drag you back by your ponytail.” Grace’s warning obliterated any hope of an escape.

         Five inches taller than Zoey’s own five feet three, Grace Steele stood out in any crowd with her brown silky hair and dark eyes. She could’ve donned the cover of a fashion magazine and been world famous, but instead, somewhere in the depth of her small black clutch were FBI credentials and probably Magdalena, her trusty Magnum .22.

         Both her profession and the fact that she’d spent her teenage years living in a house with four oversized male cousins made her a formidable person to everyone except Zoey.

         Grace pushed off the brick wall beneath the blinking O’Malley’s sign. “What the hell are you wearing? A trench coat?”

         “It’s a suit jacket. And I’m wearing it because the temperature’s supposed to drop tonight and I knew I’d probably have to park light-years away.”

         “You’re still an awful liar. Hand it over.” Grace fought off a smile as she held out her hand and wiggled her fingers. “You’d save us both a lot of aggravation and time by remembering that I’m not the type to take no for an answer.”

         Isn’t that the truth? Since they met at the ages of eleven and thirteen, Grace had possessed a knack for talking Zoey into things. Pranks. Outfits. Going to parties. Since Grace had been there for an obscene amount of her procedures and hospitalizations, Zoey didn’t often put up much of a struggle.

         Friends didn’t come any better.

         With a heavy sigh, she reluctantly handed over her last layer of defense. “As my best friend, it’s your sworn duty to tell me when I’ve had a monumentally bad idea. You slacked on the job.”

         “Are you uncomfortable?”

         “Yes!”

         “You want to go back to your apartment, change into flannels, and cuddle on the couch with your sadistic cat?”

         “Firstly, Snuggles isn’t sadistic. He has social anxiety, which I can totally relate to…and secondly, I wouldn’t mind going home.” Through the pub’s stained-glass window, Zoey eyed the sea of bodies crammed inside and cringed. “It looks like all of the District came out and brought along friends.”

         “And why wouldn’t they? The Hoyas are about to win the championship, and Rudy’s doling out free drinks. I’ve missed a million event nights at O’Malley’s, Zoey. You wouldn’t deprive me of a walk down memory lane, would you?”

         “As much as you wouldn’t hold out on me about Knox visiting town.”

         Grace’s sly smirk told Zoey all she needed to know.

         “Run into my cousin already, did you?” Linking her arm through Zoey’s, Grace steered them to the door. “With all the crap going on around town right now, people need an excuse to let loose—and that includes you. O’Malley’s is built-in happy fun.”

         “Do I look like I’m having fun?” To emphasize her point, Zoey tilted her mouth down in an exaggerated frown.

         Grace laughed. “No, which means this wasn’t a bad idea…it was a brilliant one. What did you tell me after your open-heart last year? When you woke up from anesthesia?”

         “I don’t know. I was still groggy. I can only go by what you claim transpired.”

         “You told me that you were ready to try new things…put yourself out there for the world to see and be the Zoey you were always meant to be.”

         “Well, I’m definitely out there.” Zoey adjusted her skimpy tank top and the bulky costume necklace that draped between her breasts, and more importantly, covered her scar. “Speaking of, I told you I was running late. Why were you waiting outside?”

         “I needed fresh air,” Grace said way too quickly. She avoided eye contact, a dead giveaway she held something back.

         “Now who’s lying?” Zoey teased. “Are you, a big bad FBI profiler, that afraid of being alone with my brother? I can only assume by the little twitch in your eye that he’s here?”

         “I do not have a twitch. I’ve been trained to be twitch-less.”

         With a smirk, Zoey pointed. “See. It’s there again. Left eye. Twitch.”

         Since she’d returned to DC three weeks ago to help with the Cupid Killer case, Grace had done her best not to be alone with her childhood sweetheart. Even after more than ten years, Zoey still wasn’t sure what happened to end things between them. When asked, Grace usually shrugged and said Life.

         Cade didn’t answer at all.

         “You want to know why I was lying in wait? Because I knew you’d talk yourself into going home once you realized Knox was inside.” Zoey froze, and in realizing she’d gotten her payback, Grace grinned. “Did I forget to tell you that I mentioned tonight’s outing to Knox? All I had to say was O’Malley’s, and he and the guys got this special twinkle in their eyes. Are you sure I didn’t tell you they were going to be here?”

         “I’m pretty sure I would’ve remembered.”

         She definitely would’ve remembered, and Grace was right—she wouldn’t have left her apartment if she’d known O’Malley’s would be taken over by the Steele boys—er, men.

         Zoey glanced at the pub. As kids, they’d all spent countless afternoons in Rudy’s back room, shooting pool and playing darts until the old Irishman had to kick them out and open for the night. But now, right in front of her eyes, a cloud of impending doom hovered over their old hangout.

         Grace tossed Zoey’s words back at her. “What’s wrong? Afraid of being around my cousin?”

         “No. I like Ryder and Roman fine, and you know I have a soft spot for Liam.”

         Grace’s freaky power of observation—and Zoey’s sudden jolt of nerves—had her best friend grinning ear to ear. “You know damn well they weren’t the cousin I meant.”

         She did, although she wasn’t about to admit it. Out of their close-knit group, Grace was the only person privy to her far-fetched teenage Knox fantasies, and only because she’d sobbed on Grace’s shoulder more than once. His high school dating years had been particularly brutal, a close second to when he left home for boot-camp.

         Grace tugged her into the pub and forced her into facing her fears. Heads immediately turned in their direction.

         Zoey’s hands itched to snatch back her coat because Buffy and Faith—circa leather-clad, feuding Slayers—had been her not-so-brilliant costume idea. Little leather jackets. Butt-hugging pants. Skimpy tanks. High-heeled boots. They’d gone all out. But while Grace pulled off the Faith ensemble as if it were her typical everyday outfit, Zoey felt like she’d raided a dress-up closet.

         She returned a wave from one of the station’s forensic lab techs, and mentally cursed when the hem of both her spaghetti-strapped top and her leather jacket lifted well above her belly button. She yanked them back to her waist, and then out came the Boobage Twins. Another sharp tug up, and hello stomach—again.

         Grace pushed her hands away, failing to suppress a chuckle. “Will you stop? You’re going to yank the stitching apart and then you’re going to be really uncomfortable.”

         “I could always zip the jacket. Oh that’s right.” Zoey slid her a stink-eye. “I can’t because someone made me buy the one that’s two sizes too small. I couldn’t zip it unless I rewind time eighteen years.”

         Zoey ignored Grace’s warning and adjusted her top.

         Why couldn’t the Buffster’s signature style be yoga pants and a long-sleeve Henley? For two hours, she’d planted herself in front of a mirror, forcing life into her hair. And contacts? Ha! No fewer than three pairs had been sacrificed to her sink drain—the reason behind why she still sported her un-Buffy-like frames.

         “One hour.” Zoey scanned for a spot in which to lie low until she could make a clean break. “I’m giving it one hour and then I’m going home to my flannel pj’s and sadistic cat—I mean, cat.”

         “Two,” Grace countered.

         “One hour and fifteen minutes.”

         Grace’s dark eyes narrowed, and she pointed her slender finger in Zoey’s direction like a schoolteacher. “One and a half. Final offer. But that means no hiding in the back corner. Do you hear me?”

         She heard. That didn’t mean she’d listen.

         With a final warning, Grace strutted to the bar to get them drinks. Left alone, Zoey weaved her way through the crowd.

         Due to O’Malley’s close proximity to Precinct Five, cops filled the neighborhood pub on any given night of the week, but March Madness brought them out in droves. Some wore obvious costumes in the hope of eluding Rudy’s wrath, and those dressed in plainclothes had probably gotten off shift or were about to head in.

         Zoey fumbled her way to the edge of the dance floor, her eyes locked on the far back corner of the room. With a little bit of luck and this massive crowd, she’d survive her one and a half hours without a Knox sighting.

         Ten feet from her destination, Scott Reed paused his conversation with his friend and ran his gaze up her body. His smirk shifted from cocky Neanderthal to lecherous pervert, making her long for a hot, soapy shower.

         “And this night just keeps on giving,” Zoey muttered, and steered right, praying her heels cooperated.

         Focused on her new destination past the pool tables, Zoey didn’t see the brick wall that stepped out in front of her. She collided hard, her teeth rattling from impact, and braced for a harsh ass-landing.

         Firm arms banded around her waist and quickly tugged her into a familiar scent of spice and pine.

         Brushing her nose against soft cotton fabric, Zoey inhaled, and failed to withhold a sigh.

         “Did you just sniff me?” A deep, humor-laced voice vibrated her yummy-scented wall.

         Not a wall. A chest. A hard, Knox-like chest.

         Zoey forced her eyes up and grimaced as they collided with Knox Steele’s twin dark pools. “No. Maybe. I mean…absolutely not.”

         Knox’s eyes crinkled as if he tried—and failed—to withhold a smirk. “You’re not sure if you smelled me?”

         “I didn’t. I tried to—”

         “Knock me down?”

         On instinct, her gaze traveled to his mouth. Curled up a little higher on the left, his lips had starred in more Knox-inspired fantasies than she could count. If they possessed the power they did in her dreams, they needed to come with a warning label. An ice-cold shower wouldn’t be a bad idea either.

         Zoey wished for a super speedy hour and a half. “I didn’t sniff you or try to knock you down. I was making—”

         “An escape.” His attention shot over her shoulder and latched on to Reed.

         Of course he noticed. Not much got past him. On the rare occasions when she’d let Grace drag her to a high school party, it was usually Knox who sniffed out their location like a human hunting dog.

         Scott stopped in his tracks, second-guessing his approach now that she stood in Knox’s arms.

         Literally.

         Thickly muscled with a sprinkle of dark hair, Knox’s arms held her flush against him despite the fact she’d long since found her equilibrium. Their continued closeness emphasized the juxtaposition between his rock-hard planes and her soft round swells.

         “Do I need to take that bastard’s head off his shoulders?” Knox drilled a menacing glare across the room.

         “You can’t dismember someone for being a horn dog.”

         His attention snapped back to her, voice dropping to a deadly growl. “What the fuck did he do?”

         Crap. She hadn’t realized she’d said that aloud.

         Already having a top-notch internal protector alarm thanks to her brother, Zoey intervened quickly. “Didn’t abide by the basic principal of I will not stare at another woman’s rear end while I’m on a date. It’s enough to avoid him, not turn him into the Headless Horseman.”

         Knox’s gaze drifted to Scott and back, his mouth pinched in a tight line. A few tense seconds later, he slowly dropped his hands. Zoey felt the loss immediately…but not for long.

         Unlike with Scott’s attention, Knox’s slow perusal of her body conjured an army of butterflies and not to mention, goose bumps. She opened her mouth to explain the atypical leather outfit, but was abruptly cut off by the two solid arms lifting her off the ground from behind.

         “Is that a piece of wood shoved into your pants or you happy to see me?” a low, baritone voice teased with familiarity.

         “Liam! Seriously, I haven’t changed so much in a week that I like being airborne.”

         “Oh, come on now, blondie. If you’re going to dress as Buff, you best be prepared to play the part.” Knox’s younger brother returned her to the ground and flashed her his signature crooked smirk. She couldn’t help but laugh.

         With a birthday a month apart from her own, he’d always been the Steele—other than Grace—she’d been closest to. Like the rest of his brothers, he’d left home after school and joined the military. But unlike Knox, he’d immediately returned after his discharge, and dove right back into DC life as if he’d never been away.

         She scratched his scruffy jaw. “You have dirt growing here or something.”

         Liam ran his hand over his days’ old stubble. “Just trying it out. I hear women dig a guy who looks rough around the edges.”

         “We also like guys who look as though they’ve bathed recently,” Zoey teased.

         Liam clutched his chest, feigning being wounded. “Harsh, blondie. Real harsh. And to think I came over here to save you from Sir Growls A Lot.”

         Their attention turned to an unamused Knox. He glanced between Zoey and Liam, and momentarily to his brother’s arm still wrapped around her waist.

         Grace chose that moment to bound up, handing Zoey a tall glass filled to the brim with a golden, slushy mixture. “You almost got a Bloody Grace instead of a Rudy Special. He accidentally served me before that pixie-hair brunette and I thought she was going to stab me in the eye with her umbrella straw.”

         “Maiming by cocktail. I guess stranger things have happened.” Momentarily forgetting her friend’s love of strong drinks, Zoey took a long sip.

         Her eyes teared as the alcohol burned its way down her throat. “What’s in this thing? Gasoline?”

         Grace shrugged and sipped her own concoction. “I lost count after Rudy grabbed the fourth bottle. It’s not half bad after you get past the first sip.”

         “You mean if you survive the first sip.”

         Grace slid her attention toward Knox. She let out a small squeal and wrapped him into a tight hug. “It’s my favorite cousin!”

         Knox chuckled. “I’d be flattered if you didn’t call every single one of my asshole brothers your favorite.”

         Grace pulled away, laughing. “Well, yeah. But with you I mean it.”

         “Standing right here, cuz,” Liam protested with a smirk on his face.

         Grace waved him off. “I can’t believe that all the Steele men are in one place. I’m sad that I’ll be leaving once we catch this Cupid Killer. I’d like to have a first row seat to you lot knocking DC on its ass again.”

         “You could always stick around…”

         Grace laughed until she sucked in a sharp, wheezing breath. “I love your sense of humor, Liam. Let’s switch the conversation from fantasy to reality and take a moment to talk about how incredibly sexy Zoey looks in those leather pants.” She not so subtly elbowed Zoey in the side. “And look at that, Zo. He’s practically the Angel to your Buffy. It’s like kismet.”

         Zoey choked on her drink mid-swallow. When had she taken another sip?

         “Hate to break it to you, but I’m as far from an angel as they come.” Knox’s folded arms stretched his black shirt across his chest.

         Zoey’s mouth dried despite her cocktail.

         He was right. He looked nothing like an angel—at least not one that wore white robes and a golden halo. A fallen angel wouldn’t be so much of a stretch. Killer body—check. Talented, callus-roughened hands—she didn’t know firsthand, but probably check. And a wicked gleam of the eye that promised untold pleasure to anyone brave enough to fall into their depths—there was no way that wasn’t a check too.
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