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        Dedication

        

        To my soul sister Dyani Gingerich.

        

        Without you, there would be no

        Maria De La Torre.

        

        Without you, I would be a soul sister short

        of my perfect friendship trinity.

        

        Without you, this love story

        wouldn’t have been written.

        

        BESOS

        

        Bound - Eternally - Sisters - of - Souls
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      I won’t cry. I can’t cry. Showing pain would be a sign of weakness. I refuse to be seen as weak. Ten years ago, I was powerless, a product of my environment. Now, five years later, I’m a survivor. Confident and strong. I kicked my weakling side to the curb the day I chose to live.

      On this day, in front of hundreds of mourners, my survival skills are ratcheting into high gear. For Tommy, I will prevail. Even though my heart is shattered, my mind is mush, and my body is a living, breathing bag of bones, tissue, and muscle functioning solely on autopilot… I have to. Tommy would want me to go on and live my life.

      A life without him.

      Grief is a sneaky bastard no one can hide from or abolish. It creeps like a ninja, night and day. It could even be considered an invisible monster that wraps its acid-dipped claws around a person’s heart in the dead of night. They’re dreaming of peace, but instead find themselves filled with devastation and gut-wrenching pain.

      Pain is no stranger to me. Right now, I welcome its sharpened, lethal point. At least the dagger in my heart prevents me from drowning in the bubbled edges of numbness I want so badly to wrap myself in. The blessed relief of nothingness would be welcome during a time when everything around me is complete and utter chaos.

      Everywhere I look, men in black suits and uniforms are piling into the church, their shiny badges glinting sparks of light in every direction from the midmorning sun’s rays. The red, white, and blue flag draped over the casket in front of me should make me proud. A hero has fallen, and the sea of men here to pay their respects should give me a sense of closure. It doesn’t. Tommy is dead because of me. Killed in the line of duty, protecting my best friend.

      What’s worse is that I wouldn’t have it any other way. I believe in my heart that I had just started to fall for Tommy, but Gillian, my best friend, is the only family I’ve ever known. He knew that. If he hadn’t, I don’t believe he would have put himself right in the middle of the fray against a deranged killer. He saved my soul sister’s life, and in exchange, he gave his own.

      How do I live with that? There is no book I can read that will absolve me of my heartache, my guilt. There is no prayer I can say that will change the fact that the man I had just begun to love, to believe could be the first man I could trust with my heart, is now gone.

      Gillian squeezes my hand as she holds it tightly between hers. She sits at my left—my heart side. She and my two other soul sisters are the only reason that battered organ still beats. Bree sits at my right, her hand running up and down my thigh in a soothing, sisterly gesture of support. Her other hand lies calmly on her well-rounded belly. One life gone, one life soon to be born. A superstitious person might say that’s how these things work. The yin and yang. Life and death. I’d like to truck-punch the pinchazo who came up with that saying. Take away what he or she loves most and shove it in the face of that prick.

      I stare down at my fingers—interlaced with those of my friend’s—and remember the one soul sister who can’t be here today. Kathleen. Still in the hospital. The other person I let down. If I had only gotten to her quicker, she might not have suffered such severe burns. Her lung might not have collapsed. She might be sitting here alongside us, sharing her support. Instead, she’s in a burn center, fighting for her life.

      I run my tongue over the rough surface of my dry, cracked lips and consider that night. I should have been there. Even though I tried to kick through the boards around the theatre’s window to get to Kathleen, I was too late. Cuts along the bottoms of my feet itch inside the flat-soled boots I’m wearing. The discomfort is welcome. They still ache at night, and the gashes down my abdomen where I dived through the broken window to get to my friend haven’t completely healed either.

      Three weeks have gone by since the fire in the theatre put Kat and me in the hospital. Two weeks since the man I loved was pushed through the windows of the historical tower where he fell two hundred feet to his death. From what I was told, even as he flew through the air, my Tommy went down while releasing a hailstorm of bullets, one of them catching the perpetrator straight through the neck, ending Daniel’s reign of terror and destruction once and for all.

      A shiver trails through my body as I focus all my attention on the casket in front of me. Tommy’s parents are sitting on the other side of the aisle alongside members of his family. When I arrived, they hugged me as if they were my own parents—not that I really know what that feels like. His mother even whispered in my ear that I was always welcome in their family. His father led me up to the front pew where a wife would sit with the family, as if I had earned that honor. Not even close.

      The priest approaches the altar, bringing me back to the here and now, and starts the funeral mass memorializing Thomas Redding, San Francisco Police Detective, son, brother…the man I never had the chance to tell him I loved him. He died never knowing the truth. And that knowledge I’ll have to live with for the rest of my days.

      [image: ]

      I feel a warm hand on my shoulder coming from behind as I stare unmoving at the casket. I covet the stillness. I gather the entire place has been cleared out, everyone going to Thomas’s family’s estate for the reception.

      “Maria, es hora de ir.” It’s time to go, Chase says in Spanish, my native language. I nod and stand, a shot of pain zipping up my legs from my feet where the cuts are bearing my weight. The doctor had issued me limited movement instructions for the better part of three to four weeks in order to let the damage to my feet heal. Unfortunately for him, I’m not a good patient, so the healing time is taking longer than anticipated.

      “Can I have a few minutes alone?” I glance over my shoulder. Chase Davis is holding Gillian, my bestie, at his side. Tears track down her face in endless streams. I don’t think she’s stopped crying since the fire. Her skin is paler than normal, and there is an element of hollowness to her gaze. I glance down her body and take in her form. She’s gained a little of the weight she’d lost during the past few months of the psycho’s reign over our lives, but not much. For the most part, she’s skin and bones. Hell, besides Bree and her pregnancy, the rest of us are losing more weight than we can afford. Hard knocks will do that to you.

      Chase has a hand over Gillian’s midsection. It’s a protective and odd gesture, but he’s an intensely possessive man. I learned that the hard way. Even with his faults, he’s still the best thing that’s ever happened to my best friend, and I’m happy they found each other. I’d hoped that all of us would live happily ever after, just like in the storybooks. Gillian with Chase. Bree with Phillip. Kat with Carson. And me with my Tommy. Not to be. I’m the loner in the crowd now.

      Chase inhales and sighs. “Of course. We’ll wait outside the church.” He squeezes my shoulder, and I close my eyes.

      Eventually, I make my way over to the casket. A life-size headshot of Tommy in his police uniform sits next to it. I place my hand over the top of the flag and hang my head.

      “Tommy, I’m sorry. None of this was supposed to happen. It should have never been you,” I whisper, meaning every word down to the depths of my soul. The ache of his loss is agonizing, cutting me up from the inside out.

      Tears finally swell and fall down my cheeks. I give in to them, not having a chance in hell at thwarting the grief. It has dug its vile claws into me and is taking over. Holding back has finally become too much. My body shakes with the strain and effort I’ve expended to stop myself from falling into a pit of despair. Each tear falls down my face and drips down my chin to the floor like scalding hot magma, burning me with every pea-sized drip that releases.

      “If I could, I’d take your place.” I pat the casket, hoping that somewhere, somehow, my Tommy is listening.

      “Ahhh, beautiful, now that would be a downright shame.” A rich, gravely, all-too-familiar voice from behind startles me.

      I know that voice.

      That voice has come to me in my dreams every night for the past two weeks. It’s the voice I hear inside my head, soothing me when the guilt and grief are excruciating. It’s him. Every hair on my arms and neck stands at attention. I swallow, attempting to remove the giant lump of cotton in my throat. Slowly, I inhale and close my eyes while I turn around. Please, God…

      It’s not possible.

      There’s just no way.

      Could it be?

      Tommy.

      I blink furiously against what I think I see. There he is. Alive. Esplendido. His eyes are the same dazzling green I remember. As he looks at me, he seems to see right through me, to the brokenness within. My heartbeat goes wild inside my chest, pounding out a rhythm I’m incapable of keeping up with. I clutch at the skin above my breasts.

      “Can’t be…” I choke out. The tears now have a mind of their own, and they race down my face, dropping hotly onto my chest. I hold out a shaky hand. A halo of light glows around his head, but his hair is dark and layered, with the sides cut shorter. What? I blink a few times, trying to understand what it is I’m seeing. Tommy didn’t have hair.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, but his voice sounds deeper, not quite the same timbre I’m used to.

      He grabs me under the arms and hauls me against his massive chest just as I begin to teeter and lose touch with my balance. The chest I’m plastered against is far larger than the one I’d cuddled, kissed, and hugged this past year.

      “Oh my God. What’s going on?” I sob while gripping his tattooed arms.

      Tattooed arms? Tommy didn’t have any tattoos. I trace every inch of what I can see with an analytical eye. My body continues to shake like a leaf in the center of a windstorm.

      “Tommy?” I pet his bearded jaw. Bearded jaw?

      The man jerks his head back. “Tommy? No…oh, no. Miss, you’ve got it mixed up.”

      “But, but, you’re him. Your eyes are the same. Your face…” I wipe at my cheeks and back out of his grip until my back collides with the casket. Just like Tommy would, it holds me up as I shake my head. “I’m losing my mind. Finally happened. I’ve gone loco en la cabeza!” I screech, barely able to hold myself up, and look at Tommy’s doppelgänger.

      He lifts his hands out in front of him in a placating gesture. Tommy’s hands, only they seem a little bigger. Everything on this man seems larger than life. I am officially losing my shit.

      “You’re not crazy.” He chuckles, and it’s a deep rumble that pounds against my chest and squeezes my heart. It’s like Tommy’s laugh, but not.

      “I don’t understand. You’re dead. And you’re not you!” I cant my head to the side and try to find the exit signs or my friends. “Chase! Gillian!” I scream at the top of my lungs. Is this a dream? Another twisted nightmare I can’t wake from?

      A door in the back of the church opens up and light seeps in, casting the stranger in silhouette.

      Feet are getting closer and closer, but so is Tommy. “You’re dead.” I point a finger and shake my head over and over.

      “I’m not Thomas,” he rushes to say, and drops his hands down to his sides.

      The sound of shoes pounding against a wooden floor gets louder. “Maria!” I hear Chase’s voice, and I swear it’s like a healing balm over my battered wounds.

      Chase reaches us, my friend’s fiery red hair bouncing in the distance behind him. “Ria!” she yells.

      I fly into Chase’s arms and cry—big, heaping, lung-racking sobs into his warm chest. “Tommy!” I gag out in my breakdown.

      “Who are you?” Chase’s voice is a lethal weapon demanding a response. “Jesus Christ, you look exactly like him!” He gasps as if he just got a good look at the man standing a few feet from us. I turn my head and take in the man before me.

      Gillian arrives, teetering on her stilettos, and puts out both arms to balance herself. The man holds out a hand to steady her. She grabs his wrist and then gasps as she, too, notices his face. “Oh my God, it’s you…” She reaches for her mouth, one delicate white hand covering her peachy lips.

      The man shakes his head. “I was trying to tell you before you freaked out”—he addresses me where I’m still cowering into Chase—“my name is Elijah Redding, but everyone calls me ‘Red.’”

      “Who are you?” I manage to form the words through the fear and anxiety controlling every facet of my being.

      He rubs a hand through his dark, layered hair. “I’m Tommy’s twin brother.”

      “Twins!” I croak and push off Chase’s chest. He never mentioned that he was a twin.

      Elijah nods. “Identical twins.”

      “I’ll say,” Gillian adds. “You’re like the Hulk version. It’s uncanny.”

      Chase whips his head to his woman, his eyes hard on her.

      “What? Look at him, baby. He’s like Tommy, but with fifty additional pounds of straight muscle and badass tats.” Leave it to Gigi to go straight for the hot-guy description.

      Chase lets me go and moves to his wife, wrapping an arm around her waist, bringing her close. “We’ll discuss later,” he grumbles, and then turns toward Tommy’s brother. “Why is it that Maria hasn’t met you before now?”

      Exactly the question I would ask if I could form that many words at one time. As it is, I can’t keep my eyes off him. Gillian’s right. He is the souped-up version of my Tommy. Same height, same eyes, and same mouth. Hair’s different. Tommy was bald and clean-shaven, while Elijah has a rugged jaw with some serious scruff. Although he could have shaven it off and looked the part of grieving brother, if he’d given a flying fuck. Which he likely doesn’t, since he’s just now showing his face.

      “Been estranged the last few years. Just got back to town,” Elijah says through clenched teeth. “Who are you to my brother? Saw you sitting in front. What’s your relation to him?”

      I squint. If he were family, why didn’t he know about me? Tommy and I were an item for close to a year.

      For the same reason you didn’t know about him.

      “Your brother was my boyfriend.”

      Elijah closes his eyes, smiles wryly, and shakes his head. “Of course he’d have a hot piece like you.” At those words, his eyes track all over my form from the top of my black one-piece jumper to the bottom of my boots. “I should have known.” He rubs his thumb across the bottom of his lip. “He always did have a way with women.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. Chase reaches a hand out toward me, so I take it. When I get close, he wraps an arm over my shoulders. “You ready?”

      “Listo para decir adios? No.” To say good-bye? No.

      Chase nods sadly, and Gigi reaches out a hand to caress my cheek. “We never truly say good-bye to them, honey. They live on through us and those who loved them.” Then Gillian glances at Elijah. “We’re very sorry for your loss. Tommy died saving my life. It’s a gift I can never repay, but if you need anything, anything at all, my husband and I would be honored to provide it.”

      Elijah’s broad shoulders seem to tighten and lift right in front of our eyes. “Maybe we could meet sometime soon, and, uh, you tell me how he saved your life,” he says, and clasps his hands in front of him.

      My Gigi smiles so bright it’s as if the heavens are shining a light directly on her face. “I’d love to share how your brother was a hero.”

      At that last part, Elijah winces and looks away. “Yeah, thanks.”

      “Do you have a business card?” Chase asks Elijah, and the question seems so absolutely absurd, I can’t control the chuckle that slips out.

      Elijah laughs and shakes his head. Yeah, I didn’t think so.

      Chase’s brow deepens in a familiar way I’ve gotten used to. He reaches into his suit jacket and pulls out one of his own. “Here’s mine. As my wife said, we’d be happy to host you for a drink or a meal. Please call. It would do my wife a great deal of good.” He holds out his hand, and Elijah shakes it. Briefly, Chase leans in, far enough away that Gigi can’t hear, but I can make out the words. “The guilt over his death is brutal for her,” he whispers and backs up a few steps. “Again, please call.”

      Elijah pockets the card in the back of his dark jeans. “I will.”

      “Much obliged,” Chase says and then holds out his arm to me. “Shall we?”

      I turn to Elijah. “I’m sorry about the way I reacted…” I lift my head and stare into his eyes, ones I know so well on a different person.

      He places a hand on my cheek. “Babe, it’s cool. I’m used to it.”

      Elijah wipes a stray tear away.

      “I’m sorry about your brother.” I inhale and exhale, holding the tears at bay once more.

      “Yeah, me too,” he says solemnly before dropping his hand away.

      I lift my own hand to my cheek to replace the warmth that was there. His felt so much like Tommy’s touch, yet nothing like it at all.

      Chase leads me down the aisle of the church toward the large, arched, wooden double doors.

      “Hey!” Elijah calls out.

      All three of us turn around.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Maria. Maria De La Torre.”

      “Nice to meet you, Maria De La Torre,” he says before taking a seat at the front pew. I watch a moment as he leans forward, putting his elbows to his knees and his head down into his hands. He could have an anvil weighing him down with how defeated he looks in this moment.

      “Come on,” Gigi urges, but something makes me want to stay, to comfort him, to get to know this man who’s so much like my Tommy.

      His twin. I still can’t believe he had an identical twin and I had no idea. Why didn’t Tommy talk about Elijah? Why didn’t his family? I’d been to countless dinners en la casa familia de la Redding. It doesn’t make sense why his name wouldn’t have come up. We spent Thanksgiving and Christmas together, and nothing. Not a word.

      None of it makes any sense. All I know is, when he addressed me from behind, I thought Tommy was speaking to me from beyond the grave. And then I turned around, and it was like seeing a living, breathing ghost. Only he is much larger and more ruggedly handsome. Elijah looks like the type of man who wouldn’t stay in one place for long. He takes good care of himself if the black T-shirt stretched over a massive wall of muscle is any indication. His dark jeans, motorcycle boots, and wide-legged stance proclaim he doesn’t give a fuck what people think of his clothes, because he doesn’t wear them for anyone else. Even at a funeral. Where everyone comes dressed in their Sunday finest, Tommy’s own brother shows up in jeans and a T-shirt after the ceremony is over. I don’t know whether to hug the man or flip him off.

      When we get outside, Gillian stops me in front of the limo. “Holy shit, Ria. Are you okay?” She holds on to my biceps, her emerald-green eyes staring worriedly into my blue ones.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. Yes. No. Maybe. That was fucked up.”

      Chase tugs at his sleeves, straightening them. “I’ll say. You didn’t know he had a twin brother?”

      “No. Total messed-up surprise. Tommy and his family never mentioned him at all this past year. I’d remember if my boyfriend had told me he was a twin. An identical twin!”

      Gillian pulls me into her arms. “God, this day. Wanna go drink it away at the penthouse?”

      Chase tugs Gillian back against his body, whispers into her ear, and places both of his hands over her abdomen. What. The. Fuck. He doesn’t usually act superhumanly possessive around me—only against males who make advances toward his woman. Even if the past few months had brought down a shitstorm of hell and damnation onto our little group, his protectiveness is reaching epic douchebag proportions.

      Gillian pats his hands and locks eyes with me, but responds to him. “Oh, I’m not in the drinking mood, honey. I never drink when I’m sad. But Ria and you should definitely tie one on. How about it?” She smiles sweetly at me and pushes a lock of red hair behind her ear.

      “Sounds like I’ll be staying at la casa Davis tonight. Chase, you better break out la buena mierda.”

      “The good shit.” He smirks. “You got it. Now please get in the car and buckle up.”

      I pout. “Always so bossy.”

      “Sister, you have no idea.” Gigi sighs dreamily.

      “You can tell me all about it over tequila,” I grumble and open the door of the limo. I glance back at the church, the one I will never enter again. “Bye, Tommy,” I whisper at the same time Elijah exits. I hold my breath and watch as his eyes zero in on mine. Then he lifts a hand and waves.

      A swift wind blows my hair, chilling me straight down to the bone. Gooseflesh rises on my arms, and my teeth start chattering uncontrollably. I glance once more at the church and wave at the lone figure before dipping my head and getting into the car.
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      “Y entonces qué pasó?” I slur into my margarita. Damn, that butler cook guy makes awesome drinks. Benty? Benito? No, no… Bentley. Yeah, that’s his name. He’s increíble.

      Gigi smacks my thigh. “In English!” she scolds and giggles.

      Whoops. Didn’t realize that I’d spoken in Spanish. The drinks are going down too easily. “‘And then what happened?,’ is what I said.”

      My best friend crosses her legs under her while sitting on the couch next to me. Chase smirks, leaning against the back of the opposite couch. Usually, Chase is one cool cucumber, but since Daniel McBride stalked and kidnapped his beloved Gillian and murdered my Tommy, he has definitely turned more guarded, even a bit icy. Though I can see the edges around him melting the more whiskey he tosses back.

      Gillian inhales, locks eyes with me, and blurts out an answer to my question. I have a feeling I know what she is going to say even before she says it.

      “We got married!” she squeals, bouncing in her seat, nothing but joy plastered across her face.

      I blink a few times, watching the trails of light follow her movement in blurry streaks of rainbow colors. Frizzles of heat shimmer up my body as ire fills in the gaps in each pore.

      Shaking my head, I poke her thigh. “I knew it. Just knew it. You puta! You ran off and got married without your best friends! Without me. No es cool!” I pout and throw daggers over at Chase. “And you”—I move my judging finger to him—“you planned it. You realize Karma es una puta y su nombre es Maria!” Basically translates to Karma is a bitch, and her name is Maria.

      Chase chuckles so hard he chokes on his drink. He uses his fist to pound against his sternum. “Jesus, Maria, you do not hold back.”

      “Never have, never will. You eloped. With my best friend. How could you?” My words are straightforward, but I’m not able to hide the dejected edge in my tone.

      If I were more put together, I wouldn’t have sounded like a whining child. Unfortunately, a handful of margaritas, a funeral, and no food to speak of… What can I say? The five-year-old makes an appearance. Chase knows Gillian means the world to me. He knows.

      Chase’s eyes are an ocean aqua-blue when he takes the chair directly opposite me and reaches for my hand. He’s never done that before, but lately he’s been more forthcoming physically. I’m thrilled he’s making an effort to connect with me and the girls, as if we are now a real part of his life, maybe even his family.

      “Maria, I think the real question is, how could I not marry her in private, after the wedding straight from hell?” He lifts one dark espresso-colored eyebrow, mocking me at the same time he speaks the truth.

      Bastard has a point. A couple months ago, Gillian and Chase were supposed to be married in a beautiful seaside wedding in Cancun. What happened instead was her stalker broke into the bride’s room, sliced Chase’s mother’s throat, and kidnapped my best friend. He had her for four full days, chained up in a concrete storm shelter, wrapped in nothing but her wedding gown. And all that happened before he started the fire in the San Francisco theatre that changed Kat’s life and ended Tommy’s.

      I shake my head, letting those thoughts disappear along with a giant swallow of my drink. The salt from the rim and the lime-flavored tequila burn a fiery path down my throat, reminding me I’m still alive.

      “I forgive you. But no more secrets.” I point a finger at his chest and then at her.

      Gillian widens her eyes and glances at Chase, and then at me, and then back at Chase. He’s pinching his lips together with two fingers and smirking. Sexy bastardo is hiding something else. Gillian licks her lips and bites down on the bottom one. Shit.

      “Spit it out, cara bonita.”

      She softens at my nickname for her. I’ve always called her “beautiful face” because she has the prettiest face I’ve ever seen. Even when it was black-and-blue the first day we met in group therapy over five years ago, she glowed like a battered and broken angel. Gillian has the most beautiful, pearlescent ivory skin, auburn curly hair down past her shoulders, and the brightest green eyes I’ve ever seen. Plus, with a set of full lips, she’s every guy’s fantasy. Definitely her husband’s, who is constantly looking at her like he’s ready to push her up against the nearest wall and fuck the daylights out of her. I like that about him. With my girl, he’s blatantly obvious in his affections. She needs it. Heck, we both do.

      “Baby, tell her. Dana and Jack know.” He makes a cavalier hand gesture.

      Her eyes cut to him at light speed. If I didn’t know any better, those eyes would be yelling, and what they would say would not be nice. She furrows her brows, and her nostrils flare with a hint of anger.

      I want to laugh—the drinks I’ve consumed make it hard to hold it back—but I really want to know about what she’s hiding. “Gigi?”

      “We’re pregnant,” she says in a big burst of air, her chest jerking with the exertion.

      “Shitballs, putos sagrados! No puedo creer que usted guardó esto de mí!” I stand up, flailing my hands around, speaking in rapid-fire Spanish. My body heats up as a sense of betrayal rips through me. How could she? We’re best friends!

      “In English!” Gigi stands. “If you’re going to yell at me, make sure I can understand it!”

      I glare at her and get super close. She tightens her fists and puffs out her chest, ready to take whatever I’m going to throw at her. Good girl. Stand up to me. We found that fighting nature together. Lifted one another up during those hard years.

      Chase stands and puts a hand over his wife’s belly again. The protective energy pumping off him could electrify anyone within a ten-foot radius. At least now the overbearing, possessive touching around me makes perfect sense.

      “Maria, I don’t like the stance you’re taking so close to my wife, especially considering she’s pregnant.” His words are possessive and direct.

      Protective Superman is coming out. Good. He needs to be ready all the time. Not that I’d ever in a million years lay a finger on my best friend, nor would I ever hurt her in any way. But she needs to know and understand how much this information hurts me.

      Gillian bumps her booty backward, pushing Chase a step back. “Sit down. This is between me and my girl. Now, Ria, Chase and I had a lot going on. It’s not like we purposely kept information from anyone, but with Danny still roaming around and then the fire, I just couldn’t. Then Tommy… It wasn’t the right time.” Her shoulders slump, and tears roll down her cheeks.

      I get close and place my hands on her shoulders and lean my forehead to hers until they touch. “You can always come to me, Gigi. You know that. You. Know. That.”

      She nods against me. “I do, but it’s not just me anymore. I’ve got Chase now.” Her words crack and shake under the weight of the vulnerability they carry.

      Chase. She has Chase. And I’m happy for her. Sad and uncertain about my place in her life now, but still, I’d rather she have the best of everything, and Chase will give her that, once they catch a break. It’s been nothing but hardship since they got together. They deserve some peace, and now that Danny is dead, they’ll finally, blessedly, get it.

      I sigh and wrap my arms around her shoulders. “I’m happy about that. So glad you are finally free and can live with your man and your new bebe.”

      “Babies.”

      I frown and pull my head back enough to make sure my liquor-saturated brain didn’t misinterpret what she said.

      “More than one?” I shake my head of what I thought she said, trying to focus more clearly in my inebriated state.

      She nods and smiles huge, all teeth and gums. “We’re having twins.”

      My mouth opens, and I realize I need another drink. Stat! “You can’t ever do anything boring, can you?”

      Behind her, Chase laughs hard, so hard he smacks his thighs with the effort. “More drinks are in order.”

      “Si, gracias!” I shake my head and look at my best friend in the whole world. “Two babies?”

      She grins and preens, tears filling her eyes again.

      I put my hand over her belly, and I’m sent a zap of cold and then one of warmth. I rub a circle around her stomach, trying to ascertain what I’m sensing. I’ve never been wrong with guessing the sex of a baby. Not ever. Usually I feel cold for a girl and warmth for a boy. Always. This time I felt both.

      “What’s the matter?” Gigi places her hand over mine.

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what the babies are. Boys or girls.”

      Gigi frowns and nibbles her lip. “What if it’s one of each?”

      One of each. Yes. That’s it! “That’s it exactly. You’re going to have one boy and one girl! Oh, what fun!”

      Her hands come up to her cheeks as they turn a rosy hue. “You think? Really?”

      “Never been wrong.” I tap her nose. “Never. You’re having one of each.”

      Chase comes back into the room holding a glass of ice water for Gillian and a fresh margarita for me. Yum. I reach out a greedy hand and open and close my fingers until he gives over the tequila goodness.

      Gillian rushes over to him. “Baby, guess what? We’re having a boy and a girl!” she says, and kisses him hard on the mouth.

      He kisses her back, wrapping his free hand around her waist. When she pulls away, he nuzzles her cheek. “How do you know? The book says we won’t find out until the twenty-week sonogram.”

      Of course, possessive Chase Davis would have already read the book on his babies. He probably knows more about Gillian’s pregnancy than she does at this point.

      “I have a sixth sense about these things. Never been wrong. Ever,” I offer.

      “One of each, eh? Sounds great to me.” He pecks Gillian again and then walks over to the sideboard to refill his whiskey. “I’ll drink to that.”

      He holds up his tumbler, and I lift mine.

      “Me too!”

      “Me three!” Gillian claps and chimes in.
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      A tiny pinprick of pain nudges its way into my temple. The nudge quickly turns into an ant-sized man jackhammering against my entire frontal lobe as I attempt to open my eyes. The room is a cheery white with yellow accents. The bed is so soft, I’m sure the big man upstairs himself fashioned it on the eighth day after creating the Earth because he needed a good night’s sleep. Only he forgot to mention not to drink one’s weight in tequila before bed.

      Good Lord, haven’t you tortured me enough? I rub at the sides of my head, digging my knuckles into the sore spots. My stomach rolls and rumbles, and I’m not sure if it’s the hangover or the need for food. Either way, I need a truckload of grease in my gut in order for it to stop feeling like death warmed over. I push up to a sitting position and shove my wild mane out of my eyes. The black locks tumble and fall to tickle against my lower back.

      With great care, I ease out of bed, touching the ground with one toe, and then the ball, and then the heel of my foot. I sway for a few steps and finally catch my balance against the door. A silk robe hangs on the back. Gigi must have left it for me. As it was, I only got as far as my sports bra and a pair of her small cotton shorts before plummeting onto the cloud. Besides, Chase has seen me dance in less, so I don’t bother putting on my funeral garb. Hell, I may burn that jumper, even though it looked killer on me. Now, I’ll remember the last place I wore it and fall into a haze of grief all over again. As it is, I’m at risk for a spill as I walk on shaky feet.

      I make it to the bathroom where I do my business and brush my teeth. Thank you, Chase’s maid, for leaving extra toothbrushes and toothpaste for guests. I ruffle my hand through my hair, trying to work out the knots. One hand is in my hair, the other holding my forehead, when I make my way into the ginormous kitchen and stop dead in my tracks.

      Sitting happily at the table are Gillian, who’s already dressed in a pair of jeans and a sweater, and Chase, dressed in his golf-outing finest, with an eyebrow cocked and lips pursed. Them I expected. What I didn’t plan for was staring into the eyes of Tommy’s brother, Elijah, first thing in the morning. The day after the funeral.

      “Did I sleep for a week and not know it?” I groan while leaning against the doorjamb. My robe is open, and I can’t be bothered to care.

      Elijah’s eyes trace my form from bare toes to the tip of my hair and back down. “Jesus,” he mumbles into his coffee cup and looks away.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, trying not to sound irritated and failing miserably.

      He tips his head to the side and sets down his mug. A plate of half-eaten food is in front of him. “I was invited. Good morning, Spicy.”

      Spicy. What the…

      “She always like this in the morning?” he asks Chase.

      Chase shrugs. “Don’t know. Underdressed? Yes.” I glare in his direction and cross my arms and cock a hip. “Hungover? No, not usually. Yesterday was understandably a rough day for her. For us all.”

      Bentley the chef hands me a cup of coffee. “Ms. De La Torre. With a hint of cinnamon, heavy cream, as you like it.”

      I smile. “Bentley, you are too good to me. First the margaritas, and now the perfect coffee? Marry me.” I wink.

      The rotund little man’s cheeks turn a bright cherry red as he scurries away.

      “Back to you. I may have had a lot to drink last night, but when I went to bed, you were not here.” I pull out a chair, and both men stand briefly until I sit down. Interesting.

      Gillian beams and grabs my hand. “How did you sleep? Any more nightmares?”

      I cringe and inspect the table setting, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone. “No.”

      “You have nightmares?” Elijah asks, as if it’s normal, everyday conversation to talk about something so profound and personal.

      I take a deep breath. “Sometimes.”

      I didn’t ask for it, but Bentley sets down a plate of food in front of me. “Again, marry me?” I glance up, and he chuckles and shuffles away. Funny little man, but an amazing cook.

      Eggs, bacon, sausage, potatoes, and an English muffin stare at me. My mouth waters as I fork a few bits of potato and plop the bite into my mouth.

      “Jesús dulce bebé. Tan bueno.” Sweet baby Jesus. So good.

      “So, Mr. Redding, how long are you staying in San Francisco?” Chase asks.

      Elijah pokes at eggs and then sighs. “Not sure.”

      “Why’s that?” Gillian asks, always the nosy one. Thank God.

      He offers a sad smile. “Thomas left all he had to me. His house, car, fuck…everything.” His chin tightens, and that scruff I saw yesterday looks even more ruggedly handsome today. Elijah rubs a hand through his hair, and I can’t help but watch the action. This is what Tommy would have looked like if he had hair. Sexy as hell.

      Mentally, I chastise myself for the thought. This guy is not Tommy.

      “Do you have a family somewhere else to get back to?” Chase asks pointedly.

      Elijah shakes his head. “Nah, nothin’ like that. I have a few crash pads throughout the States.”

      I guffaw. “What are you, a drifter?”

      His eyes turn sharp as knives as he focuses his gaze on mine. “No, Maria. I’m a bounty hunter. The job I have doesn’t afford me a lot of opportunity to settle down. I stay where I gotta.”

      Immediate embarrassment heats my chest, neck, and face. I’m certain I look like a red, juicy tomato. “I’m sorry,” I say softly.

      He lifts one shoulder and then drops it. “No big. I get that a lot. But, I just ended a job, only it was a little too late to make the funeral on time. It’s why I wasn’t there.”

      “Doesn’t exactly explain why I didn’t know about you.” I poke my food so hard with my fork it clanks against the plate.

      Elijah leans his elbows on the table and rests his chin on one knuckle. “No, I suppose it says more about your relationship to my brother,” he fires back.

      “Hey now, that isn’t fair!” Gillian strikes before I even have the ability to utter a word. The hangover has made my reactions a tad slower.

      “Maybe you weren’t important enough to mention.” I stand up and push back my chair. “Thanks for breakfast. Suddenly, I’m not all that hungry.”

      “Maria, wait!” Gillian says as I stomp down the hallway toward the guest room.

      I turn on a dime and point down the hall where the kitchen is and raise my voice to my girl. “Who the hell does he think he is, saying that to me? He knows nothing about my relationship with Tommy!”

      Gillian holds up her hands and shakes her head. “No, no, he doesn’t and I agree. Both of you were out of line.”

      “Both of us?” Am I hearing her correctly? Is she siding with him?

      She clenches her teeth, making her jaw look sharp and formidable. “Ria, you’re upset because you didn’t know about him. I understand. But he does have a point. Why wouldn’t Tommy tell you about him? I think that’s the bigger question.”

      I focus my gaze on her face. “You think he was keeping it from me for a reason?”

      She shrugs. “Well, yeah. That’s obvious. You don’t date someone for nine months and then magically find out he has a long-lost identical twin. There’s a big, fat reason, and the only one who knows why is sitting at my kitchen table.”

      I slump down onto the bed and grab my forehead. “I can’t deal with this right now. I need to go home. Be alone for a while. Think about all this.”

      She sits down next to me and places a hand on my back. With soothing strokes, she rubs my back up and down and then massages my neck. I groan and let my head fall forward. “I know this hurts. And it’s not fair. Tommy was a great guy. The best. He saved my life, and I’ll be indebted to his family forever. But he loved you. Cared about you.”

      I choke down the emotions and vomit pushing their way to the surface. “I never told him.” The tears I’ve been keeping to myself march down my cheeks like tiny traitorous soldiers, fleeing the base under the shitstorm that’s coming. My shoulders heave, and a sour taste hits my tongue. I’m going to be sick.

      Jumping up, I rush to the bathroom and spew the entire contents of my stomach in giant heaves until there’s nothing left. Gigi holds my hair back and pets me as I regurgitate my feelings, grief, and what feels like a gallon of margaritas.

      When there’s nothing left, I push back and lean against the edge of the toilet. Gillian hands me tissues so I can blow my nose. “I never told him, Gigi.” I admit the one thing that’s been needling me since it happened.

      “You never told him what?” She crouches down and wipes my face with a cool washcloth.

      I lick my lips and close my eyes. “I never told him that I loved him.”

      Her face crumbles, but she doesn’t let it go. It’s her turn to be strong for me. That’s the way it works with us. Gigi is the only person I can show weakness because I’ve seen and helped her through her worst, as she has mine.

      “Baby girl, he knew. Of course he knew.” She pulls me into her arms. I sink my head against her neck and soak up the vanilla-cherry scent. Home. This is my home. My soul sister. Gigi pets my hair and whispers over and over again, “He knew. He knew. I promise he did.”

      But I know different. Tommy asked me point-blank if I loved him the day he died, and I played it off as him being silly like I always did. I remember that moment so clearly.
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      I found Tommy suiting up for work when I entered his apartment.

      “Maria, I gotta go. Sorry about tonight.”

      “It’s okay, Papi. I’ll be waiting when you return. How’s that?”

      The muscles in his face tightened as he sighed. “I’ve got a dangerous one tonight.” He wrapped a hand around the back of my neck, urging me close. “Just want you to know I love you in case it all goes to shit.”

      I hugged him tight, wrapping my arms around his shoulders. I kissed his neck up to his lips. “You’re going to be fine.”

      He shook his head. “I want to know that you love me before I go out there. Tell me.”

      My stomach dropped, and a sense of dread crackled at the edges of my skin. I shook my head. “No, I won’t say it. Because you’re coming home. To me. You’re coming home to me.”

      “Maria…I—” I stopped him with a finger to his lips. Then I kissed him again, distracting his negative thoughts.

      “Come home to me,” I demanded.

      He smiled softly, kissed me with everything he had before pulling away. Then he opened the door and glanced back. “You’ll be here when I get home?”

      I blew him a kiss. “All night long. Keeping your bed warm.”

      “That’s how I like it. Love you,” he said as he closed the door.
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      Love you. That was the last thing he’d said to me. And he never came home. I’d received the call from Chase to come to the penthouse in the middle of the night. Gillian was a mess of tears and bruises when I’d arrived. So much so she couldn’t even tell me what had happened, but she’d held my hands while Chase reiterated the scene at Coit Tower, the night Daniel McBride took his last victim… My boyfriend, Thomas Redding.
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