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    Becky




    On an unseasonably warm November evening, the three brothers sat outside Blake’s house in chairs around his fire pit—something they’d taken to doing as often as possible in the last several months. The women had gone inside about an hour earlier, and Beckett guessed from the recent dousing of lights in the kids’ rooms upstairs, that his niece and nephew were now tucked in their beds. Sure enough, he watched the ladies carry wineglasses and a bottle of wine past the sliding door and into the dining room.




    Cole was telling a story of the olden days, so Beckett tuned back in. Of the three brothers, the religious one held his liquor the worst.




    “I forgot how it started—this was before Eve and Livia and Kyle, mind you. I forget which of your guys it was, Beck. Anyway, he’d covered all his fingers with raw dough—like Pillsbury dough right from the can—do you remember?”




    Beckett knew that was his cue. “Brother, that’s going way back. Shit, I don’t think Blake even had hair on his titties yet.”




    Blake rolled his eyes before grabbing his pec and puckering up a kiss in Beckett’s direction.




    “Okay, I remember.” Beckett smiled. “Damn. That fuck up was Dildo. I have no idea what he was on, but that was a crazy night. But he had, like, a sack full of expired Pillsbury dough biscuits. And he was tripping and started cracking them open. Half of us had guns pointed at his head because he’d scared the fuck out of us, ’cause you know they pop loud as anything when you open them. He didn’t care, just started stretching out the dough and wrapping it all around his body. Naked as fuck, except for his tighty whities? Right?”




    Cole laughed so hard he appeared to be having trouble breathing. “And then you got pissed off…”




    The laugh circled the fire. Blake smiled wide, trying two and three times to take a sip of his beer and having to stop to laugh more.




    “It was the stupid song he kept singing,” Beckett said, shaking his head. “I don’t even know. I snapped. Dragged his dumb ass outside, and there were, like, three dogs out there that Dentist had. Remember? I dropped the doughboy out there, and next thing I know the dogs are eating the dough off of him. I’m telling you, he was tripping balls so hard, he probably thought it was all in his head.”




    “And they weren’t hurting him, just eating the dough and licking it off of him,” Cole added, slapping his thigh.




    “And then Dildo started praying to the Pillsbury Dough Boy? And thanking him because he didn’t wrap his dick in it?” Beckett let the image come to his head, smiling. “I’ll tell you what, I’m pretty sure he’s been clean ever since. Worked like a charm. I was a fucking animal back then, though. He’s lucky that’s all I felt like doing that night.”




    Blake shook his head. “Dildo still work for you?”




    Beckett nodded. “Yeah, since I’ve been back I’ve been establishing the old veins, getting this beast of a town pumping again. But keeping stuff as clean as I can.”




    Cole and Blake nodded approvingly. “I think you may be the most merciless nickname giver ever,” Cole said. “Dildo is a tall, bald guy, right? Rough. I’m surprised you didn’t give us nicknames.” Cole set his bottle in the cup holder on his chair.




    Beckett pressed his lips together.




    Blake shook his head. “Oh, he has names for us. Tell him.”




    Cole poked the fire with a long stick. “How’d you find out?”




    “Mouse told me.” Blake shrugged.




    The men toasted with their bottles, as they did whenever Mouse was mentioned: the part of their tattoo who no longer existed. After years as Beckett’s most essential bodyguard, financial planner, and information-stashing genius, the man had died on the job, protecting Blake because he was loyal to his boss, who he considered a brother.




    “And…” Cole shot Beckett a look.




    “You’re unofficially known as Sparkles and Jesus.” Beckett squinted as Cole pretended to be offended.




    “I think it’s only fair if we give you a nickname. Blake?” Cole asked.




    Blake stood and added a log to the fire. It’d been burning steady since right after dinner. Being with his brothers like this was Beckett’s favorite. In his wildest dreams he never pictured getting to sit with them, out in the open in Blake’s backyard—as in grass behind the home where he lived.




    Blake had had such trouble adjusting to having a roof over his head when they were teens, and he’d spent years homeless before he met Livia. But he wasn’t the only one whose life had changed dramatically. Cole, who Beckett had pictured getting prostate checks from a cardboard cutout of the Pope in a church’s basement for the rest of his life, was now happily married to a girl with the filthiest mouth he’d ever encountered.




    While his brothers tossed horrible and wonderfully insulting nicknames back and forth, Beckett let his gaze find the top of Eve’s ponytail bobbing in the dining room window.




    They’d been together for four months now, since their run-in with Vitullo had forced them home. The two of them were occupying the same space and finding a new normal—a normal that looked like nice young neighbors on the outside but involved a lot of time reestablishing their local contacts and going over the information Mouse had accumulated for them while he was alive behind closed doors—with a side of waiting and watching for a Vitullo move.




    Beckett had traded his soul to Rodolfo Vitullo for Eve’s life, and though they’d eventually worked a truce that released Beckett from his service (one branded scar later), their relationship was tenuous at best. Vitullo was not someone to be trusted and forgotten, especially since he still had to be angry over the loss of his daughter, Mary Ellen, and the loss of a good chunk of his money to Sevan Harmon.




    “We’re going with Fluffy Beast for now, but reserve the right to change it at any time,” Blake announced as he tossed a cold beer to each man before taking one of his own from the cooler next to his chair.




    “Fluffy Beast, Sparkles, and Jesus.” Beckett nodded. “Though the best nicknames only have one word, I’ll forgive you because it’s your first go-around.”




    Beckett popped the lid off his beverage with the side of his chair.




    “Dogs have to shit,” Kyle called as she let Gandhi and the Hartt family dog, Marx, out.




    “Hey, babe?” Cole called.




    Kyle stepped out onto the porch.




    “Give me a good nickname for Beckett.”




    “Now you dragged out the big guns.” Beckett smiled.




    “I’ll be right back,” Kyle said.




    The men stayed silent as they watched the girls inside huddle up.




    Soon Kyle was back. “Okay. It’s Becky.”




    Beckett laughed out loud and held up his beer, toasting. Kyle stepped outside with her wine glass and bare feet. Eve and Livia followed, leaving the door open so they could hear the kids. The women joined the toast to his new nickname. Beckett looked from one face to another and then glanced up at the kids’ bedrooms. Everything he needed was right here. Right now. He had to make this work.
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    Livia filled up the dog’s water while Blake dropped the beer bottles in the recycling. She laughed when he came up behind her and nuzzled her neck. “Is this a three-beer pass you’re making or a four-beer?”




    He laughed against her skin. “Hey, Mrs. Judgypants, how many glasses of wine did you have?”




    “Once it’s opened it’s useless. We had to drink it.” She turned in his arms. He was glowing. Being with his brothers did that to him. It might have been how unsafe they’d felt growing up, but when they were able to relax together now it was a victory, just their laughter, their easiness. “You smell like the fire.”




    He kissed her then, deep and demanding, and she agreed to his physical invitation. He took her hand and led her out into the backyard. She shivered a bit. The fire was almost embers, just enough to see his face while her eyes adjusted to the dark.




    “Outside again?” She teased him.




    “You know I love it best when you’re wearing nothing but the stars.”




    She sighed. He still knew what to say.




    Blake led her to their hammock.




    “And the hammock?” She was grateful she’d chosen a long dress for the dinner party.




    “You can wear the hell out of that too.” Blake lifted her in his arms, and as he slid her down to her feet, he used the tips of his fingers to trail her legs, catching the hem of the dress pulling it above her waist before setting her down.




    After he had her situated, he made no move to take off his own clothes, instead kneeling in front of her like he was about to pray. Within the time it took her to gasp, Blake was tasting her and using the mesh of the hammock to his advantage, slipping his fingers inside of her, slowly first then at a strong pace.




    She had to beg to get him to stop after she came, tilting backward in the hammock and motioning for him on the other side. Even upside down she knew how to find him, her unconventional position allowing her to take him deeper than usual. Finally he was the one to pull away. Making his way to the other side of the hammock, he adjusted himself to enter her and used the swinging to increase their friction and speed.




    Neither had noticed the endless, ominous squeaking from the hooks buried in the trees, lost in their own pleasure, but when Blake sat down next to her in the hammock, both screws pulled out from their anchors simultaneously. They hit the ground butt first with a hard thud.




    First, Livia moaned with the immediate ache she felt in her tailbone. “Ow,” Blake muttered, moaning right along with her. Then they laughed so hard together that they had trouble catching their breath. Blake wrapped her in his arms and reclined on the grass. She patted his chest gently, loving the tap back from his heart and his white smile. He looked amazing cloaked in stars, too.
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    Cole saluted Beckett’s retreating car as Kyle unlocked the door to their house. He went to the alarm panel and disarmed and rearmed the system. When he’d finished she twirled on him and backed him against the wall.




    “Hey, sexy” was all she needed to say to get him started.




    Hands in her red hair, he kissed her lips with a slow, precious tenacity. She moaned and her hands began seeking. Sex with Kyle meant even more than it had back in the day. After trying so hard to get pregnant for so many years, to have her remember that this connection was more than just a means to an end—an elusive end—was tender and exciting.




    The fact that they were adopting a baby just mere weeks from now—and still not telling anyone about it—had filled them both with the need to be close. They were excited, nervous, and hopeful. And they did those feelings best together.




    Taking off each other’s clothes was as easy as taking off their own after all their time together, and soon they were naked in their living room. She went to the floor, hands and knees, spinning to offer herself to him.




    He felt the manly growl in his brain. She didn’t want foreplay. When she was like this, she wanted him hard. He slipped behind her and felt for the spot he needed. Kyle whispered his name softly, like he was her air. He placed two kisses on the dimples at the base of her spine and let her ache for a second as he trailed his fingers from her shoulders to her thighs. Silk. She was silk. Cole eased inside her. No matter how many times he’d had her, those first seconds would click his soul into place, as if it had been loose and she was the only one who knew how to align it.




    And then there was only feeling. He had to remind himself to reach around her to find where she kept her orgasms hidden, teasing one from her with his fingers. After she shuddered and lost her whisper to a shout, he let the tide wash over him as well, wrapping his arms around her hips and pulling her into his lap.




    She turned and looked at him, her profile so lovely, beautiful lips still gasping for air. “I love you.”




    “I love you, too.”
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    Beckett drove, so he’d been careful to have only the two beers. He was playing it safe now, trying to appease Capt. John McHugh by following all the rules he could. Of course there were a few he could never obey. With Rodolfo Vitullo still lurking in the shadows, he had to keep a few of his options open.




    “I paid the bill for Mouse’s storage unit yesterday,” Eve informed him from the passenger seat.




    His deadly love was practical as well. She scanned the road, watching like she always was.




    “You know, I was thinking of heading over there tomorrow. I want to make sure we’ve been back through everything, know all the information we have available. You know. How we do.” He put the cruise control on for the portion of Route 9 that was flat and straight.




    “You mean as you’re working to be Poughkeepsie PD’s new best friend?” She gave him a teasing look.




    “You know my brothers love it here. And fuck me, I love having them here. Nights like tonight? Shit, I would have killed anyone to have what we just did back in the day. You, my brothers? Only thing missing is Mouse.”




    Gandhi snored from the backseat, and Beckett smiled at Eve. He’d known enough upheaval in his life to cherish the quieter moments.




    “So no breaking rules?”




    He checked the side of the road for the reflective eyes of the deer that liked to come out at night.




    “Nope. Becky here is a fucking Boy Scout. I pledge allegiance, pay my taxes, go to church. Tons of bullshit.”




    He looked back at Eve and she’d unbuttoned her shirt and pushed the cups of her lace bra under her breasts. She fondled her nipples while he watched.




    “Tits!” He licked his lips.




    She shook her head and bit her lip, trying to hide her smile. “Don’t forget to drive.”




    He was halfway into the other lane and yanked the car back onto his side. She was busy sliding her jeans off her hips.




    “You’re not wearing your seatbelt,” he added, almost frantically checking both her progress and the car’s position on the road.




    “That’s true. I also kill people, so keep it in perspective, Becky.” She began to touch herself and his balls were ready to ignite.




    “My dick is about to teach you never to call me Becky again.”




    She laughed and took her fingers from inside herself and forced them into his mouth. “My pussy rules the world.”




    He licked her fingers and groaned.




    Eve started in on his jeans and finding him commando as usual, she grasped his penis and pulled it free without hesitation. She went down on him hard, and Beckett wondered if she was punishing her mouth for wanting him as much as she did. Driving the car while Eve expertly handled his stick made him feel so powerful. He wanted to head butt the windshield. (He didn’t.)




    He almost missed their street and made wide, sloppy turns until they were parked in his driveway. Eve pulled away from his cock as soon as the wheels stopped and strolled across their front lawn buck-ass naked.




    She waited for him like she was wearing clothes, relaxed.




    Beckett opened his car door and let G scamper out. The dog continued on through the door Beckett opened and up the stairs, presumably to his beloved dog bed.




    Eve began pressing the alarm code’s buttons as he came up behind her, slipping one arm around her waist and the other around her neck.




    “How you want me, baby?”




    She answered by biting his forearm as they walked inside.




    He spun her in his arms. When he went in for a kiss, she slapped his face.




    “So that’s how?” He put her hard against the wall, holding her by her throat as he slammed the front door. “You have to fight me? ’Cause I’m the toughest fucker you’ve ever met. Say it.”




    He released his grip. She tilted her head back, closing her eyes. “You’re the toughest.”




    She never did what he told her to. “How much did you drink?” he asked.




    “Enough—” she looked at him, her eyes glass “—to know you still haven’t fucked me yet, Becky.”




    He switched his grip, using her breasts to keep her against the wall, and alternated pinching her nipples with a full-on grope. Instead of fighting him, she moaned with pleasure, hips gyrating.




    “Oh, now you’re a slut? How much wine to get you like this?”




    She slapped him in the face again. He shook his head against the sting of it.




    “Still not fucking me,” she pointed out. “I’m going die of old age here.” She wrinkled her nose in his direction.




    “Fine.” He let her go to push his pants all the way off. She tried to slip away from the wall.




    “No. Here.” He grabbed her by the waist and pushed her up higher, sliding her over his dick like a sword and a sheath.




    He kept her aloft by her neck and kissed her lips as they turned blue. He slammed into her over and over. But he didn’t like the leverage, so he took her to the stairs instead, climbing her while he climbed them. He had her pinned while he pounded into her. She made him try harder when she met him thrust for thrust, biting and clawing him, surely drawing blood.




    When she was this wild, he was a monster for her. He bruised her, took her blows, and fought to give her the pleasure she made him earn.




    As she came, he pulled out and used his fingers on her mercilessly, making sure her clit never ceased feeling his pressure, his demands while his fingers worked miracles inside her, anywhere he could bring her sensation. She had reached the top of her climax when he put his mouth on her, feeling and tasting her as she pulsed.




    Eve was useless when he was done, having to beg him to stop. But he wasn’t done; he’d never be done with her. He flipped her and took her from behind. She held on to a stair and the railing as he positioned her legs to his liking. The build was insane. The sight of her, flushed and swollen from his hands, made his cock proud.




    She pulled away when he was so very close, and he tried grasping her by the shoulders, but she easily broke his hold, pushing him onto the stairs in her place.




    He was just on the edge, ready, when her beautiful, sinning mouth took him and brought him beyond. His guttural screams as she finished him off could scare people, and upstairs, G began to bark.




    He could do nothing more than laugh as he watched her stand and wipe her mouth, smiling at him as if he were prey.




    This woman constantly surprised him. Hell, his life constantly surprised him.
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    Although Rodolfo Vitullo’s luxuries were opulent and copious, at his age his body was failing, and worse than that, his legacy was in the hands of a man busy whining that his newest Lamborghini was too fast.




    His son, Primo, had neither his father’s looks nor his balls. His sister, Mary Ellen—now tragically deceased at the hands of that deadly, manipulative sex goddess of a woman—had been the ballsy one. He couldn’t stop picturing the blonde, January, and how well she’d held up under torture, the swift way she’d dispatched his men in the security clips he’d taken to watching in his spare time. And honestly, his emerging plan to have her bear his son’s child was probably a mistake. She was way too much woman for him.




    But spare time was a funny turn of phrase, because although Rodolfo sat in one place—most frequently his study at his New Jersey estate—he was almost always ruminating around in his past. He was best at biding his time, letting weeks and months pass, then getting the ultimate revenge when his enemies let their guard down. He pondered Beckett Taylor and that mesmerizing woman’s belief that they had bested him, as well as weapons dealer and international playboy Sevan Harmon’s cruel betrayal of his daughter, Mary Ellen—all for naught, so it seemed, as he’d heard reports that Sevan’s investments had gone belly up, and the man was basically a pauper now. Such a waste, and knowing how far Sevan had fallen did nothing to soothe his anger. Mary Ellen was still dead.




    His weapons manufacturing business had investors, an array of legitimate contracts and clients, and a board of directors that would see to it that the legal part of the Vitullo legacy would carry on. But the off the books, most profitable part of his empire—the shady, murky part—needed careful management that his son was far too stupid to handle. If only he could have designed his offspring…




    Perhaps the woman could carry Rodolfo’s direct descendant instead. No need to sully anything with Primo. Yes, he actually liked that idea very much. If only it wouldn’t have to be so clinical—yet another way his body was failing him. But nothing to be done about that. He had to think about the future. He had a few dedicated, nursemaid-style girlfriends—one in particular, Jennifer, who would cut out her own tongue if it made him happy—who he could trust to raise the child to his exacting standards. Nurse Jennifer would live in the lap of luxury while the child grew up with a full staff to attend to any needs.




    In an attempt to rekindle their relationship, as well as feel out the possibilities of this January situation, he’d reached out to Beckett several times over the past few months, but his calls had been rebuffed. The young man loved that deadly woman, Rodolfo knew that much. And he also didn’t have enough sense to show respect. He’d never seen such an arrogant bastard in all his years. No good sense of self-preservation.




    When Nicholas knocked on the door to Rodolfo’s study in the New Jersey compound, interrupting Primo’s long-winded (and entirely ignored) tirade, he waved his son away. “Go buy a minivan. I can no longer tolerate the sound of your pathetic voice.”




    Nicholas closed the door behind Primo, likely clipping the edge of his heels in the process, based on the way he jumped just before the slam. Nicholas turned toward Rodolfo. “Sir, I’ve found out what I can about the girl.”




    Rodolfo nodded. “Let me know.”




    Nicholas pulled a computer out of the bag he carried and set it on the marble table. “Watch this.”




    Nicholas offered commentary while the computer showed a slideshow of January’s life. It began with her father and mother. The mother was gorgeous and, according to the newspaper clipping, had been divorcing the father when she gave birth to an Eve Lily Hartt. No real surprise January had been using an alias along with the fake hair color. A picture from a local parade was the next item of note, and a tall dark boy who was not Beckett stood with his arm around the young Eve. David and Eve had been dating for a time when they were in a car accident that killed the man and, according to the next article, their unborn baby.




    “Was she injured?” Rodolfo leaned forward.




    Nicholas nodded. “Quite a bit, it seems. Those details are hard to acquire because the new HIPAA rules take a little more effort to compromise. But know I’m working on it. And we both know she’s in supreme physical condition.” He paused meaningfully for a moment.




    Things got more interesting as Nicholas’s sources became shadier and the documentation more illegal. Stolen police files elaborated on the accident: the car that hit Eve and David’s had been driven by a dead man—a bullet to the head had made him a shitty driver. There was speculation, but no proof, that the drive-by that killed him was ordered by a local crime organization run by none other than Beckett Taylor.




    “Son of a bitch. The boy might be better than I thought if he can make her suck his dick after that.” Rodolfo sat back and crossed his good leg over his poor one. “I wonder if she knows.”




    Nicholas nodded. “Not to give her too much credit, but I found that information pretty easily. We have to assume she’s aware of Taylor’s involvement after all this time.”




    Details of how Eve’s alliance had formed with Beckett were sketchy. She’d lived a double life after disappearing for an extended time. She’d led her father to believe she was undecided in her profession when in actuality she quickly became one of Beckett’s most trusted enforcers.




    Though Eve’s allegiance to him made no sense, Rodolfo didn’t blame Beckett for falling for her. Judging from the videos Rodolfo had hoarded, seeing her work in person would be a huge turn-on. The ensuing years were fairly flat. Taylor had left town, and the girl also disappeared for a while, then resurfaced and began working in the city. They’d reunited under unclear circumstances and all hell had broken loose, leaving Mary Ellen dead in the wake.




    Though Rodolfo still seethed with hate at the thought of what Eve Hartt had cost him, he also felt a glimmer of hope. After watching her murders once again, it was even more apparent that he needed this girl. She was now the key to his future—Vitullo Weapons’ future. He could almost kick himself because he’d had her in his possession once, and all he’d wanted to do was torture her. Mary Ellen had unwillingly delivered him the best hope he could ever have for a child who’d actually be able to wield the power Rodolfo would bestow.




    Nicholas seemed every bit the professional businessman as he made his presentation, but Rodolfo knew that just under his calm façade, the man was deeply disturbed. Nothing made Nicholas happier than watching blood flow. He was wildly devoted to Rodolfo, because the work he was assigned not only granted him access to his deepest fantasies, but was considered a job, so he got paid. And there were some things Nicholas had to do, whether he wanted to or not, because his boss said so.




    Rodolfo loved finding these little outcasts and creating what felt like a deep, symbiotic relationship with them. He’d lost count now of just how many had served him over the years. Because of their proclivities they were usually not long for this world.




    He dismissed Nicholas so he could think, letting the slideshow replay in a loop. He hit the remote so her security camera footage moved in tandem on the larger screen.




    It was time to take action. First he needed to store his semen, and that was enough of a task. He wanted her impregnated with his seed no matter what—even if he was dead. And maybe this would be his final act, because at this point waking up every morning was a genuine surprise. So much so that he made a phone call. He’d offer his generations their salvation today.




    A doctor was soon on his way to what had to be the most unusual house call he’d made in a while.


  




  

    2




    John Blake Bridge




    Looking back, they would remember that Kyle had awakened just a few seconds before the phone call in the middle of the night. But for now, they had hastily dressed and thrown two bags in the car: one with their clothes and the other with baby needs—little diapers, bottles, onesies, and jumpers zipped up tight. The car seat was as in there as good as Cole could get it.




    Kyle had a couple million concerns, and she was pretty sure she was burping up her lunch from three weeks ago. The stress was getting to her. She hadn’t told her sister or father about this adoption that Beckett, of all people, had arranged. Sitting in the passenger seat now for the five-hour drive to Maryland, she was stuck right between hope and prayer. She still waited for the floor to drop out from under her—which basically seemed healthy, given the circumstances. Her previous miscarriage was the only tale to tell in her short history as a mother, despite years of trying. But now, because of Beckett and his big heart, a baby might come home in her backseat.




    As Cole drove, she mentally reviewed all that had come before. Her two meetings with Chery had gone well, though at first, Kyle had been afraid the woman would change her mind. Chery was a friend and previous employee of Beckett’s from his time in Maryland. He’d stepped in when he discovered she was being abused by her boyfriend, and now the boyfriend was out of the picture—permanently, Beckett had made pretty clear. And no one seemed to want to discuss it beyond that.




    At their first meeting together, at a Maryland seafood restaurant this past summer, Cole and Chaos—one of Beckett’s trusted men who’d taken a liking to Chery—had shaken hands. Chery had asked smart questions and did, in fact, seem clean, as Beckett had said she was, but it had taken more than an hour before they got around to talking about the baby’s father, Jared. Chery had seemed embarrassed, but determined to make sure they had all the information. And she was resolute in her decision not to raise the baby.




    “He and I, we were in a situation,” she’d begun to explain. “I couldn’t stop coming back to him. That’s something you should know. And it wasn’t stubbornness, more that doing things differently seemed too drastic. I’d like this baby to know when to quit something.” She’d shrugged.




    Kyle had smiled and looked around at all the people present before returning her focus to Chery. “I’ve done some things differently than I should have—for attention or whatever. I just needed to be in the center of someone’s affection. And until my sister and Cole set me straight, I didn’t realize how much power I had, how strong I could be. And that I had to be worth my own attention.”




    Cole had taken her hand at that point. “Chery, I doubt a person can live on this planet without regret,” he’d told her. “It’s part of the experience we’re meant to have. This baby? He will be everything to us. I’ll use any skill I have to help him become a man. And Kyle—”




    “I’ll make sure he stands up and knows what he’s worth,” she’d interrupted. “There won’t be a day he’s not loved. I’ll say it with my hands—making a home for him. I’ll say it with my arms—hugging him so he knows his mother is present every day. His heart will never be alone. And I’ll say it out loud every day. Because it matters.”




    Chery had nodded and looked into the distance. She seemed as committed to the idea of adoption as anyone in her position could, so Kyle did her best to take her at her word. “Thanks for that,” she’d eventually said. “Do you have a name?”




    Cole had smiled and squeezed Kyle’s hand. “John Blake Bridge.”




    “That’s a strong name,” Chaos had said. “Blake’s after a good man,” he’d told Chery as he rubbed her shoulder.




    Shrugging, Cole answered, “Yeah, we had a few other front runners, but we’re both happy with this.”




    After their meal, Chery had stood, and the rest of the group followed. She’d laid her hand over her belly, patting gently. “Well, John Blake is tiring me out.”




    Kyle looked down at her phone in her lap as the car sped down the highway. The number for the lawyer Beckett had connected them with was on speed dial. After some Internet searching, she’d found that the man was on the up and up—or at least his public persona as a lawyer was. Beckett had sworn he kept everything legit. Cole reached over and squeezed Kyle’s hand as he drove, clearly nervous as well.




    The second meeting with Chery had been the one that inspired Kyle to buy the things for the baby that were behind her in the backseat now.




    It had been Chery’s sister Vere’s birthday party, just a few weeks ago in October. The theme was dogs, and Chery had gone all out, decorating a local park with dog balloons, plates, and napkins, and strategically placed stuffed dogs.




    Cole and Kyle knew Vere had autism, but Kyle wasn’t sure what that looked like. It turned out, Vere was Vere. Some of her friends were there, and they were having a blast dancing and singing to the radio. A fruit bowl shaped like a cake was the centerpiece.




    Kyle had pitched in, insisting on carrying things so Chery wouldn’t have to. And she’d watched as Cole did what he did best: put people at ease. Soon enough, Vere was introducing him to her friends and her new dog, Rufus.




    When finally Chery sat, Kyle sat next to her. “You did a great job. She looks so happy.” Kyle didn’t add that the party was just like what a good mother would do. The thought choked her, though.




    Chery rubbed her stomach. “Thank you. It was a lot. There’s more than getting the right things for her here. For weeks we had to go through the schedule—some things strictly required, others last-minute adds. I just wanted this day to be good for her. But asking for a whole day? Probably too ambitious. So far we’re according to plan.” She stretched her arms above her head. “And then afterward, we’ll have to work to come down from it all, readjust to our regular day. But she does look happy.”




    Kyle could feel herself holding her breath as Chaos began playing fetch with Rufus.




    “You’re concerned.” Chery met her gaze.




    “It’s just…” Kyle had bit her lips together, afraid to voice what she worried might be true.




    “I’m sure,” Chery said firmly. “For this decision, I’m sure. I’m not changing my mind.” She’d taken Kyle’s hand and placed it on her stomach. “And it’s not because I don’t think the baby—John—will be amazing, because he will. I just need…” the woman searched for the words “…space from Jared. And this baby, I don’t want to put what I’m feeling on him. He deserves a clean slate. He deserves to be the center of someone’s universe. Your universe. You won’t be looking for someone else in what he does, the choices he makes. You will only see John. That’s what I believe is best for him.”




    The baby had moved just then, kicking at Kyle’s hand. “Oh my! He’s so strong.”




    Chery leaned down as much as she could, “Say hi to Mommy, John. She loves you so much.” She nodded. “That’s you. Step up to the mic.”




    Kyle leaned down and whispered, “You’re the best boy in the whole world. I love you.”




    Still the baby kicked at her.




    “Look at that, he can’t wait either. You guys are perfect for each other.” Chery had patted Kyle’s hand on her stomach. “This is right.”




    And now, barely a month later it was the middle of the night, and Cole was so focused on driving they could hardly have conversation.




    She checked their list on her phone, mentally repacking the bags. “Did you remember the good camera?”




    “Yes. It’s in our bag.” The GPS rattled off how many miles it was until the next turn.




    Kyle’s phone began ringing in her hands. “It’s Chaos. Oh my God! It’s Chaos.”




    “Answer it!” Cole kept his eyes on the road.




    “Hello?”




    Her brain flashed with every possible horrible thing that could happen.




    “Hello, Mommy! Your baby boy was born exactly ten minutes ago.” Chaos sounded like he was smiling.




    “Everyone okay?” Kyle was actually impressed she could make words because she was sure she was hyperventilating.




    “Chery and John are doing great. Can you hear him?”




    Kyle hit speaker, and John’s robust cries filled the car. Cole met her eyes and instantly both of them were crying with their son.




    “How far away are you guys?”




    Cole answered, thankfully. “Fifteen minutes.”




    Chaos filled Cole in on some parking procedures, but Kyle listened to the music behind him. That baby’s cries were the sound of her dreams coming true.




    Chaos offered a picture and sent it to Kyle’s phone, but she refused to look. She needed to see him in person first. She closed her eyes and the next thirteen minutes took her back through their years of trying for a baby…red, the worst color of all…how many times she and Cole had held each other as disappointment slammed into them.




    When they arrived, Cole surprised her by pulling into a doctor’s reserved spot—not his usual style. The tires had barely stopped when Kyle was out of the car. Inside, the staff was ready, asking for identification, then leading them both to their first glimpse of John.




    In the room sat a very tired-looking Chery. Chaos had his arms folded, watching over the bassinet.




    A few steps into the room and Kyle could see the baby. Her baby. He was swaddled with a red blanket, embroidered with the name John Blake. Somewhere in her head, she realized this was a gift from Chery and Chaos. But instead of responding, she looked at the newborn’s face.




    Kyle had felt this feeling once before, when she’d first laid eyes on Cole. It was the almost audible snap of her life clicking into place. There was life before John and, thank God, from this second on, there would be an after with him.




    She reached to pick him up before hesitating, looking to Chery. Her eyes were teary, but her voice was strong. “Go on, now. Your baby’s been waiting a long time to meet you.”




    Kyle slipped her hand under his head and picked up her son while Cole took a picture with his phone because they’d forgotten the camera in the car. Chaos offered her his chair and moved next to Chery.




    Kyle sat, holding on to John with gentle sureness. “Happy Birthday, son. I love you so much.” Cole knelt next to her, putting his big hand atop hers on the red blanket. In that moment, Kyle knew she would never hate the color red again. Because of him. His eyes were brown and looked at her seriously. His lips were a beautiful color of red as well.




    “Look at those cheeks!” Cole uncovered John’s hand from the swaddling. They looked in shock at his tiny little hand.




    “I forgot how small the new ones are.” Kyle leaned over and kissed John’s forehead, sniffing him.




    Cole did the same before offering his lips to Kyle. Then he turned back to the boy. “Hey, son. I have so many plans for you! I’ve already got you a baseball glove. We’re going to play catch and maybe fish.”




    Kyle and Cole fussed over John, sighing when he fell asleep. Chaos gave Cole a packet of information the nurse had passed to him, then shortly the nurses arrived, fitting the whole family with hospital bracelets.




    “We have a room set aside for you guys,” one of them explained. “Would you like to go there and let Chery get some sleep?”




    Again Kyle looked, but Chery waved her on.




    The nurse took John from Kyle’s arms and placed him in the bassinet. “He gets to travel in style.”




    Kyle and Cole hugged Chaos and Chery before following the nurse out of the room. One last glance over her shoulder left Kyle shuddering. Chery had crumpled into Chaos, obviously dissolving into tears.




    Cole followed Kyle’s line of sight before hugging her and hurrying her on. “Look at him, he’s such a miracle. I’m sure this is tough on her.”




    Kyle nodded and followed the nurse into their own hospital room. “I’ll be back in just a few minutes to go over a few basics with you,” the woman said. “And it will be time for John’s bottle.”




    They stood at the edge of the bassinet, peering into their future. Cole leaned down and picked up the baby carefully. “I’m so in love.”




    Kyle grabbed his phone to take more pictures. It rang as soon as she snapped the first shot. Beckett was calling.




    She answered, “Thank you. I can’t even…he is so beautiful.”




    “Everybody’s good? Awesome. Text me a picture immediately. Did you name him Beckett Taylor Bridge? Don’t let me down, Fairy Princess.”




    She could hear him smiling. Their conversations were often laced with insults, but today this man was the reason she was a mom.




    “You know, if you weren’t in Cole’s life, this beautiful baby wouldn’t be in front of us. You’re a motherfucking angel.” She wiped away her copious tears, loving the sight of Cole holding his son.




    “You better clean up that filthy mouth, Mommy. And I never looked at it that way before. Very nice.” Kyle heard Beckett filling someone in on the birth of the child.




    “Who’s that?”




    “Eve. She says congrats.”




    “Wow. Very nice indeed. Tell her thank you. I know you want to talk to your brother, so let me get my son out of his arms.” Kyle accepted John’s feather weight gratefully after she set the phone down on a chair.




    She could only hear Cole’s side, but she could easily imagine Beckett, the deadly teddy bear, reacting to the news.




    “Yeah. He’s great,” Cole said. “Chery seems to be doing well…I think it was tough. Definitely…Chaos is a stand-up guy. No, not this one, brother. John Blake Bridge is the one we decided to go with…Eight pounds, nine ounces and twenty-one inches long. He’s eating like a champ so far according to his chart…Will do. And Beck? I love you.”




    Kyle’s eyes filled again. Those brothers didn’t say it out loud much.




    As Cole hung up, the nurse returned with an armful of supplies, and Kyle felt her eyes go wide. They were about to learn a few things about their newborn son.
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    Blake sipped his cold coffee as Livia sat in front of Kellan’s high chair. Emme was busy in the next room dressing Marx, the dog Beckett had insisted they adopt from the shelter, as a frog princess. It was a simple morning—the kind of simple morning Blake could hardly have dreamed of years before, when he spent his days at the train station and his nights in handmade shelters in the woods, avoiding the sun at all costs. How far he’d come. How far they’d come together.




    Marx tore into the room, stopping to roll in a desperate attempt to get the frog costume off and forcing Blake out of his memories. He shook his head and laughed as Emme came racing after him, certain if he just gave the costume a chance he’d love it.




    It was also a day of big plans. Livia’s list lay on the counter with almost all the items checked off. Planning for a trip to Disney World seemed like a sport to his wife. According to Cole, the love of the place ran in the family, as Kyle had been marathon packing for them as well.




    Emme gave Princess Frog Dog the update after Marx collapsed in a heap on the kitchen floor with a defeated sigh: “You’re going to a kennel. Daddy says it’s like a dog hotel. So no biting. And no stomping your feet, because the dogs below you are trying to sleep.” She pointed at the dog who gamely licked her finger. “You are so silly. And I’ll pack your favorite toy and draw you a picture of us for your hotel room. Mommy, does Marx need change for the vending machine?”




    Livia smiled. “No, sweetheart. The dogs get their food delivered. That reminds me…” She turned toward him. “Did you make copies of his shot record? He got the kennel cough one last visit.”




    Blake watched as she made sure the last bits of Kellan’s food were bite size. She pointed to her spot in front of their son’s high chair as her phone rang.




    “My sister,” she explained. “’Sup, Kyle! Are you ready to spank Mickey with me?” Livia walked out of the room.




    Emme stood next to Blake, shaking her head. “What’s up, big head?” he asked her. His daughter rolled her eyes before climbing into his lap. “You’re not supposed to be able to make that face until you’re a teenager.”




    Kellan tried out one of his new words, “Meme! Meme!”




    Emme reached out and held his hand while putting her other hand on Blake’s face, rubbing his stubble. “Mommy better be careful with all that spanking talk. Mickey will put her in Disney jail.”




    Blake pretended to bite her hand while she giggled. “Disney jail?” he asked.




    Emme turned so she could look at him seriously. “Goofy runs it. And he’s a nightmare.”




    Blake busted out laughing. He only stopped when he saw Livia, wearing a very shocked face, return from the other room.




    “What’s up?” Blake put his daughter on her feet before freeing Kellan from the high chair.




    “We just became an aunt and uncle?” Her phone made the sound for a text message delivered.




    “Kyle’s pregnant? That’s great!” Blake watched as Kellan wobbled over to his favorite toy: beads on a track. Emme went back to the dog, still talking about Disney jail.




    “No, we have a nephew—as of last night. They adopted a baby in Maryland.” She looked at her phone, tears in her eyes instantly. Blake drew close and put his arm around her.




    The baby looked like all newborns. He read the message out loud: “Your nephew, John Blake Bridge. He’s healthy and beautiful.”




    “Aww.” Livia pulled him into a hug. “Your brother loves you so much. My dad? My dad is going to freak out! Apparently Kyle called him just before me.”




    “They’re in Maryland? Can we swing by on the way to Florida? I’m guessing they’re not coming with us now.” Blake looked at the next picture, in which Cole pretended to do the brothers’ handshake, wrapping forearms to connect their matching tattoos, with his son’s tiny—and thankfully untattooed—arm.




    “I’m so happy for them. Did you know about this?” Livia gave him a stern look.




    “No, not at all. Let me call Beckett and see if he knew.”




    Blake went out on the porch and slid the door closed. His brother picked up on the first ring.




    “Hello, you handsome motherfucker.”




    “And back at you, Uncle Beckett.” Blake grinned.




    “Right? You guys are providing the earth with a lot of gorgeous kids. Today is a beautiful day for sure.”




    Blake smiled wider, hearing the joy in his voice.




    “How’s everybody in that house? Whitebread packing her ass off?”




    “She loves to pack, that’s for sure. We’re great,” Blake said. “Did you know about this going down?” He leaned over and began to weed the flowerbeds out of habit.




    “It’s on the up and up, if that’s what you’re asking. You know Cole wouldn’t have it any other way. I just helped them make the connection. You remember Chery from Maryland? Well, she was in a way and needed help, and Cole and Kyle have had…issues.”




    Blake stood and tossed the weeds into the woods. “I know, but it seems sudden, right?”




    “We’ve known for a while, but they wanted to keep it quiet until it was a done deal.” Beckett sounded like he was walking upstairs. “I’m headed down there in a few hours to get a peek at the little guy. And maybe change their minds about that lame-ass middle name…”




    Blake shook his head. “Seriously? Blake is a very manly name. I mean Beckett, that could be a golden retriever’s name. Isn’t it a brand of tennis racket?”




    “Son, you named your boy after me.” Beckett seemed a little giddy.




    “Oh yeah, I guess it is pretty kick ass. We’re leaving for Florida in a bit, but we were thinking of swinging by and saying congrats. Livia’s going to want to sniff the head and all.”




    “Dude.”




    “The baby’s head, you dirty-minded bastard. It’s a thing with women.” Blake looked through the window to see Livia washing the breakfast dishes. She put bubbles on her hand and blew them like a kiss. The soap splattered on the window.




    Beckett talked to someone in the background for a few seconds, making the case to come with him see the baby.




    Blake recognized the responding female voice as his cousin’s. “Whoa, you have Eve with you?”




    “Yes. Yes, I do, actually. She says she can’t come to Maryland, which is pissing me off. I’ll text you when I change her mind and get on the road. Later, brother.”




    Beckett was gone before Blake had a chance to say anything further, so he went back in to Livia. “Well, it’s going to be a whole reunion! You think your father can deal with Beckett? ’Cause he and Eve might be coming too.”




    “He’ll deal. Eve, you say? Really?”




    Blake counted Livia’s delighted smile.
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    A little later that morning, Eve parked her motorcycle outside Starbucks in the crisp November air and used her credit card to pay for street parking. Beckett had given her hell for not going with him to Maryland. But although she was thrilled that Cole and Kyle were finally getting their child, the sight of a baby still killed something in her. And she could find no way to tell him that. So he was pissed, and had left strict instructions for her to take douchebags with her everywhere she went until he got back. He wanted nothing left to chance while he was out of town.




    However, at the moment, instead of accompanying assholes, she had her piece on her and a knife tucked inside her jacket. It had been months since their showdown with Rodolfo Vitullo, and neither he or anyone else from Vitullo Weapons had bothered them. Well, the old man had been leaving messages on Beckett’s phone, but with the intel she’d liberated from Sevan Harmon about Vitullo’s not-so-savory dealings in their back pocket, they felt fairly protected. Besides, she just needed a quick cocoa.




    She got in line and ordered her usual. But when she went to pay, Police Officer Ryan Morales’s voice was in her ear. “Let me.”




    Eve nodded, keeping her eyes on the counter. She knew having to face Ryan was coming eventually, now that she lived in Poughkeepsie again. It was a miracle it had been this long, but she just wished she’d seen him coming. As they waited for their drinks, she looked him up and down—handsome, but more rugged than last time. And he still had love for her in his eyes, which made her look away.




    “Ride here on the back of someone’s bike?” he asked, gesturing to her helmet.




    She responded with her best not-fucking-likely glare.




    “You have your own?” He grabbed her drink before the barista could call Eve’s name, then took the next order right out of the lady’s hand.




    “I do.” She tapped her foot and looked at her beverage.




    “Come with me to a table, and I’ll let you have it.” He gave her a smile.




    He was trying. She hated how deeply she’d hurt him. Their undercover work together in Mary Ellen Vitullo’s organization had blossomed into a complicated friendship, and for Ryan, something more.




    “Fine.” She followed him to a corner spot and sat, resting her helmet on the extra chair.




    “This is where it all started.” He slid her cup across to her waiting hand.




    She said nothing, but took a sip of the piping hot chocolate.




    “Fancy meeting you here.” He tried again. “I was just thinking about you.”




    She could see women in the shop looking at him. He made a nice package in his crisp slacks and button-down shirt. She sighed.




    “Listen, I’m not trying to make this awkward for you. I just wanted you to know I looked into my uncles’ records, like you suggested. I unearthed some buried juvie reports.” He twirled his coffee in his hands. “There was some information there I wanted to address with you. You were—”




    “You didn’t have to do that,” she interrupted. “Why change your memories of them? You should have ignored me and left well enough alone.”




    His jaw tensed. “Because as much as I said I didn’t believe you, I didn’t think you’d…” he looked around before lowering his voice “…kill people without a reason. Now Taylor, yes. I still think he’s a barnacle on a dragon’s testicle.”




    Eve suppressed a laugh.




    “Okay, whatever. I’m nervous.”




    She smiled at him and sighed. “You know you taught me to laugh. I didn’t do it enough before you.”




    He stopped talking and took a sip of his coffee. They sat together, the distance between them so much greater than the table.




    “You with him now?” Ryan stared out the window.




    “Yeah.” She crossed her legs and accidentally brushed against his under the table. “Sorry.”




    “For kicking me or for throwing your life away?” He leveled his brown eyes on her.




    “If you thought that was a kick, we have an issue.” She tried to make light of his question, but things were getting awkward. She got to the point. “You need to move past me now.”




    He shook his head and frowned. “I disagree. I’m not one for giving up.”




    “Let’s review: You’re a cop. I’m the exact opposite of that.” Eve touched his hand. “And besides, he’s where I’ll always be, even if it’s just in my head. You deserve better.” She stood and grabbed her helmet. “That sounds fake, but I want the best for you. I really do.” She shrugged, knowing he’d never understand how much she wished they could be friends. She’d miss him.




    He nodded instead of answering, and Eve tossed her cup out on the way to her bike, a thousand emotions swirling through her. By the time she looked up, it was already too late.
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    Ryan watched her leave, silently hating how goddamn beautiful she was. It would be a hell of a lot easier to sit rejected if he didn’t have a giant hard-on. And she wasn’t driving a motorcycle.




    Fuck me sideways. He hung his head. Damned if he hadn’t lost her forever. And it sucked. Son of a bitch. He looked down at the table, running his hands through his hair until the red and blue lights reflecting off the walls of the coffee shop caught his attention.




    He stood and turned, looking for the source, and he saw Eve kneeling on the sidewalk with her hands in the air.




    Ryan walked briskly outside, where two policemen had their guns drawn and pointed at her.




    “Keep your hands nice and high where we can see them,” one of them admonished.




    Ryan couldn’t stop himself. “Hey, what’s going on?”




    “Step aside, sir.”




    “This is police business.”




    “Really? Then you won’t have any trouble sharing.” He pulled his badge out of his jacket and showed it to the men.




    A look of panic flashed between them. Although they were in uniform, they had what appeared to be an unmarked car.




    “What’s your station house? Because I know this isn’t a local situation.” Ryan stepped closer to the armed men and looked at Eve. She was staying put, hands in the air.




    “Sir, we’re in process here. If you’ll excuse us…” The first holstered his weapon and approached her carefully.




    He pulled her hands behind her and grabbed his handcuffs. Ryan grabbed his cell phone from his pocket and dialed Kathy, the receptionist at the station. Eve’s weapons were removed.




    “Hey, cutie,” she answered. “I’m headed out the door. What’s up?”




    “What’s your badge number, partner?” Ryan wasn’t above getting physical, but after staring for a moment, the man rattled off a number. Ryan repeated it to Kathy and asked her to run it. It was wrong, the way these guys were going about things. “What’re the charges?” he asked them as he waited.




    “This is our case, and now is not the time.” The second man pulled Eve to her feet.




    Ryan stared into her eyes as Kathy told him what he already knew: “There’s no record of that number. You need some backup, baby?”




    “Okay, sorry. I know you were leaving. Thanks for your help on that.” Ryan hung up on her and turned to the men.




    “I apologize—just jittery lately. You guys need any help bringing her in?”




    “No, we’re good. Thanks, though.”




    Ryan had no choice but to watch as they pulled Eve along and tossed her in the back of the car in a way very unlike what any real cop would do. He hated his powerlessness, but it didn’t seem safe to escalate the situation here—too much potential collateral damage in the coffee shop behind him.




    One fake cop jumped into the driver’s seat, and the second slipped in next to Eve in the backseat as she righted herself. She slumped again, as if she’d been hit or shot, as the car pulled away, lights and sirens blazing, and Ryan was already running toward his truck.
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    Catch




    E ve fought through the chemically induced fog. After the first two gunshots she was able to get her eyes to stay open. Her handcuffs were too tight and her wrists were on fire. The wounds from the last time she was bound that way—courtesy of Rodolfo Vitullo—made the burning a hundred times worse.




    Her feet were still free, but her mind was blurry. She was in a cop car.




    No, wait. It wasn’t a police vehicle. It was missing all the telltale signs of belonging to the government. The man nearest her shouted directions to the driver. She focused on that.




    “Get in the tunnel! Fuck, he’s coming on the opposite side. He’s trying to get even with us on the left.”




    “Shit. He nicked that car—nope still coming. Jesus.”




    “Shoot out his fucking tires!”




    “I’m trying. He’s swerving. This asshole is good. Tapped another car. Jesus, he just jumped the median!”




    “I saw him. I saw him.”




    The man next to her dropped his gun and leveled another at whoever was chasing them. And then her foggy brain knew who it was: Ryan. Ryan knew these men weren’t cops.




    “Okay, keep it steady, I gotta aim. I’mma blow his head off.”




    Eve tried to time her kick, but her coordination was sloppy. She managed to swing her body around and brace against the car door. She kicked him in the ribs twice before getting a solid shot at his jaw.




    The man’s shots went wild, and she worked her legs like pistons, hitting him in every soft spot he had. The driver made eye contact with her in the rearview mirror and said nothing, swerving to get her off balance.




    Something rammed their car from the rear, metal grinding on metal until the driver slammed on the brakes. Eve tumbled to the floor, smooshed and off balance.




    She took a breath and settled herself. From her awkward place on the floor, she worked on her arms. The yoga she favored helped her slide her hands from behind her back under her feet like a jump rope. As she crawled back to the seat, she had her bound hands in front of her. The man in the rear seat with her was coming around as the driver swerved from one lane to another, sending crap flying all over the car. A screwdriver rolled past her foot, and in an instant she had it.




    The driver aimed his gun wildly over his head, barely missing her face as the back window of the car shattered, sprinkling crumbled glass everywhere. She kept track of both guns while bitch-slapping the closer gunman with her screwdriver-studded fist. Finally, when he’d dropped his gun a fraction, she inserted the shaft of her weapon into his temple. He fell, boneless and dead to the floor.




    The car was slammed from the back again, and screeches and sparks flew everywhere as the bumpers entangled and locked together. One glance out the window told Eve they were doing at least ninety miles an hour. Cars were pulling to the side of the road and spinning out of control.




    And then she locked her gaze on Ryan’s. It was his truck directly behind them. His front windshield was shattered, so she couldn’t miss his determined face.




    Her screwdriver was so deep in the dead man there was no retrieving it now. The driver aimed his gun over his head again, trying for her. Eve used her handcuffs to pin his hand to the headrest, applying as much force as she could.




    She wanted him to let go of his gun, but a wave of blurriness washed over her. The fucking drug they’d injected into her was rearing its head. The pain of the gunshot was ice combined with lightning. She screamed.




    “Take that, bitch!”




    The blurriness got worse, and time seemed to be getting slower as she peered over the seat. The driver was headed right for one of the scariest turns in Poughkeepsie. The flimsy guardrail would be barely a hindrance for a car traveling this fast. The view was stunning as the Hudson River rippled hundreds of feet below the edge of the road.




    Move. In that moment, her mind told her she had one chance. Judging from the searing center of her pain, she’d been hit in the abdomen. That was bad news anyway, but damned if she was going to let her almost-dead body tempt Ryan into following this car off the cliff.




    She crawled over the backseat, out the broken back window, and onto the trunk. It was stupid. Her blood poured out of her, making the smooth metal ridiculously slippery and hard to stay on.




    The driving asshole began swerving again, trying to escape from Ryan. She used her bound hands as her anchor, pulling herself to the tippy edge. A quick jerk to the right had the car almost on two wheels. The fucker was headed for the cliff.




    Seconds. That’s all she had left, but the reckless maneuver had unhooked the cars, and Ryan now fell behind.




    At least I can jump and he’ll stop his truck. It occurred to her that Ryan would then run over her, and he would hate that. But she felt another bullet fly close to her head. Come on. Come on. Ryan could drive the shit out of a vehicle. The high-speed techniques cops mastered made him the far better driver. Her eyesight was going gray at the edges. Just have to hang on until he gets a little closer.




    Ryan saw what she had in mind, and he shook his head the whole time while he peeled the rest of his windshield out of the way. It was now or never.




    With a silent prayer for help from Mouse, Eve threw herself toward Ryan’s truck.




    She couldn’t leap far enough. The gap between cars and the asphalt below was about to be her grave when Ryan literally caught her with his hood. She rolled onto the vehicle and felt his strong arm grab hers.




    He pulled her into the cab while executing a hairpin turn, then let go of her once she was inside to work the shift pedal and the gearshift.




    They came to a blistering stop.




    “Shit!” Ryan yelled. As he pulled her into the passenger seat from the floor of the truck, he gaped at her bloody stomach. Behind him an explosion lit the truck’s interior orange, and he covered her with his body.




    She used the last of her strength to hug him now that he was against her. She tried to talk, but her voice wouldn’t work. She ignored the searing pain to smile at him, but after that there was only black.
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    Beckett pulled into the Maryland hospital’s parking lot five hours after he’d left Poughkeepsie and feeling off. Something wasn’t right, but damned if he could figure it out. He called Eve and it went straight to voice mail.




    Though she hadn’t said it, he knew she’d shied away from seeing baby John because her own scars still hadn’t healed, would never actually heal. Regret swelled up as Beckett’s brain reminded him again that her life was painful because of him. With Herculean effort, he shook it off and refused to be anything but joyful on his brother’s big day.




    He met Chaos in the lobby, and the man walked him through the visiting process so he could see Chery before the baby-meeting event. When he entered her room, she was dressed and seemed poised to leave.




    “Hey, pretty. How you holding up?” Beckett embraced her gently.




    “I’m all right. Tough stuff, though—this thing.” She didn’t seem to know where to put her hands.




    “You still sure this is what you want?” Beckett sat on the empty hospital bed.




    She nodded. “But I feel like I’m torn up on the inside. It hurts so much.” Her eyes filled, and Chaos beat Beckett to her side, rubbing her back. “But it’s the right thing. He can have a clean slate. He deserves it.” She shrugged as Chaos handed her a tissue.




    “I can’t imagine. All I know is you’re fucking brave as fuck,” Beckett said.




    Chery laughed a little. “You’re a goddamn poet.”




    “Where’s Vere?”




    Chaos answered. “She’s at the day facility. We’re getting her as soon as Chery’s got her walking papers.”




    “That’s cool. How’s the dog working out?”




    Beckett got the full story of Vere’s birthday party and how much she’d loved the gift he’d sent. The dog, rescued from death row and now named Rufus, had arrived by limo, complete with tons of food and more toys than he’d ever need.




    Soon enough the nurse came in with a clipboard, so Beckett gave Chery a hug and shook Chaos’s hand. After asking a few questions, he was directed to a room clear on the other side of the maternity ward.




    Inside, Fairy Princess was feeding baby John and beaming.




    “Now that’s a fucking sight. How beautiful you are.” Beckett leaned against the doorframe.




    “You hitting on my wife?” Cole pounded Beckett on the shoulder.




    “Every chance I get. She’s a sweet piece of woman.” He grabbed his brother up in a hard hug. “Congratulations, Daddy. You guys getting to know each other?”




    Cole held up his arm for the shake. “It’s amazing. He’s just…an answer to prayers. Less than twenty-four hours in, and my whole world has changed.”




    The handshake got a third arm as Blake entered and joined in. This was magic for Beckett, pure and simple. The world slowed down, and his cares melted away as he looked from face to face. He loved these men so fiercely, it’d probably scare them if they knew how much.




    Livia came in behind Blake and busted through the boys, passing Kellan to Beckett and Emme’s hand to Cole.




    “Rude.” Beckett teased her.




    She shot him a look as she knelt in front of her new nephew in her sister’s arms. “Oh, Kyle…” was as far as she got before both women were crying.




    Beckett knew he wasn’t the only man now looking around the room, trying to avoid tearing up himself.




    Emme pulled on Cole’s hand. “Why are they crying?”




    Her uncle bent down. “Well, sometimes when all your dreams come true? The best you can do is cry. It’s happy, not sad.”




    Beckett laughed as Kellan put his little hand in his mouth.




    Blake patted his shoulder. “Careful, he loves to feed people.”




    He was about to reply that Kellan took after Uncle Cole when the boy stuffed a wet cracker in his mouth.




    As he gagged it down, Beckett tried not to hurt the kid’s feelings. “Yummy.”




    Kyle passed John to Livia and snickered. “Looks like you loved it, hot shot.”




    “Pipe down, sweet ass—” he noted the children and quickly covered “—ociated banker?”




    Kyle hugged her niece, stole her nephew from Beckett’s arms, and pointed at her son. “Look at that, big guy. You have some company.”




    Everyone started talking at once, and the kids got down to playing with the toys Blake pulled out of their bag. Pictures were taken in every possible combination.




    Cole sheepishly asked Blake if he would come double-check the car seat just to be sure it was in right, and Beckett followed, leaving the women and children in the hospital room.




    “Thanks so much for coming to see us. Means the world.” Cole was every inch the proud papa. “I feel so alive when we all get to be in the same place.”




    “Couldn’t be anywhere else, brother.” Beckett slapped Cole’s back as they stepped off the elevator and headed out to find the car.




    “I had it parked in a reserved spot and totally forgot about it,” Cole explained with a laugh. “This morning I got out here just as the doctor was waiting to pull in. He was pissed until I explained I was out of my mind.” He opened the back door of his old-man car, and Blake checked the seat, showing him how the belt fastened and where it should sit on the baby’s chest.




    “I’ll text you a picture of my handiwork before we leave,” Cole promised. He and Blake slipped into daddy talk as Beckett checked his phone. Three text messages rolled in as soon as he opened it.




    They were from a douchebag with bad fucking news. Word had it that Eve had been arrested. Beckett looked up, and as if the messages brought the man forth, John McHugh and Kathy approached them from across the parking lot.




    After hearty congratulations, Beckett asked John for a moment. To his credit, the man squelched a look of distain and stepped aside with him.




    “I just got intel saying Eve has been arrested. You know what for?” Beckett’s mind was going a million miles an hour. There’d been no movement, no threats for months. Why now? Though, of all things, getting picked up by the cops was one of the safer options for Eve.




    Confusion crossed McHugh’s face. “Really? I think your intel is shit. Let me find out.” He stepped aside and pulled out his cell phone.




    Beckett noticed Kathy waiting, within earshot. “You know anything? Everyone knows the receptionists are really the brains of the place.” He moved closer to her as McHugh shot him a dirty look.




    “No…Eve’s father is a friend of mine, so I think that would perk up my ears. But…” She bit her lip.




    He urged her to continue.




    “Just before we left—weirdest thing—I think one of our officers was investigating a possible impersonation of a police officer. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence.”




    McHugh rejoined the conversation with a stern face. “Ms. Eve Hartt is not being detained, nor is there any indication she has had contact with our force. I guess your shit intel was just shit. But if you hear anything further, let me know. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a grandson to meet.” He held out his hand to Kathy, who gave Beckett a shrug.




    Beckett hated the scenario that had just played out in his head. Grabbing up Eve was damn hard. She’d be looking every which way for someone out of the ordinary, like usual. But if they had badges, she might be forced to go with them. This could’ve been the most perfectly executed kidnapping ever.




    Fuck.
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    Though he’d driven five hours and spent a mere forty-five minutes with his new nephew, after Beckett talked with McHugh, he left one hospital and wound up going straight to another. It had been a hurried good-bye with his brothers, but Beckett had a bad feeling. And sure enough, Morales had texted with the news that Eve had lost something like half her blood volume halfway through his five-hour trip back to New York—which made him shrink it to more like a three-hour-and-forty-five-minute trip. Poughkeepsie General had surely hoped he’d never return, but here he was: sitting in the waiting room holding his head.




    Ryan launched colorful curses at him every few minutes.




    “Dingleberried cocksucker…Twat waffle…Anus junkie…Clit fungus…Rectum warhorse.”




    The hours passed slowly. Eve was on the operating table, and the only thing keeping him from losing his mind was the fact that her own father, the best surgeon around, was piecing her abdomen back together.




    At some point, he didn’t even know how long ago now, the nurse had come out to tell them the drug in her system was complicating the surgery and preventing her blood from clotting. He was lucky he knew anything at all. Ryan had unwillingly filled him in with more details about her injuries about an hour after he arrived so he’d stop bothering the nurses. Beckett had then told the fancy dog spa where G was currently vacationing that he would be there at least another day.




    Beckett began rocking in the plastic chair. If he lost her now, he’d not be able to live. He would drive off a cliff—maybe the same one the fucker who shot her did. And then he’d be able to spend his time in hell beating the fuck out of the man who’d hurt Eve. It had to be Rodolfo. Though why he would try to pick her up now was a mystery—one Beckett intended to solve. The man was such a calculating bastard. Or Sevan, if he had a wild thought, might have made a play for Eve as well. It could be time to get that fucker under his direct gaze to make sure he wasn’t coming up with any actionable ideas. He might prove useful whether Eve lived or not. God, let her live.




    “Sperm biter…Jizz fondler…Mucus Dumpster.”




    “How bad was it?” Beckett finally just had to make conversation with the ass gobbler, Ryan, or kill him. And he was the only one that really knew what the hell had happened.




    Ryan sat across from him in the beige waiting room. “For shit. The worst. In the gut and then the sheer amount of blood…I’ve never seen so much blood. And I’ve been to murder scenes.”




    “She’s tough, though.” Beckett folded his hands together.




    “That’s for fucking sure. She took a guy out then wrestled with the driver. Plus she was toasted on whatever they gave her and had a GSW to the torso. Then she jumped from their trunk to my hood at, like, ninety miles an hour. I shit my pants a little, I’m not ashamed to say.” Ryan stood and began to pace.




    “I want to shit in your pants too after hearing that fucking story.” Beckett held his head as nausea rolled through him.




    “When are they going to get done, for fuck’s sake?” Ryan kicked a chair.




    “It’s a big job. Lots of little veins, important things. You can’t miss one, you know?” Beckett rolled his head on his neck, trying to get rid of the knots of stress.




    Ryan defaulted back to cursing at him while Beckett’s brain ran through the scenario that had just been put there.




    Eve was batshit crazy and brave like a tiger. He vowed then, in this darkest moment in time, to get to the bottom of this, to get Rodolfo or whoever it was, and make him pay.




    “Tit shitter…Monkey taint…Testicle junkie.”
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    Dr. Ted Hartt had done this surgery a million times in his nightmares. It was always Eve, and it was always life threatening.




    But here, fully awake, with classical music playing in the background of his operating room, he made sure every move was professional. He didn’t look at her face, didn’t tear up. It was against every rule there was to operate on your own child, but he was on duty and, damn it, he was the best and everyone knew it.




    Another surgeon had been called in off the golf course, but Ted had recognized the man and shook his head when he arrived. This delicate operation would be lost in his hands. Ted was simply better, and his team acknowledged that by staying by his side.




    In his head he referred to her as the patient. He focused on the wound. He continued picking parts of her spleen out of the inside of her abdomen. He reconstructed the veins as best he could, but the lack of clotting made it difficult.




    Twice they’d lost her rhythm. Twice they’d been able to shock the patient back. He wouldn’t let it break him. Instead he’d nodded at the return of her heartbeat and proceeded, repairing the damage over and over. It was as if they were trying to bail out a boat that was destined to sink. The blood they gave her barely kept up with what was coming out.




    It had been hours. And Ted had every intention of working for hours upon hours more. This patient would live if he had to buy her soul back from the devil himself.
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