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  To maintain her cover and keep her family off her back, they fake a relationship.


  



  Having spent her whole life trying to prove she’s just as capable as her three older brothers, art retrieval expert Ivy Danger has landed the biggest gig of her career, one that will pay off the mortgage of the animal shelter she owns. That is, if she doesn’t die before finishing the job. Even if she locates the stolen art, the violent gang of thieves won’t give up their million-dollar payday without a fight. She has one person she can turn to for help—Nash Harris. Security expert, her brother’s best friend…and the gorgeous man of her fantasies who treats her like a kid sister. Not that she’d do anything about her attraction anyway—not when it would screw up her family dynamic if things went sideways between them.


  



  Now it’s impossible to tell what’s real and what’s not.


  



  Despite having known Ivy forever, “brotherly” is the last thing Nash feels for the sexy troublemaker. She’s it for him. The One. He’s known it for a while…but convincing Ivy is another matter. When they have to fake a relationship for her current job, things shift between them. They’ve worked together before, but she’s in over her head with this latest job. And he’ll have to keep her alive when she’s targeted by a dangerous group known for violent retaliation. Nash will do whatever it takes to keep her safe, to prove she can trust him—on the job, with her life, and with her heart.
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  Dedication


  



  For Kaylea Cross. I’m counting down until we can see each other in person again!


  



  



  Chapter 1


  



  Ivy smiled at Genesis as her friend opened the thick metal door and stepped back.


  Genesis grinned, sweeping her hand behind her in an over-the-top way. In a tight black T-shirt that said fuck your glass ceiling, ripped, faded gray jeans and knee-high boots, she looked like she always did—badass. “Welcome to my castle.”


  Laughing lightly, Ivy stepped inside and looked around the immediate interior. A basic foyer spread out before them, reminiscent of a boring-ass dentist’s office, complete with a fake potted plant in one corner, low-key instrumental music, a receptionist’s desk that was basically a prop, and two chairs in front of it. Genesis was a high-end importer—who also dabbled in smuggling.


  And behind the next door was a treasure trove of rare goodies not many people got to see.


  “Where are you flying in from this time?” Genesis asked as she bolted the door shut behind them and set the security code.


  Ivy had seen a lot of security systems in her day, had cracked a lot too, and Genesis had one of the best. Which was no surprise, considering all the expensive things she housed here.


  “London…by way of Paris.” She liked being back in Miami in the spring.


  Genesis snorted. “Well, you look stunning as always.”


  “See, this is why you are my favorite smuggler,” she said laughingly as Genesis unlocked the next steel door. Ivy certainly didn’t feel stunning, but her purple ankle boots with the mesh overlay always made her feel good, so she would take the compliment.


  “Hey, I’m a connoisseur of fine arts and other goods.” She motioned for Ivy to walk with her after opening and shutting the next door behind them.


  A whole different world was revealed up here. Rows upon rows of open shelves greeted them, showcasing sealed crates, antique furniture, vintage clothing, lamps and so much more.


  Ivy’s heels clicked along the concrete floor as they made their way down one of the aisles. The majority of the stuff here was legal, as Genesis really did own an import and export business out of Miami, but she also dipped her hand into the black market on occasion. Ivy wondered if it was more for the thrill than anything, because Genesis had to be killing it legally.


  Normally Genesis worked with a partner, at least with new clients. Especially new male clients, given the nature of her business. She could hold her own for the most part, but she often had backup. Not today, however, since she and Ivy had worked together many times in the past and Ivy considered her a friend.


  “Please tell me you have something to drink,” Ivy said as they reached a set of metal stairs.


  “Oh yeah, I’ve got the good stuff. Just got a new bottle of very expensive pinot noir I’ve been saving for later. It’s kind of early to be drinking though.”


  “Not for me. I need something to take the edge off.” She’d just finished up two jobs, then a new one had landed on her figurative desktop.


  It was the job of a lifetime and she couldn’t say no. She could make enough off the commission to finally quit, pay off the mortgage to the animal shelter she’d recently inherited, and settle back in Miami. She hadn’t told her family or anyone about her plans but it was her ultimate goal. She was tired of traveling, tired of always being on the go, tired of having no roots. It’d been exciting at one time, wild and fun, meeting tons of new people and getting to see the world. But she knew herself well enough to realize that she was very close to burnout. It wasn’t wild or fun anymore—just exhausting.


  And if she didn’t pay off the shelter…she didn’t even want to think about what would happen. It would end up as a short sale or foreclosure and some soulless corporation would buy the building, demolish it, and all the animals would be displaced. Ugh. No, she wouldn’t let that happen.


  “So what do you have for me?” Genesis asked as she opened the door into a plush little office with windows that overlooked a beautiful green park across the street. People were stretched out on picnic blankets while their dogs or kids played. She could almost imagine she heard the barks and squeals, but the insulation here was stellar. And the windows had a special film over them so no one could see inside.


  “Did you hear about the museum job in Paris?”


  One of Genesis’s perfect blonde eyebrows rose. “Of course I did. A painting worth a cool fifteen mil taken, and I’m sure other things that were left out.”


  She didn’t comment on the “other things,” though it was true. “That’s the one.”


  “I heard they roughed up the museum curator too.” Genesis shook her head, her long blonde ponytail moving softly. “No style or taste with that crew.”


  Ivy took a seat on the tufted green club chair, crossed her legs. Her feet were aching and that was what she got for wearing heels, but she loved them, so it was a fair trade-off. “They did more than rough him up. He’s dead. So’s his wife.” It had all been pointless violence. Violence for the sake of it.


  Now her friend’s eyes widened as she popped the cork. “None of that was in the news, and I’ve been watching the story. It said they have persons of interest, but no solid leads?”


  Yeah, law enforcement was holding some stuff back for now, though Ivy was impressed Genesis was keeping tabs on the international story, since it hadn’t made the news here other than a few blips on social media that she’d seen.


  “Did the thieves contact you?” Ivy asked bluntly. Might as well get to the point because they both knew she was here for a reason. Ivy wouldn’t have come here otherwise.


  Genesis paused then nodded as she started pouring them both glasses. “It was a very brief contact, not in person, but through an online channel. I don’t know the crew but I’ve heard whispers of their reputation. I don’t want to get tangled up with people like that. They’ll turn on you in a second. Glad my instincts were right, though I’m sorry about the couple.”


  Even though Ivy was disappointed that Genesis didn’t have more details, she was also very glad to hear that her friend was not going to be doing business with them. Genesis was very, very careful with who she worked with, and had standards. “Very smart choice. Interpol is calling this crew persons of interest—they don’t have actual proof they killed the couple or stole the painting, but they seem to have a pretty good idea who the thieves are.” And that was why Ivy was in Miami—to track down that painting and return it.


  “Why do I have a feeling you’ll find them before Interpol does?”


  Ivy simply grinned and took the glass offered to her. “It wouldn’t be the first time.” As an art retrieval expert for an international insurance company, she didn’t have to work within the lines like federal agents did. Not that they always did anyway, but she had no red tape and much better tech.


  Her job was simple: retrieve the stolen art so the insurance company wouldn’t have to pay out the settlement. Her fee, while steep, at least by most accounts, was nothing compared to what they would have to pay out in full to the museum for the loss. So the insurance company gave her any gadget she asked for, making her job much easier to track down thieves. Not to mention she’d created an arsenal of contacts over the years that helped her.


  Normally she chased after white-collar types, but this crew was different. Violent. So she was being extra careful. Unfortunately, she’d chased them to her hometown of Miami. Or maybe it was fortunately, because she was very familiar with the city and had a whole lot of contacts here. But her family was here as well, and she was not planning on telling them she was in town. Since Genesis didn’t have any information on the thieves, she switched subjects, not wanting to talk about her plan to find these guys.


  “So how are things with you? Are you still dating that guitarist?”


  Genesis rolled her eyes as she sat across from her in a matching chair. “That never got off the ground.”


  “No?” Ivy asked even though she was pretty sure she knew the reason why.


  “We went on a couple dates but he was way too full of himself.”


  “Are you sure it has nothing to do with a certain sexy partner of yours?” Bruno, her business partner, aka her bodyguard when necessary, aka a man also desperately in love with Genesis.


  To her surprise Genesis’s cheeks flushed pink under her tawny skin. “No. Maybe. Yes.”


  Ivy blinked in surprise. “I kind of can’t believe you’re admitting your attraction to him.” She took a sip of the bold wine, savored the taste as she settled against the comfy chair. Definitely the right choice of beverage.


  “How could I not be attracted to him? The man is a freaking god.” Genesis looked annoyed by that.


  Ivy lifted a shoulder. He was attractive, yes, but not her type. Besides, that man had only one type anyway—Genesis. “So what’s the problem?”


  “We work together. It’s complicated.”


  She took another sip. “It’s only complicated if you want it to be. You guys have already proved how well you work together—in a job that can be stressful. When he looks at you, it’s as if you hung the moon.”


  “Maybe.” She looked into her wineglass for a long moment and then flicked her gaze back to Ivy’s, her dark eyes intense. “I have this fear that if I let him in, things will get all screwed up and then I’ll lose my best friend and business partner at the same time. It’s a double whammy. I’ve worked hard to get to where I am and I value my financial independence, this life I’ve built. It’s just…scary, I guess. Does that sound stupid?”


  Ivy was surprised by the moment of vulnerability from Genesis. The woman was a badass who always seemed to have everything together, skirting the law and living her best life. “It doesn’t sound stupid. It sounds realistic. I hope you figure things out with him.”


  At a soft pinging sound, Genesis glanced over and Ivy followed her gaze to two screens on the wall. Bruno was on the camera, entering one of the back doors.


  “Speaking of…” Ivy grinned.


  Genesis simply laughed but her cheeks flushed even more.


  Before Ivy could respond, there was another ping and two men appeared on the other screen, clearly standing at the entrance Ivy had originally come through.


  Genesis cursed as she glanced at her watch. “These new clients are really early.”


  “Want me to go out the back?”


  “Yeah, I’m really sorry. How long are you in town? I want to get together for non-work stuff.”


  “I’m not sure. At least as long as this job… Maybe longer,” she tacked on.


  Genesis looked surprised for a moment. “You might be moving back?”


  “Maybe.” She didn’t want to commit to anything. Not yet anyway. She had way too many things to figure out first.


  “That would be amazing. You could work for me.”


  “Maybe so.” She knew she didn’t want a standard nine-to-five type of gig and that would fit the bill.


  “You think I’m joking, but we could do a lot of contract work together. I need a new appraiser for pieces. Legitimately purchased pieces.”


  Surprised by the seriousness of Genesis’s tone, she nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She watched on screen as Bruno allowed the men inside, and took another sip of her wine before standing. “I know the way out. Look, if you hear anything else—”


  “You’ll be the first person I call. Just be careful with these guys. I know I don’t need to tell you how bad they are but the rumors I’ve been hearing around town aren’t good.” Genesis’s expression was uncharacteristically serious.


  “I’m always careful.” Ivy gave her a quick hug, then hurried out.


  Using the back stairs, she headed toward one of the rear doors and made her way out into the sunlight. She had a couple more stops to make but… She pulled her phone out as she headed toward the nearby sidewalk.


  There was one person she wanted to call even though she knew she shouldn’t.


  Nash Harris.


  One of her brother’s best friends, the man who starred in all of her fantasies, and hell, was one of her best friends, if she was being honest. She might not be telling her family that she was in town, but she would tell him. It would feel wrong not to. And if she was being honest, she wanted to see him. Craved it, even.


  Not that she didn’t have the sharp planes of his face memorized or dream about how kissable his lips looked—or fantasize about running her fingers through his dark brown hair. The man always kept it so short and it looked so damn soft. Aaaand she was getting off track.


  Maybe she’d just have one dinner with him. Get a glimpse of his fine ass and get her fix until the next time they got to meet up. It wasn’t enough but it would have to do for now.


  



  



  Chapter 2


  



  “My man, I know that look,” Juan said as Nash pocketed his phone.


  “What?” Nash frowned at Juan, who was leaning against the window that overlooked the parking lot of the downtown high-rise.


  He was so close to being off the clock, he could taste it. They were at the tail end of this job where they’d provided security for a non-publicized summit, and in one hour they would officially be off the clock. It had been two weeks of guarding dignitaries and dealing with other security risks. Technically his group was done for the day but he, Juan and Quinn were hanging tight for a little bit longer until their boss officially let them go.


  “Who was on the other end of that phone call? I know it was a woman,” Juan continued.


  “How are you so sure?” It had been a woman. The only woman—Ivy Danger.


  “Come on,” Quinn added, a grin pulling at his mouth. “It was definitely a woman. You got that stupid look on your face I know I get when I talk to my wife.”


  “You two are like nosy children.”


  In response they laughed exactly like freaking schoolchildren.


  “So when do we get to meet her?” Juan pushed, no surprise.


  “It’s not like that. We’re just friends.” Though he wanted a lot more. Had for a while now.


  Quinn simply snorted.


  “Someone’s a little defensive.” Juan clearly wasn’t going to drop this.


  He’d had to be silent for most of this job, they all had, and now Juan was apparently letting loose.


  “You drive me crazy,” Nash muttered, glancing at his watch.


  Ivy had told him that she was in town for a surprise job and had asked him not to tell her family. So he was meeting her for dinner. He wished it was more than that but she’d never given him any go-ahead or signal that she wanted more from him. Not really, though sometimes he thought he saw flickers of interest from her.


  If she ever made it clear that she was open to more, he would jump at the opportunity. But he was best friends with her brother and was practically family. If things got awkward between them… Yeah, he didn’t want to think about what would happen. But he still jumped at any excuse to see her. And he loved that she’d contacted him even when she hadn’t let her family know she was in town.


  “When do I get to meet your new woman?” Nash’s tone was mild as he looked at Juan. The man had been obsessing over his new girlfriend for months.


  Juan’s expression darkened. “If you think I’m introducing her to any of you, you’re out of your mind.”


  “Hey, I’m married!” Quinn frowned. His wife was an event planner who worked for Red Stone too, though they never saw her since she was in a different department. Nash had met Athena, and the woman definitely brought out the best side of Quinn.


  “He’s worried about me.” Nash held a hand up to his face, Vanna White style. “Can’t say that I blame him, considering I’m way better looking.”


  Juan gave a derisive snort right as Travis stepped into the room, eyeing all of them.


  Their boss glanced between the three of them curiously. The man had a lot of ink, but it was mostly covered today with his business suit. “Do I even want to know?”


  “No. Juan’s just running his mouth.”


  Their stoic boss simply gave a half-smile. “Sounds about right. The summit was a success and I’m impressed with you guys. You worked well together. I’ll be passing along my report to Harrison today, but I wanted to let you know everyone’s happy about this detail. Really great job.”


  Nash kept his expression neutral but nodded his thanks even as pride swelled inside him. He hadn’t been with Red Stone Security long, and neither had Juan, so Travis’s words mattered. It was a good company, one that retained quality people because they were so careful about who they hired and did deep digs for security clearances. More than the standard stuff.


  “If you have a minute, I’d like to talk to you about something before I head out,” Nash said to Travis.


  His boss nodded and he said goodbye to Juan and Quinn, who quickly filed out, ready to be off for the day.


  “What’s up?” Travis asked as soon as the door shut behind the others, leaving them alone in the quiet, plush conference room.


  “Since this job is over, would it be possible to take a week off? Starting now.” They basically had unlimited PTO at work, but normally he would need to give more notice than this.


  “Of course. I’ve got a couple of incoming contracts, at least two I’d like to tap you for. But we’re still in the negotiating phase. You and Juan seem to work well together?”


  Nash nodded, smiling. They’d both started at the same time, and while Juan was low-key and liked to joke around, he took his work seriously. Not to mention they’d both been Marines, though they’d never actually served together. The common bond added something to their working relationship. “We do.”


  “Good. I’ll probably put you on the next couple details together. So yeah, go ahead and take the week off. I know the last couple weeks were a lot, so take this time to relax.”


  “Thanks. I will.” In reality, he wanted to not necessarily keep tabs on Ivy, but spend time with her. And maybe it was because she’d told him a little about the job she was on.


  Sometimes her jobs tended to get dangerous, but this one sounded a lot more dangerous than normal.


  Either way, she was in town and he was going to spend as much time with her as possible. Following suit with the others, he hurried out of the room, anxious to get home and shower. The sooner he did, the sooner he would get to see the woman of his fantasies.


  * * *


  Nash could hardly contain the energy buzzing through him as he sat at the high-top table in the crowded restaurant. He’d arrived early because for some reason his brain had told him that if he was early, Ivy would be too. Which would mean he got to see her sooner.


  He really was a masochist.


  Fuccck. She was his best friend’s younger sister. Though she was his friend too. She was five years younger than him so she hadn’t even been on his “male radar” until he’d come home from a tour at the age of twenty-four. She’d been…hell, his fantasy come to life. But she’d been nineteen and completely off-limits. He’d felt ancient, the differences between them stark at that time in his life. After that he’d reupped with the Marines and had been mostly gone for another four years. They’d reconnected not long after he’d gotten out though. He’d been trying to figure out what the hell he wanted to do with his life and she’d just started working for an international insurance company. They’d become closer then, texting and video chatting over the last two years.


  Because they were friends.


  Friend. Friend. Friend. Maybe if he repeated that word enough, he would get it through his thick skull.


  He straightened as he saw her across the local dive that specialized in thick burgers. She said a few words to the woman at the hostess stand, then headed inside, walking across the beat-up knotty pine floors. He wasn’t surprised when a few heads swiveled her way.


  Her shiny jet-black hair was down tonight, falling around her full breasts in sleek, thick sheets. In tight dark jeans, heeled boots, a fitted leather jacket over a fitted black T-shirt, she was sex walking. Hell, gliding. Because walking was something mere mortals did, but not Ivy.


  Nash was off the barstool before he even realized he’d moved, instinct taking over. His grin was instantaneous as she reached him and automatically threw her arms around him in a big hug.


  He tried not to smell her like a complete pervert as he held her in his arms. He also had to order his arms to let go, to not hold on longer than was appropriate. But damn, she smelled like heaven and felt like it too. All sweet and soft in his arms. He also shouldn’t be noticing the way her breasts pressed against him or how perfectly her long, lithe body fit against his own, but there it was. Turned out he was a pervert after all. Fuck him.


  “I can’t believe you picked this place,” she said as she stepped back, smiling up at him.


  She was tall, but he still had more than a few inches on her. Shrugging, he waited until she’d sat before sliding onto his stool across from her. “They have some of the best burgers in Miami, of course I picked it.”


  “I’ve been eating at five-star restaurants for the last month, so I can’t tell you how good it is to be here.”


  He snickered. “Oh no, poor little rich girl has to eat fine food for a month straight.”


  Laughing aloud, she reached across the table and mock punched him in the shoulder. “I’m just saying, it’s nice to relax someplace. I know I have some amazing perks with my job, but there’s something to be said for coming to a place like this.” She glanced around, sighed happily at the brightly painted interior.


  Even over the scents of the grilling meat, there was a subtle trace of “beach” in the air too. Probably because the Atlantic was only a few footsteps away. The high-top and regular tables had a sort of polyacrylic film over them with various memorabilia forever memorialized underneath. There were old concert tickets from thirty years ago on theirs, among other things. Random netting, shells and other beach-themed paraphernalia covered the purple, turquoise and yellow walls.


  He drank in her profile, the way her blue eyes lit up as she seemed to relax by the second. “So how long are you in town and why can’t I tell your family that you’re here?” he asked.


  She looked back at him, scrunched her nose slightly. “Because I’m on a job. And it will just make my life easier if I can get the job done without having to deal with all of them bombarding me with questions about work, when I’m settling down, blah, blah, blah. And before you say anything,” she added, “I’m grateful to have such a wonderful family but I’m dealing with a violent crew this time.” She lowered her voice at the last part. “I just need to stay fully focused right now.”


  He sat up straighter on his stool. She’d hinted that this job might be more dangerous than normal, but she hadn’t used the word violent. Before he could respond, the waitress came and took their drink orders, staring at Ivy the whole time and barely acknowledging that Nash existed.


  “So what’s this about a violent crew?” he asked the moment they were alone again. No way was he letting this go.


  She glanced down at the menu, tucked a dark lock of hair behind her ears as she cleared her throat. “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”


  “Ivy.”


  Sighing, she looked up at him, her blue eyes bright under the overhead lamp. “I’m hunting for a group of art thieves. They’re not from here, but I’ve tailed them all the way to Miami. And word is they’re looking to unload the piece they stole.” Her voice was low and the reggae music in the background was loud enough that no one could overhear them anyway.


  He frowned as he digested her words. She was an art retrieval expert for a large insurance company. Her job was exactly what it sounded like—to retrieve stolen objects so the insurance company wouldn’t have to pay out the full claim on them. Instead, they paid her a finder’s fee. She’d been doing it for a couple years and seemed to like it. Sometimes she simply located them for law enforcement, but others…she took them back and returned them without dealing with the Feds or whatever branch was involved. He knew she had contacts in various branches of US law enforcement, however, and worked with them if necessary.


  “I’m actually waiting on a call from someone so I might have to dip out early tonight.” Her expression turned apologetic.


  “You want any help hunting them down?” he asked casually, though he felt anything but casual. He’d gone on a few stakeouts with her before when they’d been in the same city at the same time—any excuse to spend time with her. Now, he simply wanted to protect her.


  “No way. I know you’re busy with Red Stone. Which, I want to hear all about this latest job you had.” She smiled as the waitress returned with their drinks, still staring at Ivy as if she was lovestruck.


  They quickly placed their orders and she laughed lightly when she saw Nash’s dry expression.


  “Sad she wasn’t checking you out?” she asked teasingly.


  He simply rolled his eyes. He could admit he was used to women flirting with him. A lot. But the only woman he wanted to flirt with him, and more, was Ivy.


  Ignoring the question, he said, “Look, I actually have some time off. This last job was fairly intense for all of us, so I’m taking a solid week off. Everything went well though,” he tacked on. He couldn’t give too many details simply because of the nature of his job and the people he protected. But he could talk in general terms. “So seriously, I’m free if you need an extra set of eyes.” Or someone to watch your back.


  “I might take you up on that offer. But you’ve got to promise you won’t tell my family I’m in town.”


  “You’re a grown woman, Ivy,” he murmured. Hell yeah she was. The most beautiful, sweet, funny, smart woman he knew.


  She raised a dark eyebrow. “Are you saying my mom doesn’t terrify you?”


  “All right, fair point.” Her mom, the matriarch of their big brood, was wonderful. But yes, terrifying covered it. She had this magic way of making it impossible to say no to her. Nash wasn’t sure how she did it.


  “So what’s been going on? Tell me everything I missed recently,” she said.


  Nash hadn’t texted much and neither had she over the last few weeks. Clearly they’d both been too busy and he hadn’t wanted to come off as needy. He felt as if he was always walking a tightrope with her, not wanting to come on too strong or let her know how he truly felt. “I wish I had something exciting to tell you. I have been thinking about adopting a dog though. Even though I work so much, my dad has said that he’ll come over during the day and take him for walks so he doesn’t get lonely. I was planning to go to your shelter and look this week.”


  Her blue eyes widened. “He? So you have a dog in mind? I know we’ve got a few available right now.”


  “No. I’m just assuming I’ll get a male dog.”


  She narrowed her gaze slightly. “Why is that?”


  He loved to needle her, had been doing it for years, so he bit back a smile. “I’ve heard that male dogs have better temperaments than females. Kind of like with humans.”


  She laughed aloud, the sound rolling over him, soothing him straight to his bones. “Oooh, you’re pushing it tonight, buddy. And you’re beyond ridiculous.” She paused as the waitress brought them their burgers, her eyes widening at the sight of their food.


  Nash’s gaze was pinned on her, however—he wished she looked at him the same way she was looking at that burger. Seriously.


  “Is there anything I can get for you guys?” The blonde woman stood close to Ivy, smiling at her widely, still ignoring Nash. “A refill? More condiments?”


  “I think we’re good. Nash? You need anything?”


  “I’m good, thanks.” His tone was dry because the woman still didn’t glance at him.


  She kept smiling at Ivy. “Okay, I’ll be back to check on you.”


  “I just bet she will,” he murmured, snagging one of his fries and popping it into his mouth.


  Ivy bit back a smile and grabbed a fry from his plate—something he’d known she would do. Which was why he’d ordered extra. She usually ordered onion rings for herself, then stole half his fries. It was a game they always played.


  They fell into an easy conversation after that, as if no time had passed at all between them. It had only been a month since he’d seen her, but without the constant texting like normal, he realized that was what he’d been missing the last few weeks.


  Her.


  He’d gotten so used to their constant banter, the back-and-forth, even if they didn’t get to see each other in person much. She was so woven into the fabric of his life that he knew she was it for him. He’d known for a while, even if he didn’t want to admit it aloud. He just had to navigate the minefield of her family dynamics before making a move.


  Hell, if he even did. Sometimes he thought she might see him as more than just a friend, but then other times… He had to get out of his head right now and simply enjoy her company.


  Not to mention he wanted to learn more about these guys she was hunting. He respected her skills—they’d sparred on occasion and she could flip him on his ass if he let his guard down—but he didn’t want to leave anything to chance.


  Not when it came to Ivy. Because he would always have her back.


  



  



  Chapter 3


  



  Before they’d finished their meal, Ivy got a text and winced—and Nash knew dinner was over before she’d even looked up at him.


  “Normally I wouldn’t even be on my phone at dinner but—”


  “No worries, I get it. Is it the contact you were waiting for?”


  “Yeah.” She grabbed her purse and started to pull her wallet out, but he waved it away. “I’ve got this.” He threw a few twenties on the table and stood with her.


  “You don’t have to leave just because I am.” She eyed their partially eaten food forlornly.


  The waitress appeared as if out of nowhere, looking between them. “Is everything okay? Were the burgers cooked okay? Did you need takeout boxes?” She fired the questions at them, but still only looked at Ivy.


  “Everything was great, but I got a work call so we have to run.” Ivy tossed another twenty on the table, joining his, and smiled at the woman. “But thank you, everything really was delicious.”


  The woman beamed at her as they hurried from the restaurant.


  “You really don’t need to leave just because I am,” Ivy said.


  “I heard you the first time—I’m coming with you.” Especially after what she’d told him about this violent group of criminals.


  She lifted a perfectly arched eyebrow at him. “That’s ridiculous. There’s no sense in both of us driving—”


  “I took an Uber here.”


  She planted her long, elegant fingers on her hips as she eyed him. “Seriously?”


  “I was hoping you’d take pity on me and take me home afterward.” He grinned at her, which earned him a small smile. “Also, my SUV is in the shop. I’m picking it up in the morning.”


  “Fine, you can come with me. But I don’t want to hear anything from the peanut gallery. So no comments about how this is dangerous.” She palmed her keys and strode to her two-door sports car, which was of course a sleek black, sliding in the front seat before he could even open the door.


  “Where exactly are we going?” he asked as she revved the engine.


  She rattled off the name of a club he knew well—not because he’d ever been there but because it was notorious.


  He’d barely strapped in as she zoomed out of the parking lot. “You trying to outrun someone?” he murmured.


  “Hey, what did I say about the peanut gallery?” She made a zipping motion over her mouth, which just made him laugh.


  “You know about this club, right? You know the kind of people who like to hang out there?”


  “Sure do. My contact is supposed to be there tonight.”


  “At least two known drug lords hang out there,” he continued in case she didn’t have all the facts—though he figured she did. “And I’m not talking low-level dealers.”


  “I know. One of my contacts does business with the Chavez cartel. Sort of, more of a periphery-type thing. And no, I don’t approve, but he owes me. I’m cashing in, metaphorically.”


  Nash closed his eyes and laid his head back against the headrest as Ivy took a sharp turn. He was convinced she was driving like this to screw with him. “You can’t ask him to meet you somewhere else? Or outside?”


  “He doesn’t know I’m coming. And I’m keeping it that way.”


  Nash sighed, knowing this was a losing battle. “We might not even get in.”


  She let out a laugh he felt all the way to his core. God damn, she was sexy.


  “I’ll get in for sure.” She shot him a mischievous grin as she pulled up to a red light. The city lights reflected off the interior of the car, her black hair seeming to sparkle under the effect. “But I can’t say the same thing for you.”


  “You’re hell on my ego.”


  She snorted. “Your ego is fine.”


  Courtesy of Ivy’s aggressive driving, they made it to the parking lot of the nightclub in record time, especially considering Miami traffic.


  The club was in a warehouse-type building with a huge parking lot that was almost at max capacity, from what Nash could tell. She zipped into one of the last spots and jumped out before he’d even taken off his seat belt.


  He was surprised when she popped the trunk, and as he joined her, found her stripping off her jacket.


  Then his tongue almost stuck to the roof of his mouth when she took her shirt off. What the hell? She was just…taking off her clothes? Fuck yeah.


  He stared at the neon purple bra cupping the most beautiful breasts he’d ever seen. Full, but not too large, perfect handfuls for him. He wondered what color her nipples were. His gaze trailed down the intertwined tattoo of ivy vines and white flowers snaking down her ribs and around her back and he found himself wishing he could kiss along the ink, biting and nipping her soft skin.


  “What?” she asked as she slipped her jacket back on over just her bra.


  He cleared his throat. “You’re wearing…just your bra?”


  She buttoned the jacket right at her breastbone, and just a hint of the purple peeked out as well as the soft swell of her breasts. Her perfect, perfect breasts. Fuuuuck, she made his mouth water. She’d been right, she was definitely getting into this club.


  The cropped jacket looked as if it had been custom-created for her and showed off juuuust enough skin.


  She frowned at him. “You don’t like this?”


  “You look…good,” he said instead of blurting out what had first come to mind. She was perfection. But she was treating him like a friend—otherwise she wouldn’t have stripped down like this in front of him.


  She tucked her cell phone into her back pocket with a sniff and shut her trunk. “You look fine too.”


  Oh, he’d screwed up. “Fine?” He fell in step with her as they weaved their way through the array of expensive vehicles. Various types of Mercedes dotted the lot as well as higher-end rides: Porsches, multiple Bugattis, an Aston Martin. The music grew louder the closer they got to the outside of the club and he was already dreading being inside. It would be a security nightmare for certain. And on top of that, it would be crowded with drunks. He didn’t like the thought of Ivy in a place like this. Hell, he didn’t want to be in a place like this.


  “What would you like me to say?” Her gaze swept over him with an assessing look and he had no idea what she was thinking.


  Hell, he always wondered what she thought of him. Tonight he’d worn dark slacks and a pullover sweater, which should be fine for here too. “You’re hell on my ego,” he murmured, which just made her grin.


  “Like I said, I’m sure your ego is tough enough to take anything.” Instead of heading to the end of the thirty-person line, she linked her arm with his and strode to the front, an expectant look on her face. The guy manning the door swept his gaze over her, lingering on her breasts and toned, tanned stomach, before he took both their IDs. Then he held open the door for her, his eyes never leaving Ivy.


  Nash gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to knock that look right off the man’s face, but headed inside with her instead.


  The music was even louder, the beat of the bass vibrating against the walls. This was definitely not his scene and he didn’t think it was Ivy’s either.


  “What’s the plan?” He raised his voice against the increasing volume of the music as they stepped onto the outskirts of an open dance floor with enough flashing lights to give him a seizure.


  “There. That looks like a good spot.” She motioned toward an array of small, round high-top tables, most of which were taken, that were up on a raised platform of some kind. It overlooked the dance floor and was attached to a sort of mini bar, compared to the other three bars in the place. Though he was sure there were more bars he simply couldn’t see, because from the outside this place looked massive. There were probably private rooms for other things as well. Drugs, gaming, sex.


  Ivy’s hair looked blue-black under the lights as they made their way through the crowded room, and as always, he wondered what it would be like if he had the right to run his hands through her hair, to cup the back of her head as he took her mouth with his. As he claimed her.


  Perfumes, liquor, and the scents of bodies all assaulted him but he kept his hand at the small of her back. He didn’t want to get separated from her when everything was unknown. He also hated that she would’ve come here tonight without him. That she probably did this more often than he wanted to think about. He knew she was good at her job—damn good—but that didn’t mean he had to like that she put herself in potentially dangerous situations. And he still didn’t know enough about this job yet—what she would do if she found these guys.


  They’d just sat down when a waitress wearing a shimmery skirt maybe seven inches long and what amounted to matching gold pasties on her nipples glided up to them in, no shit, roller skates.


  He blinked in surprise, impressed at the feat.


  “Champagne, please,” Ivy said before the woman could ask. Then she named her favorite brand. “Bring a bottle.”


  “We’ve got bottle service in the VIP room if you’re interested,” the woman said without missing a beat, her smile friendly as she looked between the two of them.


  “We’re good for now. I’m waiting on someone, but maybe later, thanks.”


  She nodded and glided away, maneuvering her way through the throng of people with a liquid ease that was insane.


  “You like that?” Ivy’s tone was tart as she eyed him.


  Wait. Did she think he’d been checking the woman out? And…did she care? “I don’t understand how she moves around in those roller skates.” He glanced around and saw other servers, all women, doing the same thing. They were carrying around trays as if it was nothing, while wearing practically nothing. That took some talent. “That’s seriously impressive.”


  The tension in Ivy’s shoulders seem to ease and she smiled. “Right? They definitely earn their tips.”


  * * *


  Ivy looked out around the club, scanning for her contact. Because Leo definitely wasn’t a friend. But he owed her a favor and had been acting all squirrely when she’d contacted him about the art thieves. Which meant he knew something that could help her.


  Luckily she had actual friends who frequented this place who’d alerted her to his presence. It was kind of weird to be here with Nash though. Even if they had done stakeouts together before, those had been low-key and he’d basically been there to keep her company while she was bored. This felt…different. But part of her liked that he was seeing her in her element. She’d gotten peeks that he might be into her but…she didn’t think he’d ever do anything about it. Not when he was best friends with her brother, Ezra. That had the potential to get messy.


  She forced herself to lock up those thoughts. Right now she had to work. Adrenaline pumped through her as she hunted down her prey. She always felt like this on a job, and while she was certain this was her last job, she wanted to find something else that gave her the same buzz. Or at least joy.


  “How long do you plan on waiting for him?” Nash asked neutrally, watching her with those curious green eyes. There was no annoyance in his tone or on his way too handsome face. That was another thing she really liked about him—he wasn’t pushing her.


  “Maybe an hour or two.”


  He nodded, casually helping her scan the place. She’d shown him a picture of Leo and hoped they found— Ha, there he was! Sneaky man.


  She slid off her barstool. “Sit tight.” Before Nash could respond, she hurried through the growing crowd of clubgoers, making an indirect path toward Leo, who had his back to her as he slid up to a clear spot at the bar—attempting to hit on a pretty woman with waist-length auburn hair. She might not be able to see his face, but she recognized the jacket he was wearing and the arrogant swagger.


  She slid up next to him and looped her arm through his.


  He jumped, but when he met her gaze, he cursed. “What are you doing here?”


  She leaned in close as she tugged him away from the woman he’d been trying to talk up. “The real question is, why aren’t you answering my follow-up calls? We had a deal.”


  She could practically hear the pushback before he even started to talk, so she started basically dragging him with her toward the table where Nash was now standing instead of sitting.


  She’d never seen Nash look like this before but he was definitely in what she thought of as operator mode. He was staring at Leo as if he could break him in two, and from Leo’s expression, he was well aware of the fact that Nash would kick his ass in a fight. Not that they would be fighting.


  “Who’s this?” Leo bit out as she shoved him onto one of the high stools.


  She slid her glass of champagne across to him. She’d taken a few sips but otherwise wasn’t drinking tonight. She’d just ordered something expensive so it wouldn’t bother anyone that they were taking up the table for so long—luckily it was an easy work expense.


  Leo tossed the drink back, finishing it in one gulp.


  Classy.


  “I know you have the information I want. But maybe you’re the kind of guy who goes back on his word?” She gave him a long look as he started pouring himself another glass, studiously ignoring Nash’s stare.


  And Nash had really played up the tall, angry and deadly thing to perfection. Though she figured he wasn’t really playing at all. The man was all hot, hard-muscled… Damn it. No.


  “You owe me a favor. But I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re just another liar.” She was pushing his buttons, knew exactly what she was doing. But she wasn’t going to beg Leo. So she shoved up from her seat. “Enjoy the expensive champagne. Just be sure that I’m not going to forget this.”


  Leo held his hands up in the air, his dark eyes filled with concern. “Look, I wasn’t trying to welch on our deal. I know I owe you. Just…” His normally arrogant aura had faded, his expression serious as he looked between the two of them. “Can I speak freely in front of him?” he asked with a nod toward Nash.


  “Yes. He’s my partner.” A good-enough explanation.


  Leo’s shoulders relaxed a fraction as he leaned forward. “These guys are violent.” He’d lowered his voice, but she could still hear him over the beat of the music. “And I’m not questioning your capability.” He looked at Nash once before focusing on her. “These guys don’t mess around. And I know how you operate. If you get what you’re looking for and they find out you’re the one who took it…” He raised his eyebrows. “They’ll come after you. Your family.”


  Ivy simply lifted an eyebrow. “I’ve dealt with thugs like this before.”


  “No you haven’t. This crew is American, but they mainly work out of Eastern Europe and I’m hoping they’re going to head straight back there once they offload the piece. Freaking Interpol has nothing on them at this point. They can’t even prove what they did.”


  “Leo.” She snapped out his name whiplash fast. “I want a location for the crew. Do you have it or not?” With a location, she could get what she wanted, then let law enforcement know where they were. Not that they could do much at this point other than try to bring them in for questioning.


  He scrubbed a hand over the back of his neck then pulled out his cell phone. “I’m texting you everything now.”


  She glanced at the incoming text, scanned the information. “If I find out you lied to me—”


  “I wouldn’t lie to you. I’m grateful to you… I just want you to stay safe.” His concerned tone surprised her, but before she could respond, Leo turned to Nash. “You better look out for her,” he snapped.


  Nash’s expression didn’t change. “She looks out for herself.”


  Oh damn. His words pleased her way too much.


  “You can finish the bottle.” She shoved away from the table, done with Leo. She knew Nash would be right behind her.


  Once they were outside, she sucked in a deep breath. She hated clubs in general, even if she got a thrill from her job. There were always too many people crammed up against each other, too many scents intermixed, and she was close to getting a full-blown headache from all the perfumes.


  “How much do you trust that guy?” Nash asked once they were in the privacy of her car.


  She let the car idle for a moment, savoring the quiet of the interior. Her ears were still buzzing from before and the silence was soothing. “He wouldn’t lie to me about this.” Leo would have no reason to.


  “So why does he owe you?”


  A grin tugged at her lips. “I helped him avoid going to jail for fifteen to twenty.” Leo wasn’t a great guy, but he wasn’t a terrible one either. And he was the one who paid for his abuela’s long-term care. If he’d gone to jail, Ivy didn’t even want to think about what would have happened to the sweet older woman. Apparently she had a soft spot for jackasses.


  “And?”


  “And that’s all you get for now. Maybe I’ll tell you the whole story someday. Likely over drinks.”


  “So what’s your plan now?”


  “He gave me when and where they’re meeting with someone tomorrow. I’m not sure who or why, but all I need is their location, so this is great.”


  “You’re not going to call the Feds? Or whoever.”


  She shrugged. “No. Not yet anyway. Look, these guys are just wanted as persons of interest. There’s not a warrant out for their arrest. Otherwise I would contact the Feds. But they have just as many resources as I do. I’m not doing their work for them.”


  He let out a small sigh. “I’m going with you.”


  She shook her head as she pulled out of the parking lot. Nash’s masculine scent teased her in the interior of the car, wrapping around her, making her wish things were different between them. “Nash, I don’t need a babysitter. I promise I’ve got this.”


  “If you don’t let me come with you, I’ll tell your family that you’re in town.”


  She slammed on the brake a little too hard as they came to a red light and turned to glare at him. “That’s blackmail! I didn’t think a Boy Scout like you would do that.”


  He frowned at her, then simply shrugged. “Try me.”


  Gritting her teeth, she turned away from him, forcing herself to ignore how delicious he smelled. And how good he looked. The dark sweater he wore molded to his biceps and pecs, showing off what she’d seen underneath once or twice—in a bathing suit type of situation, unfortunately. There was also something…contained about him. At six foot one, he was only a few inches taller than her, but he had broad shoulders and a bitable butt. Still, he seemed to always be in control and she wondered what it would be like to make him lose that hold.


  “The meeting time is tomorrow evening,” she finally said on a sigh. Because there was no way he’d let this go. “You can pick me up at my place at three. Don’t be late.”


  



  



  Chapter 4


  



  Ivy slid her phone into her back jeans pocket when she heard a brief knock on her front door. She checked the peephole just to be sure it was Nash—and her heart skipped a beat to see him standing there, tall, brooding and mouthwateringly delicious. They’d decided to meet this morning instead of in the afternoon because he’d volunteered to come to the pet shelter with her today and she wasn’t going to say no to him. Not when she loved his company. And she really, really hoped he adopted one of the dogs.


  She’d briefly toyed with the idea of calling her family to tell them that she was in town so she could head off tonight alone without worrying that Nash would tell them.


  But who was she kidding? She loved spending time with him and she didn’t think he would actually tell them regardless. He was just being overprotective and… Why did she like that so much?


  She inhaled deeply as he held out the to-go coffee cup, and cradled it between her hands as if it was pure diamonds. “My precious.”


  He laughed and stepped back. “You ready?”


  Yawning, she tugged the door shut behind her and managed to get out a response. She was as ready as she’d ever be. They hadn’t even returned that late last night, but she’d been up most of it more or less splitting her time between obsessing about Nash and trying to hunt down leads on the Green crew. The elusive “alleged” thieves she planned to thwart.


  As she made it to the bottom of the short set of stairs leading to the walkway, he frowned. “Don’t you need to lock your door?”


  “It locks automatically.” She was renting a two-bedroom, one bath while she was in town through a local real estate company. She actually owned a house in Miami, but she rented it out the majority of the year and it was currently occupied.


  Soon, however, she was going to be moving back in. She’d already let her tenant know that as soon as the lease was up, she wouldn’t be renewing it, and it was good timing because they hadn’t wanted to renew their lease anyway, so win-win for both of them.


  “What about the security system?” he asked.


  “It’s a rental. There isn’t one.” Though she had put up temporary security cameras.


  His expression went darker than it should for her answer. She could take care of herself, and he knew it.


  “You’re in a mood today,” she said when he kept up with the surly look.


  “I don’t like that you’re hunting down some violent crew,” he said bluntly.


  She made a hmm sound and took a sip of her coffee as they headed to his waiting SUV. She was glad he was driving. She just wanted to sit back and enjoy her drink and try to wake up. She certainly wasn’t going to get into whatever this was.


  “Nice sweater,” he said as they slid into the front seat.


  She glanced down at it and fought the rush of heat flooding her cheeks. He’d given it to her as a gift years ago and she wore it far too often. The silly sweater with the chicken wearing a rainbow bowtie was a comfort to her since it reminded her of him. “I love this thing. So soft.”


  “Have you heard any more from any of your contacts?”


  “Nothing I can use. So have you narced me out to any of my brothers yet? Specifically Ezra.” The middle of her three brothers and one of Nash’s oldest, best friends.


  “I would never betray you like that.” He actually sounded offended.


  “I was kidding!” Mostly. Maaaaybe she’d been testing him. “Speaking of my brother, has Ezra told you about his recent dating escapades?”


  “Yes. And it’s enough to terrify anyone. Did he tell you about the woman who snuck into his place and waited to ‘surprise’ him when he got home? She was dressed up like Cupid and tried to shoot him with a real bow and arrow. Broke his TV. They’d split up weeks before and she clearly didn’t take it well.”


  She stared in horror. “I hadn’t even heard about that one! I heard about the one who threw eggs at his window at three in the morning and called him a dickless wonder, which really pales in comparison to a bow and arrow.”


  Nash snorted, shaking his head slightly. “No kidding. He actually had to call the cops on her. So are you dating anyone?” he asked as he took a right-hand turn—and she noticed the way his knuckles paled as he gripped it tighter.


  Um, what? Did he…actually care? She shifted slightly against the leather seat as she contemplated that question. “No. No one wants to date a woman who travels as much as I do. What about you?” They talked about a lot of things—movies they’d seen, restaurants they’d tried, books they’d read, family stuff, politics. But either intentionally or not, they never, ever talked about their dating lives.


  Or in her case, her lack of one. She just liked to pretend that he wasn’t dating either. But someone as sexy and nice as him? He had to be dating and…more. Ugh. Yeah, she never went down that mental road. That way lay insanity.


  “Same. I can’t remember the last date I’ve been on. It’s been…like two years. Since before I started at Red Stone Security.” He said it all casually, as if he hadn’t just dropped a bomb, then tossed accelerant onto the fire.


  Two. Years.


  How was he not dating? Her brain short-circuited and she couldn’t even think of a response or a new subject. Luckily he pulled into the parking lot of the pet shelter she now owned, so she didn’t have to try to talk. She couldn’t help but wonder why he’d asked her though. Was he fishing because he…wanted to ask her out?


  Unfortunately, now that they were in the parking lot, some of her earlier tension ratcheted back up and she started thinking about the thing she didn’t want to think about. She desperately needed to buy out her deceased aunt’s business partner. And the clock was ticking—which was why she needed to do this new retrieval job right.


  If she could get enough money from her finder’s fee, she would be able to buy out Howard West and pay him the retail value for his half of the building, and pay off the rest of the back fees and mortgage. Unbeknownst to Ivy, they’d fallen behind on their mortgage payments right as her aunt had become ill. The bank was being shockingly understanding because of that, but soon it would fall into the process of foreclosure if they didn’t pay the back payments. Luckily that process took a while, but she also knew there was a developer sniffing around who wanted the property.


  No way was she letting some corporate jackass have it. She’d talked to Howard and the bank, and they’d agreed to let her come up with the money by the end of the month before going forward with anything. So the clock was quite literally ticking.


  “How long has it been since you were last here?” Nash asked as they headed across the gravelly parking lot.


  “A month.” Too long. She’d come here as a teen, had spent countless weekends with her aunt volunteering at pet fairs. At one point she’d considered becoming a vet, but had quickly realized she didn’t have the fortitude for that—blood tended to squick her out. Not a good trait for a vet.


  As he opened the door, the scent of the peppermint oil diffuser mixed with animals washed over her and brought up far too many memories of the years she’d spent here. She would save this shelter no matter what it took.


  * * *


  Ivy mentally kept her ovaries in check as she watched Nash on the ground playing with Bud, the grumpiest-looking dog she’d ever met. The little pug with the scrunched, wrinkly face seemed to have a perpetual scowl, though he was a cuddle bug. She’d been in the office with Sally, the woman who ran the place, going over some paperwork, and had come out to find Nash basically rolling around in the grass like a twelve-year-old with the older pug. And it was adorable to watch such a big guy being so silly and caring with a small animal.


  She leaned against the open gate where they let the dogs out to run in the fenced yard. “So are you taking him home with you?”


  Nash looked up at her and smiled—and she felt it like a sucker punch. The early morning sun was glinting off the sunglasses on top of his head and his green eyes were startling in the light. She wished things between them could be different, that he wasn’t her brother’s best friend. Wishing, however, was stupid.


  She quickly locked up those thoughts and buried them down deep in a place she rarely acknowledged.


  “Maybe. Has anyone been looking at adopting him?”


  “Are you serious?” She straightened in surprise.


  “Yeah,” he said, scratching behind Bud’s ear. Bud leaned into it, sounding more like a purring kitten than a snuffling dog.


  “He’s been here a while. He’s more or less the place’s mascot. He got close a couple times, but then it never worked out. People always want younger dogs.” She crouched down next to both of them and scratched behind Bud’s ears. His head tilted to the side, his big human-like eyes staring at her as if he could see through to her soul. She knew that some cultures believed in animal and human reincarnation, and looking into Bud’s dark, soulful eyes, she could believe it.


  “I need to figure some things out with my dad first,” Nash said. “But can you ask Sally to let me know if she gets interest in him in the next week? I really like him and I want this guy.”


  As if to say, “I like you too,” Bud scooted closer and rubbed his head up against Nash’s chest.


  “Of course.” She stayed crouched, rubbing behind Bud’s ears. He scooted up to her then, begging for pets, and yeah, she melted inside. Scooping him against her chest, she let him nuzzle under her neck.


  “If I could, I’d take you home this instant,” Nash murmured to the dog.


  All right, her ovaries basically exploded at that. What was he trying to do to her?


  One of the many things she’d missed over her years traveling was this right here. She’d always planned to get a dog after college, but then her job had taken over her life. And there had been no way she could responsibly get one when she traveled so much.


  “How do you not have to go into work this week, seriously?” She knew what he’d told her, but it was hard to believe he’d been able to just drop everything and was now hanging out with her on a random Wednesday.


  “I told you I had the time off.”


  “Don’t you have stuff you need to get done?”


  His look turned speculative. “You already trying to get rid of me, Ivy?”


  Heat rushed to her cheeks, partially at his question and partially at the way he said her name. “No. Of course not. I just don’t want you to feel like…” She started to say obligated, but that felt all wrong. And she didn’t know what she wanted to express anyway. She just knew that being with him got her worked up and turned on.


  She started to say more, then she felt her phone buzz in her pocket. When she saw Leo’s name pop up, her heart rate accelerated and she quickly read the message as Bud curled up in her lap. “Leo just texted me. The meeting time has been moved up. I’ve gotta get home and change now.” She couldn’t very well wear her silly chicken sweater and scrubby jeans.


  In a fluid movement, Nash scooped up Bud as she stood with him. Surprising her, he took her hand in his as if it was the most natural thing in the world. For once, she wasn’t going to overthink this.


  She held on to his callused hand, warming from the inside out at his gentle touch. Dammit, she had to get out of her head. Had to get over him. Somehow.


  “Let’s take Bud back inside and we’ll head out,” he said.


  “You’re going to have to change too,” she said, eyeing his jeans and T-shirt. The man looked sexy in anything, but he was now covered in dog fur. “The place we’re going to is upscale.” She glanced down at her own jeans and sneakers. Yep, it was time to put on her new “skin” as she thought of it. One of her many personas during a job. “You know, if you want to come?”


  He snorted, not even answering her.


  Okay so he was definitely in this thing with her. Now it was time to get to work.


  And ignore her ever-growing attraction to him. Easy, right?


  



  



  Chapter 5


  



  Nash tapped his finger against the steering wheel as he stared out at the front of the Publix from the parking lot. He’d dropped Ivy off so she could change and he’d already changed at his place. Before he picked her up, he had one thing to do.


  His phone rang once, twice, three times—


  “Hey, what’s up?” Juan sounded slightly out of breath.


  “You busy?”


  “Kinda. But what’s up? You need me for something?”


  “Maybe.” He briefly filled Juan in on what he and Ivy were up to.


  When he was done with the basics, Juan let out a low whistle. “No wonder you took off a week.”


  Technically he hadn’t known what he was getting into when he’d asked for time off, but that didn’t matter. “I have a favor to ask you. It’s sort of a gray area.”


  “Count me in.”


  “I haven’t told you what it is.”


  “You don’t have to.”


  A smile tugged at his lips as he sat in the idling car. “You’re a good friend.”


  “True. Look, I’m with Angel right now but she’s got to get back to work anyway. What exactly do you need?”


  “I’m about five minutes from your house.” It was why he was sitting in the grocery store parking lot close to Juan’s. “It’s better if I tell you the rest of the details in person.” And he had to give him something.


  “Just head this way now. I’ll see you in a few.” He disconnected before Nash could respond.


  Nash set his phone on the center console and pulled out of the parking lot. He wasn’t going to tell Ivy what he was doing with Juan. He figured it would be easier to ask for forgiveness later if she got really angry.


  Her safety came first for him, and if he was involved in this, he was going to protect her.


  * * *


  “I wish I could hear what they’re saying,” Ivy murmured without looking over at the table. She and Nash had managed to arrive at the restaurant earlier than two of the three Green brothers. So Leo had been correct in his info, and now they were even.


  Only two of the thieves were out in the open with a man she assumed was the middleman seller. She didn’t recognize the guy but she’d gotten a couple pictures of him. She would find out soon enough who he was.


  “You want me to plant a listening device?”


  She raised an eyebrow at Nash. “You have one on you?” She did too, but that was because of her job.


  He gave her a cheeky grin. “Always be prepared.”


  Why did he have to be so damn hot? When he grinned at her like that it was easy to forget that they were just friends. Normally she liked working alone, but it was different with him. She never got tired of him, which was rare for her.


  She started to respond, then she saw her oldest brother stand up from a table on the other side of the room. Noooooo. What the heck was he doing here? Nooo, this could not be happening. Think, think, think. Not meaning to, she swore softly, making Nash frown.


  To give him credit, he didn’t turn around and draw attention to himself. They’d talked about that before arriving here. She wasn’t going to look at the thieves or make eye contact with any of them the entire time. She couldn’t afford to get on their radar at all, or risk having them remember her in any capacity.


  “Incoming,” she murmured as Sebastian approached.


  Nash stiffened slightly, but the tension in his shoulders eased when Sebastian came to stand next to their table, giving them a confused but pleased smile. He looked like her other brothers: tall with jet-black hair and blue eyes. The four Danger siblings were all similar, though her brothers had just a bit of height on her.


  “Hey, you two.” He leaned down and gave Ivy a kiss on the cheek. Like always, he looked very “king of the business world” in his custom suit. It almost appeared black, but it was a very dark navy with barely discernible white stripes. The look was classic, though his violet tie and paler lavender button-down shirt were anything but. They had Maika written all over them. That was something her sister-in-law had definitely picked out. And of course her brother pulled it off. “Ivy, when did you get in town? I thought you were in London or something.”


  “Oh, a couple days ago.” She steeled herself, hoping to make this quick. She so did not want her brother asking questions here, of all places. Sebastian and Nash were friendly, but Nash was best friends with her brother Ezra so at least it was only Sebastian here. She cleared her throat, her brain working overtime. “Ah, I’m here because—”


  “A date.” Nash answered for her as he stood and shook Sebastian’s hand. “We are on a date.”


  Sebastian blinked but took Nash’s hand as he looked between the two of them, confusion flickering in his gaze as he digested the word date. She wasn’t sure why they were shaking hands at all and was too shocked by Nash’s words to move or say anything. She just sat there as her brother’s eyes widened, ping-ponging between the two of them. The man he’d been dining with approached and said something about meeting him outside. Sebastian grunted a response and continued with the stare.


  “It was good to see you,” Nash said. “It looks like you’ve got to get out of here, so we’re going to get back to our lunch date.”


  Um…what was happening? And why had Nash said the word date eight billion times? No, he’d only said it three times but it felt like more, probably because the word was ricocheting around in her head like a ping-pong ball. Also, what was up with the politest dismissal ever? Nash had been so smooth about basically telling her brother to get lost.


  “I’ll call you in a little bit,” her brother said to her, seeming to pull out of his stupor before heading out of the restaurant, his strides purposeful. But not before shooting Nash a look she wasn’t sure she wanted to define.


  Not quite murderous, but pretty damn close.


  “Why did you say that?” she demanded, her heart thudding in her ears. Why on earth would Nash tell her oldest brother that he and she were on a date? Just why?


  “It was the quickest way to get him out of here. He was going to draw attention if you’d told him you were working a job.”


  “I’d planned to tell him that I was here about the animal shelter and then ran into you so we decided to grab lunch.”


  “That…would have been better.” Nash shrugged, looking unapologetic as he continued. “This still worked. I shocked him and then basically dismissed him, so now we can get back to what we’re doing.”


  Out of the corner of her eye she could still see the three men talking intently among themselves and they hadn’t glanced in Ivy and Nash’s direction, so that was good. But now there would be fallout with her family over what Nash had said.


  Her phone buzzed slightly against her thigh so she picked it up and glanced at the screen.


  A single text from her sister-in-law Maika simply said, Oh girl, you’re in for it now.


  Then she received a barrage of texts from her mom and two other brothers. Holy hell, Sebastian had worked the gossip train fast. He’d probably group texted them and she didn’t even want to think about how much they were freaking out right about now.


  Even as she started to set her phone down again, she received another text from Maika’s own mom, who was in Hawaii, telling Ivy to go see her mother. She turned her phone screen down so she wouldn’t have to look at it anymore.


  “I’m going to deal with this later, but I guarantee we’re going to have a family breakfast tomorrow. You’re coming with me and you’re going to explain everything,” she said coolly to Nash.


  He shrugged. “I can handle your brothers.”


  “What about my mom?”


  “Your mom loves me.”


  “She might not love you if she thinks you’re banging her daughter.”


  He let out a startled burst of laughter. “Did you just say banging?”


  Laughing lightly, she shrugged even as a tendril of heat curled through her as she wondered what it would be like if he did bang her. Long, hard, all night long. Oh, God. She had to stop. “Whatever, you’re going to explain that you were messing with Sebastian… Oh, I think they’re close to wrapping up. One of them just asked for the bill. I need to plant a tracker on one of them, then let’s get out of here.” She’d already paid and wanted to get out of the restaurant before the others left. She didn’t want it to look like they were following them at all. Planting the device was going to take some finesse but she’d done this multiple times. It would take sleight-of-hand and—


  “I’ve already got a tracker on their vehicle, so you’re covered.”


  She blinked, not sure she’d heard correctly. “Wait…what are you talking about?” He’d been with her the whole time.


  “I had my friend and coworker plant one.”


  Surprise and a sharp burst of anger surged inside her at his oh so casual words. “You brought someone else into this?” Why the hell would he do that? “What if they find it?”


  “They would have to climb under the hood and literally feel around for it. And they would have to know what they were looking for. They won’t see anything and it won’t show up on an electronic scan.”


  Slightly mollified but still annoyed, she grabbed her clutch and stood. “This isn’t remotely over, but let’s go.”


  It didn’t take long to get his truck from the valet, and when they exited onto the main street, Nash took a quick right and pulled into an alleyway where a Latino man was waiting.


  The man quickly jumped into the back and clapped Nash on the shoulder once before turning to her. “I’m Juan. You must be Ivy. It’s nice to meet you.”


  She blinked then turned to Nash, who was still idling. “This isn’t a team job!”


  “I planted the tracker,” Juan said, completely unperturbed as Nash did a U-turn and pulled out, heading to a nearby pay-by-the-hour parking lot.


  Before she could respond, Juan handed her a tablet that showed a little red dot blinking on the screen. The grid and layout made it clear it was at the restaurant they’d just left.


  “What kind of technology is this?” she asked, even though she was angry at Nash for just butting in without asking her. Her reputation was on the line—she didn’t know Juan. What if he talked? When Nash told her, she settled back against the seat. “That’s really good.” Just as good as what she used, and she’d be able to pull up this app on her phone or her own tablet. But she was still annoyed that Nash had gone behind her back.


  “If we get arrested, will your woman bail you out?” Nash asked as he parked the SUV.


  They were definitely going to talk about his sneaky choices later, but she would wait until they were alone. Keeping an eye on the screen, she didn’t glance back as Juan answered.


  “I don’t know, man. She’s driving me crazy. I’ve been in love with her since I was twelve and I’m ready for everything but she keeps pulling back. It’s like I get two steps forward and then have to take four back. Her ex really did a number on her.” Frustration was clear in his tone.


  “How long have you guys been dating?” Ivy asked against her better judgment. She didn’t want to get to know this guy—who Nash had brought into this without consulting her.


  “Two months.”


  “That’s not very long. Maybe she just wants to take things slow.”


  “No way. When you know, you know. And I know with Angel. You should check out her bakery, by the way.” He rattled off an address. “My woman is amazing. You’ll never want to go to another bakery once you try hers.” Pride rang in his words.


  Ivy dragged her gaze away from the screen. “Wait a minute, is your Angel, Angel Nowak?”


  His dark eyes widened. “Yes. You know her?”


  “I know one of her sisters, Mila.” Mila had volunteered at the pet shelter for Ivy’s aunt.


  “She’s a good egg,” he said, half-smiling.


  Nash, who had been quiet, motioned to the tablet and she straightened. The dot was moving.


  It was go time. Everything else could wait until later.


  



  



  Chapter 6


  



  “That place looks pretty impenetrable,” Juan murmured from the back seat of Nash’s SUV.


  Ivy eyed the fenced-in warehouse area, simply nodding at his assessment. Unfortunately he was correct.


  The warehouse was a hundred yards off the main street, backed up to the water—which could provide a point of entry for them, but she kind of doubted it. And from what she could see, there was absolutely no coverage from all visible sides. So you couldn’t exactly sneak up on the place.


  She whipped her phone out and called Frank, one of her trusty contacts. He owed her a favor and she was calling it in. Since this was her last job—hopefully—she was using up every single favor she’d accumulated over the years.


  “Hey, pretty lady, to what do I owe this pleasure?”


  She felt Nash’s eyes on her and knew that Frank’s booming voice had been heard by Nash and probably Juan. “You might change your tune when I tell you I’m calling in my favor.”


  He laughed lightly. “Never. What do you need?”


  “The building schematics of a local warehouse.” She gave the address. “I want to know who the owner is too, if you can find that out.” He worked at the county registrar office and could sometimes get information, sometimes not. Her connection to him had nothing to do with work so she really hoped this was the kind of favor he was okay with her calling in.


  He let out a low whistle. “All right. Give me a day. You’ll have to come down here though. I can’t send you anything electronically. And I’m only doing this for you because I know you won’t use this illicitly.”


  “I definitely won’t.” She wanted to find these “alleged” thieves/killers. Technically she’d found them. Or at least where their vehicle had led back to. Now she just needed to take back their stolen painting—and then alert law enforcement. She just hoped the Feds could make something stick.


  “Okay. Just make sure you take care of yourself.”


  She could feel Nash’s eyes on her and resisted the urge to look over at him. She was still annoyed with him about involving Juan in this—a man who’d talked incessantly about Angel the entire drive over here. Which was kind of adorable, but she still didn’t know the guy. “I always do. I’ll be in contact. Thank you.”


  As they disconnected, she motioned for Nash to pull away from the curb. They’d been parked across the street only for a few minutes so they shouldn’t stand out, but she wanted to get out of here.


  “So you just called someone about getting the building schematics? You’re kind of scary,” Juan said.


  “I hope that’s a compliment,” she answered.


  “Definitely. I like scary women. They keep life interesting.”


  She snickered and glanced over at Nash. “I have a feeling you make Nash’s work more than interesting.”


  “I definitely do.”


  Nash sighed and Ivy pointed to an upcoming alley. “Can you pull in here and park over there behind the dumpster, please?” As soon as he did, she set up her own tablet on the dash, and got out. A quick glance around showed two security cameras mounted on the exterior wall of the back of this shopping strip, both pointing in different directions thankfully.


  She quickly hurried to the back of his SUV and opened the hatch.


  Nash was right there, a silent ghost. “Do I finally get to see what’s in that duffel bag of yours?”


  “You’re going to be really jealous.” She gave him a small smile, her heart skipping a beat when he returned it. She might be annoyed with him, but she realized she couldn’t stay mad at him for long.


  He eyed her as she grabbed a small case and hurried to the front of the vehicle. She kept her door open for a moment before popping open the case with a soft snick and releasing one of her drones.


  “Holy shit, that’s the newest model,” Juan said excitedly. “I didn’t even know that was on the market yet.”


  It wasn’t. Not technically.


  She was quiet as she viewed the drone’s camera feed from her tablet, making sure the coast was clear. A couple dumpsters lined the alley, and two bicycles were propped up against one of the walls, but it was mostly clean, with a clear pathway for any vehicles that wanted to cut through here.


  “What’s that on the bottom?” Nash asked, motioning to the cluster of black cameras.


  “You’ll see.” She wanted to show him. Because it was pretty damn fascinating and definitely cutting-edge technology.


  She maneuvered the drone out of the SUV then shut the door. Steering with practiced ease, she flew the drone high above the two three-story buildings they were parked in between, and directly toward the warehouse across the street.


  Two cars drove by underneath and various people milled about on the sidewalk across the street from the warehouse. This was a more industrial part of town with flooring or sign shops—places you went to when you were renovating your house or shopping for specific construction needs. People didn’t window-shop down here, they came here with a purpose. Well, so did she. Just a different one.


  She maneuvered over the security fence, flying much higher than the warehouse before doing a full circle of it. Even with the wind, she was able to keep the drone steady.


  She would review the feeds later, pinpointing any security cameras around the entire property. She’d already seen a couple with the naked eye but had a feeling there might be more. After doing a full aerial loop, she eased the drone back toward their vehicle and perched it on top of a nearby fence pole.


  She could hear Juan shifting slightly in the back seat, leaning forward to get a better view at her screen. She pressed the release button for one of the cameras. As soon as she did, another screen popped up on her tablet, showing that the microscopic camera she’d released had found its mark.


  “Did you just plant a camera on top of the fence with the drone?”


  “Yep.” She didn’t completely understand how this tech worked, just that these particular cameras had some sort of binding ability and basically molded to their targets until they were picked back up by the drone.


  She repeated the process all around the fence line eight times before taking a chance and planting one on the actual building itself. It was a risk even though the camera was small, but she had to take it.


  “That’s impressive,” Nash murmured, eyeing her tablet as the various screens popped up, showing that the camera feeds were all live.


  “These are battery powered and solar powered, which is good for a place like Miami. Because the battery can run down fast. But this will allow me to keep an eye on the place, see who comes and goes. I’ve got an app on my phone where I’ll get motion alerts.”


  “Yep, definitely scary.” Juan leaned back in his seat.


  “Give me just one minute. I need to secure the drone and then we can get out of here.”


  Nash was quiet as they finally left, and maybe it was just her, but he seemed almost unnaturally so. Well, she hadn’t asked him to come on this job with her, so if he didn’t like her methods…that wasn’t her problem.


  But it still mattered to her, that he seemed withdrawn, whether she wanted to care or not. Because with Nash she definitely cared. Always. “Where are you headed?” she asked when Nash merged onto the highway.


  “To drop Juan off at his truck.”


  Oh right. Ivy nearly jumped when her phone buzzed in her pocket. Her heart rate kicked up a beat when she saw Genesis’s name on the screen. Please have something I can use. “Hey,” she said.


  “I’ve got good news for you.” Genesis jumped right to it. “They want a bidding war so they’re putting the painting up for auction on the black market. They’re going to let it gather some steam before it goes live in seven days. I’ll send you everything I have.”


  That was great news—she had a time frame to work within. A short one, but it gave her an end goal. “Thank you.” They talked for a few more seconds before hanging up. Ivy glanced at Nash, then at Juan in the back seat. She seriously doubted that Nash would have invited Juan if he wasn’t trustworthy. But still… She faced forward again. “I think it goes without saying that everything that happens here is between us.”


  Juan held up his hands. “We are definitely in the circle of trust right now.”


  She blinked at his light tone. “Circle of trust?” Juan was kind of a goofball, but it was endearing.


  “That’s right. Seriously, I already promised Nash that I wouldn’t tell anyone about this. Though I don’t understand why you guys don’t just call the cops. It’s my understanding that even if they’re the ones who bring the bad guys in, the art still gets retrieved. Right? Wouldn’t you get a finder’s fee for locating the painting and helping get the guys arrested?”


  “It’s a smaller fee, but yes. But we don’t have any proof—legal proof—that they’re in that building. So the cops couldn’t get a warrant. And even if I called in an anonymous tip, they would burn the art before the cops or Feds even made it through the front gate. Seriously, it’s basically standard operating procedure for these guys. Not to mention they’re just wanted for questioning as persons of interest as of now so I couldn’t technically call in the Feds either with this.”


  He nodded thoughtfully and leaned back in his seat as Nash pulled up to a red light.


  “What did your friend say?” Nash asked quietly.


  “They want a bidding war. They’re putting it up on the black market.” She kept some of the details to herself because she hadn’t decided if she trusted Juan yet or not. “By the way, I received eight more texts from my family since your little stunt at the restaurant. I was right about a breakfast invite. You’re definitely coming with me for an early breakfast tomorrow. You can clear things up with all of them then.”


  “I’ll pick you up as early as you want.”


  “What did Nash do?” Juan asked.


  “Why do you assume I did anything?” Nash said to him.


  “Ivy is clearly smarter than both of us, so I’m just going to play the odds.”


  Despite the whole situation, she snickered. She couldn’t understand why Nash had invited this guy along, but she found that he was very likeable. “Nash told my brother that we were dating, so now my whole family is blowing up my phone.”


  Juan barked out a laugh. “How many siblings do you have?”


  “Three brothers. And a slightly terrifying mother.”


  He laughed harder now, but Nash was completely unruffled. And…she’d noticed that he hadn’t agreed to clear everything up with her family either. He’d just agreed to pick her up for breakfast.


  What was going on with him?


  Her phone buzzed again and she grinned when she saw Iris Christiansen’s name on the screen. “Hey, Iris.”


  “I got that picture you sent me,” she said without greeting. “Had my guy run it… He’s a rich asshole who likes to buy stolen art and hide it away.”


  She blinked. “That was fast, thank you.”


  “Anything for you. So you’ve got a job in Miami now? How’s that going with your family?” Iris’s voice was dry.


  “Ah…interesting.” And something she didn’t want to talk about.


  Iris just snickered now. “All right, you can’t talk. I get it. Call me if you need anything else and stay safe.”


  “I will, thanks.” As they disconnected, she smiled at the concern she’d heard in Iris’s voice.


  “I’m not trying to be nosy, I swear, but…was that Iris Christiansen?” A touch of awe tinged Juan’s voice. “I saw her name on your screen when it popped up.”


  “You know her?”


  “No, but she’s a legend at Red Stone.”


  She glanced over at Nash, who simply nodded his agreement.


  “For real?” she asked. Ivy knew that Iris had worked there, but that had been years ago and long before Ivy had met her. Long before either Juan or Nash had started there.


  “Yeah. How do you know her?”


  “We met while I was on a job.” Ivy had chased some guy down to the casino where Iris was head of security and they’d met when Ivy had called in the cops to arrest the guy. Iris was this fierce badass who for some reason had decided to take Ivy under her wing—she’d pretty much told her that they were going to be friends. A decade older and smart as hell, Iris was what Ivy wanted to be when she grew up. “And I can definitely believe she’s a legend there. She’s super intense and smart.”


  “Yeah, from what I hear they had big plans for her, but she up and married that billionaire guy.” Juan shook his head slightly.


  Ivy nodded because yeah, Iris had, though he wasn’t just some guy to Iris. They’d been friends since childhood and were now “couple goals.”


  “So you also know Iris Christiansen,” Juan murmured mostly to himself. “Yep, scary women are the best.”


  Nash simply shot her a dry look and shook his head at his friend, making something in her belly flip-flop. Oh, that look was… Well, it was on par with everything else he did. Designed to make her crazy.


  



  



  Chapter 7


  



  Luka pulled Delilah into one of the offices they’d been using for their sleeping space. They were using this warehouse owned by a local smuggler to hide out with their stolen property until they could sell the painting. And from what it sounded like, they were going to be able to offload it for more than the market price.


  Normally the pieces they took didn’t go for this much, but this painting was rare and there were some collectors out there who wanted it for their private collections. People who had far too much money to waste on shit like a big-ass painting. But he didn’t care. It would pad his pockets until the next job. Considering how much they should walk away with after paying a few of their debts, that should be a long while.


  “What is it?” Delilah whispered, even though it was just the two of them. Now, she was a work of art. Absolutely fucking gorgeous, with big tits, long, thick blonde hair and a face that would make angels weep. If he believed in that kind of shit. Luka still couldn’t believe she’d joined up with him and his two brothers so maybe he did believe after all.


  “I spoke to my contact. We should be able to offload the other pieces.” He kept his voice just as low as hers because he didn’t want his brothers to overhear anything. During the robbery, he’d taken a couple small artifacts. They’d just been lying there, begging to be nicked. His brothers had demanded they only take the painting. In and out. Quick and clean.


  Though nothing was clean, because of the way things had gone down at the end. The wife wasn’t supposed to be killed.


  And his brothers were still pissed about it. They’d had to kill the curator as well because of what they viewed as Delilah’s fuckup. But it hadn’t been her fault. Things had gone sideways, she’d told him, and she’d panicked, killed the wife. So now they had a lot of heat coming down on them. They’d probably have to stay in the States for a while, lie low. Which wasn’t terrible.


  He’d been born in Cali, had lived there for most of his formative years until they’d moved to Europe, and it was easy to blend right back in here. That was something he had in common with Delilah—they were both chameleons.


  “When can we sell them?” she asked, her blue eyes wide.


  God, she really was beautiful. Today she was wearing a purple crop top and jeans, and just the sight of her had his dick at attention. His brothers said he was letting her lead him around by his dick, but fuck them. They were just jealous. He’d seen the way his oldest brother looked at her, and knew that he wanted Delilah. Too bad, because she was all his.


  “A few days. I can’t dip out with my brothers keeping such a close eye on everything.” They were hanging tight at this Miami warehouse while his brothers set up the business side of things for the painting. In exchange for staying here, they’d agreed to basically be security for the owner who was out of town. Normally the man wouldn’t leave his warehouse without security, but apparently the guy went way back with Noah, Luka’s oldest brother. And from what Noah said, the guy was dealing with some shit, so here they were.


  She nodded. “Of course. If you want, I can do a meeting. I’ll do whatever it takes so we can break out on our own.”


  Hungry for her, he grabbed her hips and tugged her close as he crushed his mouth to hers. Soon they would be able to start their own lives, start their own crew. He would probably still work with his brothers on occasion, but he wanted to break out on his own. At thirty-five, he’d been doing this far too long with them. They were both nearly ten years older than him and had pulled him in when he’d been just fourteen for jobs.


  Being with Delilah these past six months had shown him that he wanted his space. And he and Delilah worked well as a team—if she could just curb her violent impulses. Though he wasn’t sure he wanted her to completely, because that was what made her so much fun and wild in bed. He had the scratch marks on his back to prove it.


  She pulled back from him, her eyes dilated slightly. “Why do we have to wait seven days to sell the painting? You never told me.”


  “My brothers want more interest in it, to get the buyers worked up and pull in the highest price.”


  She rolled her eyes and tossed her long blonde hair over her shoulder as she turned away and headed toward the bed. Her ass swayed slightly, drawing his attention before she flopped down on it, rolled onto her back. “I think Noah is just a control freak. He likes to make you run around like a little puppy. All of us, really.” Another roll of her eyes.


  Luka kept his mouth shut. His brother could be a control freak, but he was also smart. They’d done major jobs over the last twenty years and never gotten caught. That was all because of his brother’s foresight and planning. And…if Delilah hadn’t killed the curator’s wife, they wouldn’t have had to run with heat on them. They wouldn’t be under a cloud of suspicion.


  He lifted a shoulder.


  She pushed up on her elbows, her eyes bright with lust. “Look, I’m sorry. Your brother is smart. There’s no denying that. I just think you and I would work together so much better on our own. That’s all. I’m ready for it to just be you and me.” She opened her arms, motioning for him to join her on the bed.


  Sighing, he did just that. Emotions were just high right now and he knew she was feeling cooped up. They were stuck in this warehouse until they could sell the painting and head back to France. They couldn’t even enjoy Miami, one of the few cities he liked on the East Coast.


  Even though he could blend in, he didn’t like spending time in this country anymore. Not after getting a taste of Europe. And Delilah felt the same way—she was an expat. It was how they’d met.


  She shoved at him, straddling him as she tugged off her crop top to reveal no bra. And if he was a betting man, once he got her jeans off, she wouldn’t have anything on underneath those either.


  As she unbuttoned his jeans and dipped her head between his legs, he forgot to think about anything but her talented mouth for a very long time.


  



  



  Chapter 8


  



  Juan smiled politely at Carolina, the woman behind the counter of Angel’s bakery who worked here Monday through Friday. Her dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail, and though he knew from Angel she was in her late forties and had two grown kids, it was hard to believe.


  Carolina smiled at him then glanced over her shoulder. “Angel, your man’s here.”


  He definitely liked the sound of that. Angel’s man. Who he’d always wanted to be. Unfortunately those were Carolina’s words, not Angel’s. “Clearly I’m here for Angel, but I’d also like a latte and a couple of the banana muffins.” The woman nodded and he pulled his wallet out, withdrawing a bill.


  Angel looked surprised to see him as she stepped out from the back. Her dark hair was pulled up in a ponytail too and she had on a pink and purple apron over her jeans and plain white T-shirt. None of it hid all her luscious curves—nothing could do that. “Hey, you. I thought you’d be working tonight,” she said as she rounded the countertop, an easy smile on her face. There was a trace of flour on her left cheek and he reached out, gently swiped it away. Damn, he loved the feel of her soft skin.


  “The thing finished early.” He wasn’t sure what else to call it other than “the thing.” It wasn’t really work, not that he was getting paid for anyway. It had been fun though. Planting a tracker on some random vehicle without getting caught? He’d liked the adrenaline rush it had given him.


  She lifted an eyebrow. “Thing?”


  He noticed that her employee had left his drink and muffins by the counter and left his change alongside it. He appreciated the woman disappearing into the back so he could have semi-privacy with Angel. He tucked the change into the tip jar and leaned against the countertop. “Nash needed help with something sort of personal.”


  That eyebrow stayed hiked as she watched him. “You’re being overly vague. Is that intentional?”


  “Sort of. But not because I want to keep you in the dark. I can’t really talk about it. Not unless Nash says it’s okay—he’s helping a friend out.” Though it was clear Nash wanted more than friendship from Ivy. A whoooole lot more.


  “Okay.” Angel’s tone was light but something shuttered in her gaze in that moment and he didn’t like it. “I’ve got to start closing things down. We stayed open later than normal because of a big group of high school students who came in last minute.”


  “What do you need me to do?” He’d assumed she’d be working and had just wanted to see her—any time he had free time, he wanted to get his Angel fix, as he thought of it. But he would gladly stay and help.


  “Nothing,” she said laughingly, some of the shadows lifting from her gaze. “You’re not an employee and I’m not putting you to work.”


  “Maybe you can put me to work later,” he murmured, stepping closer and erasing the last few inches between them. His gaze fell to her plump lips as he rested a hand on her hip. He clutched on possessively, wishing they were all alone right now, that they were somewhere private so he could have his way with her. “Right between your legs.”


  Her cheeks flushed under her bronze skin and she glanced over her shoulder, as if to make sure they were still alone. “Hush. And go on, get out of here.”


  He tightened his grip on her hip and tugged her closer, loving the way she melted against him. “Are you coming over tonight?”


  “I’m pretty exhausted.” There was a vulnerability in her gaze and it pulled at all his heartstrings. Things between them were so new, and though he knew exactly what he wanted—everything—he was aware that she had walls up between them. And letting her guard down, being herself with him, was hard for her.


  “Then how about I come over to your place and cook for you?” And then he could make her come.


  “You don’t have to do that.” She tightened her grip on his waist slightly, the expression in her eyes softening.


  “I know I don’t have to. I want to.” He loved spending time with her and wished they shared a place together. It was too soon for her, but not for him. So he was playing this right. Or he hoped he was. The woman had him all twisted up and he felt as if he was walking a tightrope. He didn’t want to push her too hard, too fast. Which was damn hard when he wanted to push, take over, claim her and make sure everyone knew she was his.


  “Okay, then thank you. And I’ll make sure coming over is worth your while,” she murmured, her gaze dropping to his mouth.


  His entire body tightened as she practically melted in his arms. Though he wanted to deepen the embrace, he simply brushed his lips over hers. It was all he could allow himself now, at least until they were alone.


  He wasn’t sure what he’d done to finally have a shot at Angel, the woman of his dreams, but he was not going to screw this up. Because the reality was way better than his fantasy had ever been. Her ex had fucked up and lost the best thing in the world.


  And that wasn’t going to be him. No way in hell.


  



  



  Chapter 9


  



  Ivy hurried up the set of stairs, her shoes quiet. Heck, everything was quiet this time of day in this particular building. Next-door, the actual courthouse was bustling with activity, but it was almost like a morgue here in the county records. She’d shown up early, had to get this done before heading back to her rental because Nash would be picking her up there soon.


  She hurried across shiny white floors and past random art displaying historical things from Florida’s past lining the white walls. There were office doors with security panels next to them down the hallway, and at the end of it she made a right. At the end of that hallway there was a security door and her friend and contact Frank was already waiting. The door was propped open and he nodded once at her, clearly encouraging her to hurry.


  She strode down the hallway, giving him a smile as she reached him.


  “Looking good as always,” he said, pulling her into a brief hug. In his fifties, he had dark hair with just a hint of white and gray peeking through. Taller than her by a couple inches, he was lean in the way that runners were.


  “Thank you again for this.” They’d met ages ago when he’d adopted an American water spaniel from the shelter—back when her aunt had been alive and running the place.


  He lifted a shoulder as he held the door open for her. “It’s no big deal.”


  Well, it kind of was, but she simply nodded. “How’s Alisha?” she asked as the door clicked shut behind them. They were in another hallway, just as quiet as the one she’d come from. He opened the first door on the left and she stepped inside a carpeted room with a musty smell—probably because they hadn’t changed the industrial-grade carpet in years. That and all the actual paper in the filing cabinets lining the walls. It was hard to believe they still kept physical records, though she knew they were switching over to going mostly digital.


  He nodded toward the architectural table with a set of plans already laid out. “She’s good. Has her life back on track now, thanks to your interference.”


  Ivy already had her phone out and was taking pictures of the plans as she answered. “She would’ve gotten it together. Eventually. I think it’s sort of a rite of passage to make teenage mistakes.”


  “I don’t know if twenty-one counts as being a teenager,” he murmured as she took a video of the plans, not wanting to miss anything.


  “It still counts. Our brains aren’t even fully developed until we’re like twenty-eight or so. She was going through growing pains.” Which was more or less true, but Ivy didn’t think Alisha had confided in her father about what she’d really been going through so she kept it light.


  “Well, you helped in a way that I’ll forever be grateful for. Whatever you said got her into therapy. Now she loves her new job, and is happy about life again. The anger, that’s faded a lot too.”


  “Talking to a licensed professional, a stranger, makes such a difference,” she said as she snapped more photos with her phone. This room didn’t appear to have any cameras which was likely why he was allowing her in here so unrestricted.


  “It really does. And…she told me why she was in therapy,” he said bluntly, the tenor of his voice changing slightly.


  Surprised she glanced over at him, stilling her phone. “Yeah?”


  “Yeah. She told me what happened to her in college. I wish she’d told me immediately. I would have been there for her, wouldn’t have been so damn frustrated with her. I’m trying to be there for her now.” He rubbed a hand over his face. “Parenthood never gets easier though.”


  “You’ve nailed it, as far as I’m concerned.” He’d raised his daughter on his own from the time she was two when her mom died. Alisha had always been a daddy’s little girl type and then in college had been the victim of date rape. Instead of getting help, she’d gone off the rails, which was typical. She’d been hurting emotionally with no way to handle it. Ivy had simply talked to her, and given her some options for getting help. And she’d stayed in touch with her, checking in, and eventually Alisha had gotten a dog from the shelter for herself.


  “How’s your Bean doing anyway?” His spaniel was an adorable pup with dark curly fur.


  “Mischievous as ever.” Frank grinned at her, his expression finally relaxing. “I can’t believe he’s nine years old. He still acts like a puppy half the time, demanding I take him out on my daysailer every weekend.”


  She smiled at that, glad Bean had found his forever home. After she wrapped up her pictures, she tucked her phone away. “That’s good, it’ll keep you young. And seriously thank you for this. It means a lot.”


  “I just hope you’re staying out of trouble.”


  “Of course. It is nice being back in Miami though.”


  “Well the spring weather clearly agrees with you,” he said. “You look happy.”


  She smiled and fought the heat she could feel hitting her cheeks. Her happiness had a lot to do with spending time with Nash.


  “Oh, I recognize that look. It’s not the Miami weather, is it? It’s someone?” He let the question linger in the air as he opened the door.


  “Maybe. It’s…complicated.”


  Laughing, Frank walked her out even as he handed her a flash drive.


  She looked at it in surprise, but tucked it into her pocket.


  “I managed to get a couple extra things for you. I don’t know if you’ll need this but whoever the owner is, they made some modifications to the warehouse after the original build. Not sure if you can even use this but at least you have it now.”


  “Thank you.”


  He nodded as they reached the door she’d met him at. “Don’t be a stranger.”


  “I won’t. Thank you again.” Heart racing, she hurried out. She needed to get back to her rental in time for Nash to pick her up. And as soon as possible, she wanted to see exactly what was on these plans.


  * * *


  Ivy jumped into the front seat of Nash’s SUV just as he was turning the vehicle off.


  “What are you doing? I was going to come to the door.” He restarted the engine, but didn’t make a move to pull out as he handed her what smelled like a hazelnut latte. Her favorite.


  She strapped in, unable to stop the nerves buzzing through her about this breakfast. Sleep had been a lost cause and the angry bees inside her were having a grand time stinging the hell out of her. She loved her family, but they could be a lot. “Thank you for this. I was watching for you.” She took a breath. “Look, I feel like we should just be honest with my family.”


  “You mean tell them that you are in town working on a job? That you were out to lunch with me without having contacted your mom? How do you think that’ll go down?”


  She sighed as he pulled out of her driveway. “They’ll text me billions of questions and ask me over for dinner every night. They don’t take my job seriously.”


  It was like they refused to understand that she couldn’t be on the phone 24/7 or go have lunch or do whatever at the drop of a hat. That she, you know, actually had to work when on a contract, regardless of where that job might be. They treated her like the irresponsible teenager she had once been. And yeah, she’d gotten into some trouble and made stupid choices. But hello, she’d been a freaking teenager. Wasn’t that the whole point of being young? To do stupid things, learn from your mistakes, grow up and make better choices. Unfortunately for her, all of her brothers had been rule followers—or at least they hadn’t gotten caught doing stupid stuff.


  “I love your brothers, but it’s true,” he murmured. His jaw ticked once and Ivy knew it really did bother Nash the way her brothers treated her sometimes—which just served to make her adore him even more.


  Not to mention he looked and smelled amazing this morning. His hair was slightly damp, so he must have taken a shower right before coming to get her. And whatever cologne or shampoo or…scent of Nash maybe, that he had on? Yum. It was all spicy and masculine and she wanted to wrap herself around him and just inhale. Because that was what friends did to each other. “So we’re going to stick to the whole ‘we’re dating’ story?” She wished it were true.


  “I’m fine with that if you are.” He was so dang nonchalant about it that it was a bit unnerving. What was going on with him?


  “It will be weird, won’t it?” Why wasn’t he more bothered than this? He was best friends with Ezra. She knew that men often had stupid “bro codes” or whatever, but Nash was as relaxed as could be.


  He lifted a broad shoulder, and she had to actively resist the urge to imagine what it would feel like to clutch onto said sexy shoulders as she wrapped her legs around him. Oh God, even thinking about that was too much right now. She didn’t need to get all worked up in an enclosed space with him.


  “We already know a lot about each other,” he continued. “Your brothers will probably give me a little grief, but it’s something I can handle. And if they think we’re dating, they’ll leave you alone while you’re in town. Especially your mom,” he added dryly.


  It was true. Her mom was always on her about “settling down” and it was one of her greatest pet peeves. As if she needed to settle down to find happiness. The thing was, Ivy knew her mom meant well, but it didn’t negate the fact that it bothered the hell out of her. To be fair, her mom was on her brothers about it too.


  And her brothers were a whole other story. They were all successful in their careers and yet it was like they refused to see that she was too. “Okay, so we’ll pretend we’re dating. How…uh, how will we play this, then?” Would they hold hands or whatever? Ugh. This was all starting to sound too complicated. She would have to “fake” this, when in reality she had to hide her true feelings for Nash from everyone, including him. Unfortunately she couldn’t hide from herself.


  “Like what, you want to make out in front of your family?” He laughed, the deep rumble coming from him soothing all her frayed edges.


  “That’s not what I meant.” Okay, it was kind of what she’d meant.


  And now that he’d brought up making out, all she could think about was doing just that with him. She hadn’t been on a date in ages. And the ones she had been on, had been…disappointing to say the least. Mainly because they weren’t Nash.


  “How are we here already?” She tensed when she realized he was already pulling into her mom’s driveway. Sweat broke out along her spine despite the cool spring weather.


  “Traffic was good but clearly you weren’t paying attention.” Again, with the light, unconcerned tone.


  No, she hadn’t been paying attention, she’d been all caught up in her head. Worried about dealing with her family and then obsessing with whether Nash’s lips would be soft or not. They sure looked as if they would be. She also wondered if he would take over. Would he be all playful or…demanding. Maybe both?


  He jumped out before she could even unstrap her seat belt and then suddenly he was opening her door. Okay, so he was definitely taking this whole boyfriend thing seriously. She wondered if this was what he was like when he had a girlfriend—not that she wanted him to have one. But…she was very, very curious. If they were truly together, would he open doors for her… Bring her toe-curling climaxes on the regular? Oh God, another streak of heat surged through her at that thought. She shut down all thoughts of orgasms.


  Mostly.


  Getting herself together, she left her purse in his vehicle but tucked her phone into her pants pocket. It was her lifeline for her job so she couldn’t leave it behind. As she stepped out, he shut the door but didn’t move far. Instead, he caged her in, placing both of his hands on either side of her head on the SUV.


  She blinked, her entire body heating up at his closeness. Ooohh, this was nice. That “scent of Nash” teased her senses, made her lightheaded as she inhaled. “What are you doing?” she whispered, and immediately wondered why she was whispering. The moment seemed to call for it.


  “I guarantee at least one or all of your brothers are watching us from one of the windows. My vote is on Sebastian being the lookout. You can’t get jumpy if I touch your hand or your back or if I’m even slightly affectionate. You’ve got to act normal, like we’re a couple—and have been for about three months.”


  She sucked in a breath, her gaze falling to his mouth. He was right, of course. She couldn’t get all jumpy, otherwise her family would know something was up. As she stared at his full lips, her chest felt constricted. And why was it so hot out here? No, it was definitely just her. Or Nash, to get specific. He was hot and delicious and basically pinning her to his SUV without actually doing it. And oh how she wished this was real. And if a genie was going to be granting her wishes, she would also ask that they be alone and naked right now. Not outside her mom’s house.


  “Okay, no jumpiness.” She was still whispering for some reason.


  He reached up and tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear and she didn’t jump. No, she leaned into his touch. She really hoped he thought she was just playing along. But it felt soooo natural to lean into it. Into him.


  His gaze was on her mouth then and she couldn’t help but wonder… Was he pretending? Of course, he had to be. But the heat in his eyes sure looked real.


  “I’m going to kiss you now,” he murmured. “Don’t freak out.”


  Kiss her? Oh yes, please. Also, if by freak out he meant don’t jump him and wrap her body around him, then no promises.


  But instead of devouring her, the way she wanted to devour him, he brushed his lips over hers in the gentlest butterfly kiss.


  And oh wow, did she feel that kiss all the way between her legs. Just a featherlight touch, his lips soft and full and holy shit, just a brief touch and she was ready to go up in flames already. Her skin was too tight for her body, as if it didn’t quite fit right, and she had no idea what to do about this.


  “Now that we’ve given them a show,” he murmured as he pulled back, taking his soft, beautiful lips with him, “let’s go in and face the music.”


  Or maybe they could get in his car, drive away and finish that kiss? Was that just her wanting that? Okay, then.


  Feeling as if she’d just been hit by a two-by-four, she simply nodded and let him take her hand in his as they headed to the front door.


  As they stepped into the foyer, Ivy frowned at her three brothers who were standing there like buzzards waiting to attack. So Nash had been spot-on about these weirdos keeping watch. She wished she could be surprised, but her brothers had always been stupidly overprotective.


  For a long moment no one said anything. Instead it was a bizarre sort of standoff as Sebastian, Ezra and Jordan all stared Nash down.


  She broke the silence. “Really? No hug for your sister who’s been gone for a month?”


  Her oldest brother Sebastian seemed to snap out of it and pulled her into a tight hug. “I’ve missed you!” he said as he lifted her off her feet.


  Then her other brothers quickly followed suit, practically tackle hugging her as if they hadn’t seen her in a year.


  “So how long have you two been dating?” Ezra asked as he stepped back. Oh, he was getting right to it. No wonder, considering he and Nash were best friends. She was actually surprised by his restraint.


  All three of her brothers sort of caged her in as they looked at Nash expectantly.


  She elbowed them out of the way and went to stand next to Nash. She linked her fingers with his, which drew three sets of eyes immediately. It was weird how all eyes narrowed at the same time too, as if they’d coordinated it.


  “You can file that answer under none of your business,” she said. “We’re both grown-ups and we’re dating. That’s all you need to know. While I’m in town, we’ll be spending time together, and the three of you will not act like assholes toward Nash.” She started to say more, then Nash squeezed her fingers.


  “Ivy is a grown woman and can date whoever she wants,” he said, looking between the three of them, his gaze narrowing slightly on Ezra. “And I would never do anything to disrespect your sister. Ever. I care about her deeply.”


  She resisted the urge to stare at him. Her brain was all fried, however, after that barely-there kiss out in the driveway. Seriously her lips were still tingling—and so were other parts. Her entire body had flared to life from that simple kiss and now she was basically a live wire walking around with all her nerve endings frayed.


  Before anyone could respond, her mother bustled in, an older version of Ivy with shorter hair, smiling at both of them before she pulled Ivy into a bear hug. “I’ve missed you so much, baby girl.” As she stepped back, she cupped Ivy’s cheeks. “Are you sleeping enough?”


  Laughing lightly, she nodded. “Yes, Mom, I’m sleeping great.” And alone, unfortunately.


  “All right, well you two come into the kitchen. I made treats for you guys.” She gave Nash a quick hug and none of the stare-downs her brothers had. Instead she patted his stomach and told him he needed to eat more.


  Ivy started to follow her mom but paused when Ezra wrapped his arm around Nash’s shoulders and basically boxed him in.


  “We’re going to go shoot hoops for a minute, Ivy,” Ezra said. “We’ll meet y’all in a while.”


  “What—”


  “It’s fine. I’ll meet you in the kitchen in a few minutes,” Nash said. And there was no give in his voice or his expression. His face only softened when he leaned over and kissed her again.


  She could swear one of her brothers made a growling sound, but then Ezra tugged Nash back and they all headed out the front door.


  Ivy stared at the closed door, debating if she should follow. She wasn’t worried that her brothers would actually hurt him. Not really anyway. Right?


  As she stepped into the kitchen, she frowned as she eyed her mom. “Wait a minute, we don’t have a basketball hoop anymore!”


  



  



  Chapter 10


  



  Sitting at the center island, Maika snickered and slid off the stool. “They’re just going to hassle him for a little bit, I think. My brothers did it to Sebastian when we first got together.”


  “Boys are weird. I’m not calling them men because they’re acting stupid,” Ivy grumbled as she sat next to Maika.


  Her stunning sister-in-law just kept laughing. Maika’s dark, thick hair was pulled back with a bright floral headband, and the loose yellow dress she wore popped against her bronze skin. And as usual, her fingernails were painted a fun, bright color—coral and yellow today.


  As she settled in, Ivy was pretty sure Nash had been spot-on by saying they were dating. Because now she wasn’t having to field questions about her job at least. She just felt bad that he was getting grilled right now.


  “So how long are you in town this time?” her mom asked as she bustled around, already pouring Ivy coffee.


  Okay, never mind, apparently she was still going to have to answer those questions as well. Which was fair. She just felt like she answered them all the time. “Ah, I don’t know. I have a contract coming up.” Which was basically a lie and she felt a little bad about it, but not bad enough to tell the truth.


  Her boss had told her of two potential contracts she might be able to grab if she wrapped this one up quickly. But she didn’t want another contract after this one. She wanted to be done and move on to the next step in her life. One that didn’t involve travel most of the year. But she didn’t want to tell her family that she was moving home until it actually happened. Because it would get them all excited, and if it ended up falling through, it would just disappoint them. Which would make her feel really bad.


  “How’s the pet shelter going?” Maika asked, snagging some cantaloupe from the tray of colorful fruit and putting it onto her plate.


  “I’m getting it more under control. The paperwork was a big mess so half the stuff wasn’t even online. Now the people who are running the place are migrating everything to an online system and becoming more active on social media. The adoption rates are going up, and it really is the perfect area for this shelter.” She hadn’t told anyone about the financial state of the place. Because she knew her brothers would have wanted to help, and her aunt had left the place to her. Maybe it was too much pride but she didn’t care. They all had jobs and lives and mortgages and she wasn’t going to hit them up for money. This was her thing to deal with. Maybe once she did, they’d start seeing her as the capable woman that she was.


  “I’m so happy that you and Nash finally got together,” her mom said as she mixed up pancake batter.


  At the mention of Nash, Ivy wondered about what her brothers were doing or saying to him since they definitely weren’t playing basketball. She snagged a couple chocolate chips from the bowl next to her mom. Chocolate chip pancakes were her favorite… “Wait a minute, what do you mean, finally?”


  Her mom and Maika basically cackled instead of answering.


  Before she could respond, her brothers and Nash strode through the door.


  Her brothers looked quite pleased with themselves and Nash had a neutral expression on his face as he came to stand next to her. He kissed the top of her head, then leaned in close as if he was going to whisper something, but then nipped her ear. It was playful and quick and she was pretty sure it was for her brothers’ benefit, because all three of them scowled, losing their smug expressions. And she felt that nip straight between her legs because holy hotness, this was Nash.


  There was also the added bonus that this was driving her brothers crazy. She and Nash should’ve done this to them long ago. She loved her brothers, but considering all the things they’d done to her over the years—ruining too many dates to count when she’d been in high school and scaring off all her would-be boyfriends—there was some sweet poetic justice in this.


  “Sweetheart, it is so good to see you,” her mom said to Nash as she poured batter into the pan. “I can’t wait to hear all about your new job too. I just hope you can convince our Ivy to stay put for more than a few days.”


  Ivy ignored her mom’s comment as she made eye contact with Maika—and her sister-in-law gave her a sympathetic look before popping a piece of cantaloupe into her mouth.


  Breakfast was nice, though a little awkward at moments, mainly because her brothers were big jerks and wouldn’t stop attempting to push Nash’s buttons. But she ignored all their comments about her and Nash, instead listening and catching up with everyone. They all texted each other frequently and sometimes she video chatted with them, but seeing them in person was different.


  As breakfast wrapped up, Ivy didn’t miss the subtle look Maika and Sebastian shared.


  She frowned when her brother suddenly stood and tapped a spoon against his orange juice glass. “Since we’re all here, we wanted to make an official announcement.” Sebastian looked at his wife with so much obvious love and adoration that Ivy couldn’t help but smile.


  “We’re having a baby,” Maika said, looking out at all of them. “I’m just over the first trimester and will be popping soon so we figured we better tell you all now.”


  Her mom let out a squeal of delight even as Ivy slid off the stool and pulled her sister-in-law into a big hug. Then she hugged Sebastian. “Congratulations, you guys!” She knew they’d been trying for a while and she was so happy for them.


  There was a whole round of congratulations and more sounds of excitement from her mom who was definitely going to be in heaven for a while, helping plan for baby stuff.


  As everyone gathered around the couple, Ivy’s phone buzzed in her pocket.


  When she pulled up the screen, she saw it was an alert from one of the cameras she’d planted with her drone.


  Stepping back, she held it out to Nash so he could see without her having to tell him what was going on. An SUV was leaving that compound, the first movement since she’d placed the cameras. It was difficult to see inside but she made out what appeared to be three people. She couldn’t determine the gender but she knew that the crew was made up of three men—the Green brothers.


  If they’d left, she wanted to get over there now. This might be her only chance to retrieve the painting. She’d already scanned the plans and the only real change the owner had made was adding reinforced doors, but she wasn’t going to be using a battering ram on the place so it didn’t matter.


  She raised her eyebrows at him, hoping he understood what she wanted. Nash nodded slightly.


  She turned to her family. “Mom—”


  “Mrs. Danger,” Nash said, stepping forward. “We hate to eat and run, but we actually have to get out of here for an appointment. We have somewhere to be and I just realized the time. We don’t want to be late.” He then kissed her mom on the cheek before giving Maika a quick hug and congratulations.


  It all happened so fast, him moving with such skilled fluidity, that she’d barely gotten out her goodbyes to everyone before they were exiting the kitchen.


  “Wait, what kind of appointment?” Sebastian asked as they’d just cleared the door.


  She tried to think, but Nash was faster.


  “Cake tasting,” Nash tossed out before wrapping his arm around her shoulders and pretty much dragging her from the house.


  “What the hell was that?” she growled out as they stepped outside, the door clicking shut behind them. “A cake tasting? You’re insane! You know what my brothers are going to think now.”


  “I do.” Laughter was in his voice as he opened the passenger door for her.


  “A freaking cake tasting,” she groaned as he got into the driver’s seat. “What’s the matter with you?”


  “They deserve it, trust me.”


  She leaned back in the seat, glancing at her cell phone when she saw a text pop up. It was from her mom so she left it unread, deciding to ignore it and any family texts. “I kind of want to throttle you a little bit right now. So what did my brothers say to you anyway?”


  “You don’t need to worry about it.”


  “Come on. How bad was it? You guys weren’t gone that long so they couldn’t have roughed you up. Right?”


  He laughed lightly as he steered out of the neighborhood. “They didn’t rough me up at all. Well, Sebastian threatened to remove a certain part of my body. But Ezra and Jordan said that they felt sorry for me, being attached to you. They offered to buy me drinks when I finally cut you loose.”


  She sucked in a breath, indignant, but stopped when she saw his expression. “They didn’t actually say that.”


  His grin sent spirals of heat straight to her core. God, he was too handsome for words. “Of course they didn’t say that. They threatened to remove all sorts of body parts with very dull blades. It was all very barbaric.”


  “I’m sorry. God, they’re such jerks.” Grown-ass men threatening her “boyfriend.” Ridiculous.


  “No, they love you. You’re their little sister.”


  “Technically, yeah.” She wasn’t little anymore.


  “No technically about it. I think it’s part of the big brother code or something. They just want what’s best for you.”


  “Well sometimes they treat me like I’m incompetent.”


  Sighing, he nodded as he took a right-hand turn. “I know.”


  She blinked. “Wait…you know?”


  “Yeah. It’s like they see you as a teenager instead of who you’ve turned into. It can be obnoxious.”


  She hadn’t realized that he’d noticed. The fact that he had warmed her entire body. And it made her feel almost…validated. “They’ve completely left the compound.” Ivy switched gears as she looked at her screen again.


  “What are you planning to do when we get there anyway?” His tone said he didn’t want the answer.


  “Swing by my rental. I need to pick up a bag.” She should have brought it with her, but she’d been too distracted this morning. And that was the problem with her preoccupation with Nash—he consumed her thoughts and fantasies.


  “We’re not breaking into that place,” he said instead.


  She snorted. “I’m not asking you to do anything. I’m definitely going to try though.” Especially since she now knew who owned the building. “According to Genesis, the owner’s name is Gregory Jones. He’s out of town and she thinks he’s letting the Green brothers stay there in exchange for watching his place and likely a cut of their profits. Says he does that kind of thing—and it’s partly why he’s such a shitty smuggler.” Genesis was convinced Jones was going to get himself robbed and killed one day.


  “When did she tell you that?”


  “I texted her when I went to the bathroom at my mom’s. I lied to sneak away.”


  “How much do you trust the guy who got you the plans and other info? Did you date him?” His tone was casual, but his knuckles were turning white from the grip he had on the steering wheel.


  She snorted, holding back a guffaw at his question even as she wondered at his reaction. It seemed to bother him that she might have dated the guy. “No way. If you met him, you would understand. He just owes me.”


  “Sounds like a lot of people owe you.”


  “It’s kind of how I do my job. In trading favors. I owe people, they owe me. It works very well.” And she was cashing in everything now.


  The sooner she could quit her job and pay off the mortgage for the pet shelter, the better. And now…she was wondering if maybe when she moved home, if she and Nash had a chance at something?


  It seemed too much to hope for, but things had shifted between them today. Either that or she was allowing her imagination to go crazy.


  



  



  Chapter 11


  



  “I can’t believe we’re contemplating this,” Nash muttered as he crouched low next to her.


  Ivy didn’t glance at him—he was too distracting—just kept her binoculars up as she watched the warehouse. The sun was high in the sky with limited cloud cover, creating a haze of brightness over the barren area. They were hiding behind a bunch of overgrown brush from the empty lot next door to the warehouse. Though empty wasn’t entirely accurate—people had taken to dumping all sorts of crap here including old barrels, rusted bicycles, car parts, a couple washing machines and probably bodies. Okay, no bodies that she could see or smell, but it was still gross. “You are absolutely free to stay behind.” She kept her tone neutral.


  He made a growling sound. “How often do you break into places?” he asked a moment later.


  “Probably more than you want to know. So what does the tracker say?” They’d been staking out the warehouse for an hour and there had been no further movement. The tracker they’d planted on the SUV had been moving for an hour and she wanted to know when the brothers decided to return.


  “They finally appear to have stopped. From the map, the vehicle is in a parking lot of a restaurant. It’s a solid hour from here, in Homestead. With traffic, it might even take them longer to get back.”


  She flicked a glance at the tablet and saw the dot blinking in place. “We should have enough time to break in, look for what I need, and then get out.”


  “Or you might set the alarm off.”


  “True, but they’re not going to have this place rigged to call the police.”


  “Exactly. But the alarm will alert someone.”


  “Look, I’m doing this. And if the painting isn’t there, I’m gone.” She looked away from him and back through the high-powered binoculars. Nash had military experience—a lot of years—and now worked for the top security firm in the Southeast. Maybe the country. She knew he would have her back and be more than capable of handling this break-in. “From here and from the drone footage, I’ve pinpointed a couple cameras. We’ll be able to avoid most of them and I’m going to completely blind the camera by the door we’ll be using to break in.”


  “I can see why the CIA tried to recruit you.” His tone was dry.


  She’d forgotten she’d told him that. “It never would’ve worked out.”


  When she’d been in her senior year of college, she’d been approached about working for them—after taking some aptitude tests for school. But she’d turned them down flat. She had absolutely no desire to work for the government. Way too many rules and restrictions.


  She set the binos down and unzipped her duffel bag. “Check this out.” Ivy knew Nash was annoyed with her—not like he was making a secret of it—but this should impress him a little.


  He frowned as she handed him the thin plastic film. It took a moment for recognition to set in, but his eyes widened a second later. “How the hell did you get this?”


  She started putting the thin film on her face, resisting the urge to flinch as it molded to her skin. She’d only used this once before and it was like wearing a cold, sticky cucumber mask. “So you know what this is, obviously,” she said as he started putting his own on. Talking was odd, as if her face was restrained, but she sounded normal enough.


  Even though she was going to white out one of the cameras with static, there was no guarantee they wouldn’t be caught on any camera, especially once they were inside. These plas-films were a special type of technology, and distorted faces on any camera.


  “I’ve heard about it, but never used it. This is cutting-edge stuff.” He lightly patted his face, clearly as weirded out as she was. “You look normal, almost like you’ve got cellophane on or something.”


  “You too. On camera, however, this completely distorts our faces.” There was some kind of wiring in the actual plas-film that messed with any type of recording devices. She glanced across the lot from their hidden spot behind the underbrush and fence. “There’s no way we can get around crossing this huge parking lot. We’ll just have to make a run for it and then I’m going to open the door.”


  “You’re sure you can do it?”


  “I know this system. And I know that particular lock. I can handle it.” Combined with what she’d gotten from the city plans and her drone footage, she knew what she was up against. It was mid-level security—which basically confirmed what Genesis had told her about the owner of this building.


  Mouth pulled into a line, he pulled out bolt cutters, then zipped up the bag and tucked it behind one of the abandoned, rusted barrels that littered the area. This place was deserted and she doubted anyone would bother their stuff, but it was a risk they were going to have to take. They’d parked half a mile away behind a hardware shop with no security cameras, in preparation for their escape.


  “You ready?” he asked as he stood.


  She nodded.


  He quickly snipped away a section of the fence with the bolt cutters, going straight up in a quick motion. As soon as they had a big enough opening, he peeled it back and she ducked through. Moving quickly, they raced across the gravel lot. Weeds sprouted out randomly, but there were no impediments.


  As soon as they neared the wall of the warehouse, Ivy pulled out her phone and executed the order to fritz out the nearby camera. Unfortunately, this wouldn’t look like an accident, so if the Green brothers had someone watching the cameras, they would know this was intentional. Which meant the clock started ticking now. Ivy had to assume the Green crew had been alerted to something weird going on and would be headed back here. With traffic, she was banking on an hour.


  They hurried around to the edge of the back wall and Nash stepped in front of her, peering around first. He nodded once that it was okay and they rounded the corner, racing toward the door.


  Working quickly, it took a precious thirty seconds until the multiple locks popped free with soft clicks.


  Nash pushed her behind him and eased the door open.


  She hated that he was going first, putting himself in potential danger when he didn’t even need to be here with her, but she knew arguing with him about it would be pointless. He’d been so intent on helping her with her job—and she enjoyed working with him. And a very primal part of her enjoyed how protective he was acting about this whole thing. As they stepped inside, she braced herself for any sort of attack even though Nash had his pistol up.


  He eased the door shut behind them and they both paused, listening for movement. The warehouse stretched out before them, filled to the brim with metal racks set up neatly in aisles. No alarm had gone off, but she knew the place had one. Unfortunately there was no visible panel on the wall. However, she could make out crates containing various pieces of furniture and random vases and trunks along each aisle. Genesis had been right. This was definitely another smuggler’s warehouse.


  As Ivy pulled out a low-lumen flashlight, she flicked it on and swept it over the nearest row. Hell. She wasn’t sure how they were ever going to find the painting in this place. It was too huge and there was no guarantee it was here. She gritted her teeth, stepping forward with Nash toward a row of what looked to be antique furniture.


  She kept her flashlight low to the ground, even though she knew it would alert anyone watching a potential security camera. But there was nothing to be done about that now. She couldn’t see in the dark.


  At a shuffling sound, she froze while Nash grabbed her and shoved her down the nearest aisle as lights suddenly flickered on. He plucked the flashlight from her hand and flipped it off.


  Ice crawled along her spine as she heard…voices.


  Oh no. They carried in the distance, maybe a few rows over. A man and…was that a woman? She frowned at the female voice even as she scanned their immediate area, getting a better view of their surroundings. No one had come in or out of here since she’d planted those cameras, so whoever these two were, they’d been working with the Green brothers and been inside this building since last night. Right now, however, her only concern was getting the heck out of here. She’d have to try to steal the painting when it went up for auction. This place was simply too big for her to search with no understanding of the organization. Maybe she could get it during transport.


  “I don’t understand why they didn’t let me go with them,” the woman said, her voice growing louder.


  Nash grabbed Ivy’s hand as they hurried down the nearest aisle. He stopped at the very end and pointed upward.


  It took a second to realize what he wanted. They were too far away to escape out the door they’d come from—so they would have to hide on one of the oversized shelves. She didn’t see any cameras, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.


  Very quietly, she started climbing up one of the big racks. It went up six levels, and considering all the furniture and oversized pieces on it, the thing was definitely sturdy. It didn’t even shake as she climbed. On the second shelf, she crawled in between unmarked crates and some kind of antique-looking chest.


  This was like those massive shelves at the big-box stores. But instead of flooring and tile, the shelves were lined with most likely stolen stuff. She felt as if her movements were overloud even as Nash climbed in next to her.


  She tried to steady her breathing as he slid next to her, but her heart was out of control, an erratic beat thrumming in her ears.


  She knew they were up high enough that no one could see them from the ground, but they were basically trapped. Ivy looked around, trying to focus on the things around them. When she landed on a stack of cheap-looking Russian-style dolls, she pushed out a breath and started visually tracing the various lines of color as she tried to steady her breathing and heart rate. Focusing on something benign like this helped her calm down and assess the situation.


  “Come on baby, don’t be like that.” A male voice.


  Okay, so she and Nash hadn’t been caught. And it sounded like the couple was arguing. Who was this woman? And who was the man? It had looked as if all three brothers had left earlier. Gah, Ivy hated unknowns. She’d known that coming here was a risk, but had thought the place would be unoccupied.


  Next to her, Nash placed a hand on her hip and his touch grounded her. She met his gaze as she listened to the man and woman continue talking.


  “You always do that, Luka. You always defend them!” the female shouted. “Why did you even ask me to be a part of this job?”


  Luka? Oh, this was the youngest Green brother. Either she’d mistaken what she’d seen in the SUV or there was someone else who’d been with them in the vehicle. Sweat pooled at the bottom of her spine. As if he read her stress, Nash squeezed her hip once. She let out another quiet breath, her heartbeat evening out as they lay there. Luka and the woman didn’t seem to have a clue they were here at least.


  And…Ivy was very aware of how close Nash was to her. Sex was the last thing on her mind, but it was still impossible to ignore what the presence of his huge, muscled body did to her senses.


  They were so close, inches apart, and even with the uncomfortable film on their faces, she could smell his cologne—or shampoo or whatever it was. Good God, she could drown in him.


  “Come on, Delilah, it’s not like that,” Luka said, his voice bordering on a whine. “They just wanted to talk to him alone. Besides, we promised we’d keep an eye on the warehouse. It’s part of Noah’s deal.”


  Deal? Hmmm. Ivy couldn’t believe the Green brothers appeared to be working with a woman. Their MO over the last couple decades was just the three of them. Family only. Maybe she was a cousin or something? And maybe the owner of the warehouse had been with the two who’d left. Damn it, there were way too many unknowns right now.


  There was a rustling sound and then… Oh. Ivy remained immobile, but her gaze flicked up to Nash’s when she heard a low moaning. She really hoped that wasn’t Luka’s cousin as the woman let out another sensual-sounding moan.


  The shelving shook slightly as more moaning followed. “Yeah, right there,” Delilah groaned.


  Luka growled something that Ivy couldn’t understand. Probably because his mouth was full. And at that thought, she closed her eyes, which only made it worse.


  The entire rack shook now.


  “Yeah, squeeze me tighter. Harder.” This time it was Luka giving the orders.


  Ivy felt her cheeks heat up underneath the mask, and had no idea if Nash could tell. But when she looked up at him, he was staring right at her. And the look in his eyes? Oh that was…heat. Was he getting turned on by this?


  This was so weird, so awkward and—


  “In me now!”


  Then there was a whole lot of thrusting and some dirty talk that made Ivy glance away from Nash. Because hearing people having sex, combined with the dirty talk? Yeah, her brain was completely going haywire at this point. They needed to get the hell out of there. Not to mention she was worried about getting caught. Even with all the things running through her mind, the fear of being found, it was really hard not to be aware of the two people nearby going at it like bunnies.


  “Harder, harder!” Delilah demanded.


  That brought on a wave of more bangs and shakes.


  At this point, Ivy had to stifle a little bit of a giggle because the whole situation was ridiculous. Of all the jobs she’d done, nothing like this had ever happened. She’d been on some weird stakeouts but… Nash grinned slightly now too at the woman’s theatrics—because come on, who sounded like this during sex? Adult film stars, maybe.


  His reaction eased some of the tension inside her. At least this would be one heck of a story to tell later—they just had to make it out alive.


  A few minutes later the amorous couple finally stopped, though Delilah was still pouting about not being involved in wherever the two older brothers had gone to earlier. There had been no mention of a third partner so maybe it had just been the two of them. Ivy planned to look at the video recording as soon as possible.


  “Next job, you’ll be more hands-on, I promise,” Luka murmured.


  “We don’t need them anyway. Why can’t you and I do our own thing now? I don’t want to wait anymore.”


  “Because my brothers are smart,” he snapped, apparently tired of soothing her ruffled feathers.


  “Of course they are. I know that,” Delilah said. There was some shuffling and Ivy guessed they were putting their clothing back on. “I just meant maybe we could do some small stuff. Just me and you. For fun.”


  What sounded like kissing followed, and then footsteps walking away.


  “We need to get out of here,” Nash murmured, quiet enough for only her ears.


  Ivy nodded slightly. She hated leaving empty-handed, but this had already been a close call and they had to get out of here before the brothers returned or someone else showed up. They’d been in hiding far too long as it was.


  “I’ll climb down first and keep a lookout.” His voice was whisper quiet.


  She nodded again right before she snagged the set of three Russian dolls. She knew who owned this warehouse and had an idea what was inside a set like this. And the owner would want them back.


  Maybe she could convince him to make an exchange: information on the Green brothers and he’d get his merchandise back.


  



  



  Chapter 12


  



  Ivy looked down before stepping onto the next rack underneath her. Nash stood below her, all the muscles in his arms and neck tight as he waited. He glanced up and down the aisle quickly before he grasped onto her hips and set her on her feet. Then he withdrew his weapon.


  She’d already tucked the dolls into her crossbody bag and now she withdrew her own Taser.


  With the lights on, it was easy to see everything—which was a double-edged sword. Anyone else could see them too.


  Instead of heading back the way they’d originally come, because that was the direction the happy couple had gone, Nash signaled in the opposite direction down the long aisle. It was darker at that end, and if her estimation was correct, they would be able to make a right and head all the way to the back of the warehouse, then make another right and then sneak out the back door. This warehouse was a simple square and the setup was easy enough to navigate. They might as well be at a Lowe’s right now. Clearly Nash had the same thought as her.


  They were silent as they ran, their shoes barely making a sound on the hard concrete. As they finally reached the end of the last aisle, he held up a hand and peered around the corner of the shelf. They were so close to the exit and her adrenaline was working overtime.


  Before they could take another step, there was a sudden pounding of footsteps nearby. There was a slight echo and she wasn’t sure where they were coming from.


  Nash tensed and motioned for her to stop before he swiveled back and pressed her up against the storage rack, silently ordering her to stay put.


  Without pause, he moved away from her and stepped out into the open main aisle in one fluid movement, his weapon up and pointed at someone. His forearms were pulled taut, his arms completely steady. “Put your weapon down.” His voice echoed slightly in the huge building.


  “You think you can rob us,” Luka snarled from nearby.


  She couldn’t see him, but his voice reverberated with rage, echoing off the walls.


  Damn it! This wasn’t supposed to happen.


  “Don’t make me tell you again.” Nash took a small step forward, almost out of her sight now. “Weapon down, get on the ground. Now!”


  Ivy wasn’t sure if it was instinct or if she heard something, but all the hairs on the back of her neck stood up. As she turned away from Nash, shock barely had time to register as a blonde woman raced at her with an antique-looking sword.


  Adrenaline kicking into overdrive, she ducked, rolling out of the way. The rack behind her rattled as the woman hit it with the sword.


  As she scrambled across the concrete floor, she accidentally dropped her Taser. There was no time to dive for it.


  She could hear Nash and Luka grappling off to the right, but kept all her focus on the blonde woman in front of her with wild, blue eyes.


  Heart thumping in her chest, Ivy stared at the woman across from her for only a moment. As the blonde took a step forward, Ivy grabbed a heavy vase off the nearest shelf and chucked it at her.


  The woman screamed and slashed at it with the slender, rusted weapon.


  Ceramic exploded under the impact, shattering across the floor, but before the woman could try again, Ivy grabbed a music box and threw it.


  The woman ducked, screaming as she slashed out again.


  Glass and metal splintered across the concrete and white powder burst into the air.


  The woman tried to lift the sword again, but she stumbled under the awkward weight. As she started to fall, Ivy rushed at her. This might be her only chance.


  The blonde let out a savage scream as Ivy wrapped her arms around the woman’s middle and slammed her to the floor. The sword clattered behind her as the woman thrashed around.


  “I’ll kill you!” Her blonde hair covered her face as she snapped her teeth at Ivy, trying to bite her arm.


  Using training from all of her self-defense classes—and growing up with three older brothers—Ivy hauled back and decked the woman hard across the jaw.


  Ivy winced at the impact, but the blonde’s head lolled back almost instantly. She slumped to the concrete floor as if she’d been a puppet with her strings cut.


  As Ivy shoved to her feet, Nash was hurrying toward her, his jaw tight. “The guy is knocked out too. I’ve got him secured, but we need to get the hell out of here. They have to have cameras in here.”


  Adrenaline surged through her in rapid waves, the only reason she was so solid right now. She nodded and looked back down at the woman. “Give me one second.” Ignoring what she was pretty sure was cocaine coating the floor, she pulled out a little gadget she rarely used and took the woman’s fingerprints for later. She wanted to find out who this sword-wielding lunatic was.


  Nash frowned at her but motioned for her to hurry. Then he turned away at the sound of Luka groaning. Nash ran over to him and crouched down. She couldn’t see what he was doing and wanted to ask, but focused on her own task. After a quick pat-down of the woman yielded nothing usable, she stood, then raced to one of the shelves. Ivy snagged another music box—a twin to the one she’d smashed. Chances were, it had drugs in it too.


  One way or another, she was going to attempt to bargain with the owner of this place and get what she wanted. As she started to tuck it under her arm, Nash grabbed it from her. “We’ve gotta go.” Urgency thrummed through his voice.


  He was right. Everything funneled out around her as they sprinted toward the exit. If Luka knew they were here, then his brothers did too and were on their way back. She and Nash didn’t have time to check their tracker, they simply had to escape now.


  Fear licked up her spine as they eased the exit door open. It was clear. They raced out into the blinding sunlight. “There’s probably backup on the way.”


  He nodded in agreement. “Yep. Which is why we need to be gone.”


  Her heart was one large drumbeat as they reached the opening in the fence. Just as they did, the sound of tires squealing greeted her ears. She glanced over her shoulder to see the same SUV from before pulling into the gate.


  “Go, go, go!” Nash shoved her through the opening, not giving her time to pause.


  She fell through the gap, blood rushing in her ears as she kept going, Nash right behind her.


  * * *


  Ivy’s thigh muscles were straining by the time they jumped into Nash’s SUV. The five minutes it had taken them to run back to their getaway vehicle had felt like an eternity in which she expected a bullet in the back. But none had come.


  With slightly trembling fingers, she peeled the plas-film off her face before she grabbed her tablet and turned it on. She would be able to see the feeds on her phone, but this screen was bigger.


  “What are you doing?” He pulled out of the parking spot, seemingly calm, though his knuckles gripped the wheel tight as he made a quick turn onto the main street.


  “I’m going to see what they do, how they react.” She only had exterior cameras set up around the perimeter of the warehouse but she wanted to see if the brothers ran. And hopefully she’d be able to track them—as long as they didn’t ditch their vehicle after this.


  “We’re going to talk about the insanity of what happened back there. But first…” With one hand, he pulled out his phone, punched in the code to open the screen before handing it to her. “You’re going to love me once you see this.”


  For some reason his words sent a jolt of something through her. Her feelings for him were complicated. Or maybe not complicated. Maybe that was the problem. She knew exactly what she felt for him even if she didn’t want to admit the words out loud. Not even to herself. Because if she admitted things, even in her own mind— Nope. It would just make things harder. It was much easier to keep her feelings deep inside and try her best to ignore them.


  Suuuuper healthy coping. About as healthy as hanging out with him when she was in town, texting with him all the time. Yep, it really helped keep her feelings locked down. She nearly rolled her eyes at herself. “What am I looking at?”


  “I downloaded something on Luka’s phone.” And Nash looked completely pleased with himself. “Used his fingerprint to open it, then added the app. We’ll be able to hear what he’s saying and see where he’s going.”


  She blinked as she looked away from her tablet and stared at his phone. This was a whole lot better than the tracker on their SUV. People never let go of their phones for long. “Are you serious?”


  “Eventually he might figure it out because the tracking part will drain the battery, or they might have seen what we did on a camera, but yep. You’ve got ears on him.”


  “I could kiss you right now,” she blurted then glanced at her tablet because she felt her cheeks warm up. What was wrong with her?


  He cleared his throat as he snagged the phone from her and pressed a button on the app. Suddenly noise filtered through the speakers in the SUV as he handed it back to her. “I want to get out of this direct area,” Nash said. “We should be able to tail them with this, but I don’t like being so close to them right now.”


  Agreeing with him, she nodded.


  “How stupid could you be!” a male voice shouted over the line. The sound was slightly tinny, as if they were talking in a tunnel, but it worked. So they must not know what Nash did.


  She shifted in her seat excitedly as Nash took another turn. Maybe they would get something useful today after all.


  “It’s not like I let them in.” That was Luka. She recognized his voice.


  “It’s Delilah. She’s got you all distracted,” the man growled.


  “She has nothing to do with this. She tried to help!”


  “Whatever. Just pack your shit now.” Grumbling and nonsensical words followed and then she heard the sound of boots stomping away.


  Then there was more rustling and other noises she couldn’t quite define. It almost sounded like something rolling across a concrete floor.


  Then doors began slamming one after the other. At the sound of an engine roaring to life, she realized they were likely in a vehicle. The SUV hopefully.


  “How’s your jaw?” Luka murmured.


  “I’m fine. Bitch surprised me,” Delilah muttered before making a hissing sound. “It’s going to be sore for a while.”


  “That was an impressive right hook,” Nash commented quietly as he pulled up to a red light.


  Ivy glanced around at their surroundings. Everything was so normal. Just any other day in Miami. A home goods store had a parking lot full of cars, and next to it, a fabric store parking lot was just as busy. Prettily waving palm trees lined the sidewalk along the shopping center, green and proud.


  “I can thank Sebastian for that one,” Ivy said. “He taught me how to punch when I was nine. Here, make a left. It looks like they’re heading north.”


  “Gregory is so pissed. First you forgot to set the alarm when we left, then you two were too damn busy screwing to keep an eye on things.” The same male voice who’d originally berated Luka was back. “If he hadn’t spotted those two on his cameras—”


  “Are we going to talk about the fact that Gregory has cameras in his warehouse?” Luka again, his voice incredulous.


  “Of course he has cameras, dumbass. He was letting us stay there for a small commission and in exchange for watching his stuff. And yes, he saw you two fucking.” Disgust laced the man’s voice. “He’s headed back into town. And now thanks to you, I’ve burned my bridge with him. I’ll never be able to ask him for a favor again.”


  There was a beat of silence. Then, “Do you know who those people were?” Delilah asked.


  “Gregory had a problem getting a clear image of their faces apparently. I haven’t seen the video feeds, but he says the images are distorted.”


  “Well, they’re clearly not cops or Feds,” Luka muttered. “They probably had nothing to do with us. They were probably looking to rip Gregory off. He owes a bunch of people.”


  “How about you don’t do any thinking?” the other male snapped. From the way he was talking, basically taking charge, her money was on this being Noah, the oldest. At forty-five, he’d been running jobs for at least twenty-five years and he was the leader of their crew. He liked fast boats and gambling in France and Monaco.


  “Guys, let’s all calm down,” a third male said, and she was going to guess that he was the middle brother, Miles. At forty-three, he had a penchant for expensive tequilas and even more expensive escorts. “We’ve got the merchandise and everything is still a go.”


  They had the merchandise? Code for the painting. At least they hadn’t sold it yet, and she hoped the auction was still on. It sounded like it, but the clock was ticking. From what she’d gathered, they lived big, spending their stolen gains on booze, women, boats and parties until they ran out of money. Easy to do when you didn’t earn it yourself.


  “We need to go to ground. I’m not losing out on this job. I’m not going to let someone rip us off,” Luka said.


  The oldest was apparently ignoring him, because he said, “Are we being followed?”


  There was a soft murmur from the other brother. “I don’t think so, but I’m still going to drive around for a while.”


  “We need to stop and check for a tracker.”


  Ivy winced, hoping against hope they didn’t find it.


  “Screw that,” Delilah muttered. “We should just ditch this vehicle altogether and find something else.”


  “How about you stop talking?” the oldest snapped at her.


  “You can’t talk to her like that.” Definitely Luka.


  Ivy sighed at the back-and-forth bickering, noticing that Nash was heading in the same direction as the dot on her tablet screen.


  If they were going to ditch the vehicle, she wanted to try and follow them as far as they could. Nash had said that they could track them using Luka’s phone, but she wanted to use the better tech as long as possible.


  More than that, she wanted to get out of this whole thing unscathed.


  



  



  Chapter 13


  



  “I hate this part of the job,” Ivy muttered before popping a green grape in her mouth. The flavor exploded on her tongue, sweet and fresh.


  Nash shifted slightly in the driver’s seat of the parked SUV. They were at the top of a parking garage, across the street from the high-rise they’d tailed the Green crew to, and had been sitting here for hours. The Greens had ended up ditching their vehicle, but she and Nash knew where they were, courtesy of Luka’s phone. “At least you’ve got company. Good company.”


  “I don’t know about the good part,” she said, laughing.


  “Hey,” he grumbled, grabbing the bag from her. It made a little crinkling sound as he dropped it in his lap. “These are ridiculous stakeout foods by the way. Grapes? Clementines? What about chips? Sandwiches? Coffee?”


  Ivy shrugged and leaned back against the plush leather seat. Even though they’d followed the Green crew back to the high-rise, they still had absolutely no way of knowing where the four thieves had ended up in the building or where the painting was. There were simply too many rooms to choose from. But Ivy and Nash could hear them over the audio of Luka’s phone and it was absolutely banal conversation. The only thing she was fairly certain of was that they had the painting very close, given some of their conversation.


  Luka was currently in what she assumed was a living room, watching TV with his girlfriend. They got snippets of conversation from the other brothers, but nothing useful. Just a lot of talking and some stupid sports thing going on in the background.


  “I figured out early on that I don’t like it when my stakeout vehicles smell like stale Fritos and onions.” She snagged a grape from him.


  “Fair point.” He popped a grape in his mouth and leaned back against his seat. “So on a scale of one to ten, how crazy was what happened in that warehouse?” He shot her a sideways glance, his expression serious.


  The cover for the moonroof was pulled back and the city around them was lit up, all the high-rises bright with lights from people home for the day. They’d mainly parked here because it was close enough to the building that if they needed to tail the brothers and Delilah again, they could—and it had pay-by-the-hour parking. No one was up on this top floor except two cars that looked as if they’d been here a while. One had a boot on one of the wheels and the other had a couple flyers tucked under the windshield wiper.


  She pressed the button to the moonroof, smiling as it opened up to reveal the dark night sky. “Hiding among a bunch of smuggled goods and having to hear two people have sex? Then being attacked by what looked like a Chinese ceremonial sword, and then watching cocaine explode everywhere? It’s probably number one, though I have another job that could tie it on the bizarre scale. But on a scale of being terrified out of my mind? Yeah it definitely wins, hands down.” She was glad he’d been with her; it was the only thing that had eased her fear at all.


  He made a sort of grumbling sound.


  “What does that mean?” She grabbed the grapes back.


  “Nothing.” His jaw was set tight, making him look even sexier. Who was she kidding—no matter what he did, Nash looked sexy. After they’d gotten settled here, they’d both changed out of their dust-covered—and likely drug-covered—clothes. In dark jeans and a simple dark green T-shirt, his biceps pulled against the cotton fabric, showing off all those delicious cuts and striations. Lucky freaking cotton. And his forearms… She understood the term “droolworthy” now. When they’d changed clothes, it had taken all of her self-control not to be a total perv and peek at him when he’d gotten naked.


  “You’re going to think it’s sexist, but it’s just me being protective,” he continued.


  “Can you explain?”


  “I don’t like you being in danger. I don’t like that your job puts you in danger.”


  “Is it because I’m a woman?”


  “Nope,” he said simply. “It’s because you’re you.”


  Oh. She blinked, then looked away from him as she tried to get her thoughts together. “I believe you, and I don’t think it’s sexist. Not coming from you anyway.”


  He glanced at her again, his eyes bright in the dim interior from the exterior lights. “But?”


  “How did you know there was a but?”


  He lifted a shoulder.


  She sighed. “I don’t know if my brothers realize how they treat me, but it feels like a level of sexism is involved. Not even really intentionally. Maybe it’s just because I’m their younger sister. But if I was a man, I don’t think they’d treat me the same way. It’s not like Sebastian and Jordan treat Ezra like he’s incompetent—and he gets into ridiculous situations.”


  “Yeah, they can be jackasses sometimes,” he murmured. “Don’t get me wrong, I love Ezra, but…”


  “What?” Snack forgotten, she turned to face him even as the monotonous conversation from Luka’s phone droned on in the background. “You can’t just stop there.”


  “Ezra and I have gotten into it more than once about the way they treat you.”


  She stared at him. “Seriously?”


  “Yeah. He’s pissed me off more than once. You’re one of the most capable people I know. And if I’m being honest, I think they just see you as that irresponsible teenage girl and don’t trust you to make good decisions based on your past. And they’re protective of you.”


  Sighing, she nodded. “Thanks for having my back.” A whole bunch of emotions exploded inside her and she had absolutely no idea how to process them so she tucked them away—for now—as one of the brothers started shouting.


  Nash turned up the volume and she closed the moonroof to block out the street noise as they both stilled.


  “Come on, ref! That was a bullshit call!”


  Snorting, she relaxed when she realized one of the brothers was just yelling at the television. Freaking sports.


  “I think the dissent among the brothers is interesting,” Nash said a few moments later. “Have you got a hit on the girl’s fingerprints?”


  “No. I don’t actually have access to databases or anything, just a way to scan and save fingerprints if I need. I’ve only used it once before. I sent the file to one of my contacts but he hasn’t answered yet.”


  “So this contact…?” He let the question linger in the air.


  “He may or may not work for a federal agency and he may or may not be doing me a huge favor.” Super huge.


  Nash’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Former boyfriend?”


  She felt her cheeks heat up as she shook her head. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t love the fact that Nash really, really seemed to be bothered by her working with ex-boyfriends. Why the heck did he care? At this point she was pretty sure she knew, but was too afraid to deal with it and what that might mean. “No. But I’m pretty sure he would love to take me out on a date. Or ten.”


  Nash didn’t say anything at that, just shifted in his seat again and looked out the front window over the expanse of the parking lot.


  The noise from the traffic below filtered through to them, even with the windows all shut, but it was still a beautiful night with the city bright and alive around them. Though, being stuck in an enclosed space with Nash was the beautiful thing. And torturous.


  “I don’t know if I ever properly thanked you, so I’m thanking you now for helping me on this job. I really appreciate it.” Ivy didn’t even want to think about what would have happened if she’d been in that warehouse by herself. That whole situation had been terrifying and she could admit that she’d taken a risk she normally wouldn’t have because she wanted to pay off the mortgage and save the pet shelter.


  “You never have to thank me for something like this, but you’re welcome.”


  She laid her head back, turning the volume down slightly when the brothers started yelling at the television again. Nash was silent too, seemingly content to just sit.


  “Sounds like they might be calling it a night,” he murmured ten minutes later.


  She nodded as she listened to more of the inane conversation. Sports this and sports that, a ref was stupid and needed his eyes examined, blah blah. She’d heard Noah in the background a couple times on the phone with someone and he’d sounded frustrated, but they hadn’t been able to filter out his audio to isolate it. Now it sounded as if they’d all be going to bed. “I really don’t want to hear Luka and his woman go at it again.”


  “They were certainly enthusiastic.” Nash laughed lightly, making his entire expression soften. His eyes crinkled at the corners and he seemed so relaxed in that moment. “Though I’d bet money she was faking.”


  “Me too.”


  Ivy had to resist the urge to reach out and touch him—anywhere, everywhere. God, she wished she had the right to. Especially after that kiss they’d shared that morning. It felt like an absolute eternity ago, but now the feel of his lips, the taste of him, was seared into her brain. That kiss was going to replay in her fantasies for sure. Over and over until she went crazy from wanting more. She’d probably masturbate to the memory later, which felt…weird. Didn’t change the fact that she would, however. Nash was in her blood at this point and she wasn’t sure what to do about it. Locking down her feelings toward him was growing more and more impossible.


  “You want to head back to my place?”


  She jolted at his question. “What?”


  “My place isn’t far from here. And you’ve got that bag. Instead of taking you all the way back to your rental, why don’t we just head to my place and crash? I’ve got two bedrooms, and if you hear something on the audio tonight, I can go with you if you need to follow them.”


  Her eyes were gritty and it sounded like the others weren’t going anywhere tonight. Realistically she knew that, knew that they had just been spooked by her and Nash, but she liked to stay close to her targets as a rule. Still…sleeping on a soft bed sounded better than dozing in his SUV. “You’re sure you don’t mind.”


  He let out a soft snort and was already starting the engine. “Of course I don’t mind.”


  As he pulled out of the parking spot, her phone rang and she nearly jumped. Excitement surged through her when she saw Genesis’s name. “Hey.”


  “Hey yourself. How’s it going?”


  It’d be better if they could get that damn painting and she could collect her fee. “Pretty good, I guess.”


  “Well you might be interested to know that your crew has moved up their sale. It’s in four days.”


  Ivy closed her eyes for a moment. She’d been afraid of that. “Do you know why?”


  “Apparently they got spooked. Someone broke into where they were staying or something. I’m not really sure of the details, but they’re worried. You know anything about that?”


  “I might.”


  She heard the laughter in Genesis’s voice as she said, “Why am I not surprised? Anyway, I wanted to keep you informed. I’ll update you with any details that come my way.”


  “Thanks,” she murmured as they ended the call.


  “Everything okay?” Nash’s deep voice was soothing, even with the tension coiled inside her.


  “They moved up the sale date.” Which meant her time frame was moved up. The clock was ticking down.


  



  



  Chapter 14


  



  “Your place is nice.” Ivy glanced around Nash’s kitchen, impressed with how tidy everything was. She was fairly neat by nature, or maybe just because she traveled so much and usually traveled light. She liked to keep things organized in case she had to make a quick exit from somewhere.


  His kitchen was all clean lines with pale gray cabinets, white and gray countertops, modern lighting, new stainless steel appliances and that wood-looking tile that softened everything up a bit so it wasn’t too modern looking. A bowl of apples sat by the kitchen window, and thankfully, a coffee maker was next to it. She’d be using that in a few hours.


  “Why do you sound so surprised?” He turned away from his Belgian waffle maker to face her. Seriously, the man was making her waffles, which smelled amazing.


  The only thing that would make this better was if he was cooking for her shirtless. Well, pantsless would be nice too, and oh my God, she had to stop with these thoughts! It was like something in her had been unleashed—something being her libido.


  “I’m not surprised exactly. It’s just… My brothers are all disgusting. I’m sure they’re not now, but growing up, they were total pigs.”


  Nash’s mouth curved up in that ridiculously sexy way of his that had her stomach tightening with awareness. The leash on her libido slipped even more.


  “Sadly, I don’t think Ezra has changed much,” he said. “He’s not a slob anymore but he’s a mess in general.” Shaking his head slightly, he returned to the waffle maker and batter.


  Ivy moved across the kitchen and jumped up on the countertop next to him so she was only a foot from him. The scent of Nash and waffles teased her. He’d poured her a glass of red wine when they’d first arrived and it tasted like heaven. “Speaking of, have you talked to him or any of my brothers?” she asked before taking a sip of her drink. Wine and waffles sounded weird but she didn’t care. This was definitely taking the edge off.


  “He might have sent me a few texts threatening my balls.”


  She snorted out a laugh and almost spilled her drink. “Your balls?”


  “Among other things. He got surprisingly graphic.”


  “Okay, my brothers are jackasses but that’s weirdly sweet.”


  “You know they love you.”


  “I do know that. And I love them. They just drive me insane. How’s your dad anyway?”


  “Great. Going a little stir-crazy in retirement, I think. I think he’s more excited about me getting a dog than I originally thought. I called him about Bud and he’s decided it’s a done deal at this point.”


  “Will I get to visit your new pup sometimes too?” she asked teasingly.


  He paused, giving her a look that was searing in its intensity.


  Um…what was happening? She stared back at him, completely ensnared by his green eyes. She opened her mouth to say something—anything—but his phone suddenly buzzed in his pocket.


  The noise jarred both of them and he glanced away to pull it out. He frowned as he looked at the screen, but just as quickly shoved it back in his pocket before pouring another scoop into the waffle iron. “You know you can come over anytime you want, Ivy. Whether I have a dog or not.” His words came out light enough, but there was something under the surface.


  Something she wasn’t sure she wanted to poke at. Or maybe she did. After that intense kiss, even if it had just been for show, she felt as if things had shifted between them, that they were more than just friends, but…not quite there.


  She cleared her throat, trying to scatter the cobwebs from her mind. Because she was way too afraid to push this right now. “So how has it been, transitioning to the civilian world? I mean, I know it’s been a while but I also know that you floundered a bit after getting out of the Marines.”


  He poured more batter into the waffle maker as he answered. “Red Stone Security is good for me. A lot of the men and women who work there are former military so there’s a lot of camaraderie. Not everyone has a military background, however, and that’s a good thing. There’s a nice mix.”


  “Good.” Now she was the one floundering as she tried to think of what to say next. She normally never struggled with him but at the moment she was overtired and punchy. And she couldn’t stop staring at his mouth. She knew how soft his lips were now too, hence her brain fritzing.


  “So, this contract aside, how is your job? Are you still enjoying it?”


  Oh boy, that was a loaded question. “I’m enjoying my job but…I’ve been thinking about making some changes.” Admitting this aloud was a relief.


  He lifted an eyebrow as he looked at her. “Really?”


  “Yes, but I honestly don’t want to talk about it just yet. I’m still sort of rolling things over in my mind.” Which was mostly true. She’d more or less made the decision but she wasn’t ready to put the thought out into the world yet. Because if she failed on this contract, then she would take another one because she desperately wanted to pay off that mortgage. She needed to save the shelter.


  She knew the world wouldn’t end if she didn’t but…it was important to her. And it had been really important to her aunt. She hated the thought of that place being bought out by billionaire developers who would just tear it down and turn the property into something awful and corporate, with no soul. The shelter did so much good for the city and its homeless animals, and it had been there for decades.


  As he slid the last waffle onto one of his gray and white plates, Nash unplugged the iron and turned to her. There was a sort of longing in his eyes she felt all the way to her core. She set the wineglass down as a low-grade buzz started deep inside her. She tried to tamp down her nerves—failed.


  “I wanted to talk to you about something.”


  “Okay.” Her phone buzzed on the countertop next to her but she ignored it for once, her attention riveted to Nash. She really wanted to know what he had to say.


  He glanced down and she went to silence her phone, then saw that it wasn’t a text, but an alert. She frowned. “There’s movement on my security cameras.” She’d set up a couple at her rental place because old habits died hard.


  “Maybe it’s an animal or something,” he murmured as she pulled up the screen.


  Her gut tightened as she stared. “Someone is breaking into my rental.” She flipped the screen around and held it out to him.


  He cursed softly and pulled out his own phone, calling 911 immediately.


  Food and everything else forgotten, she slid off the countertop and hurried to grab her bag as Nash spoke into the phone.


  The fear that this might be related to what they’d done earlier hit her hard. It couldn’t be a coincidence.


  



  



  Chapter 15


  



  Leaning against his SUV in the driveway, Nash watched as Ivy talked quietly to Detective Anning about the break-in at her rental. She was giving him a statement and handing over the video feeds, but there wasn’t much on the video. And there was no way this was unrelated to her current contract—or at least he didn’t believe that.


  Unfortunately she hadn’t put up many cameras. She’d only done it as a cautionary thing out of habit. There wasn’t much the cops could do with what was on the video since the guy who’d broken in had been wearing a hoodie covering most of his head and face. And he’d had on gloves and long sleeves. There’d been no visible tattoos and his clothes had been generic enough.


  “Nash?”


  He turned, surprise flickering through him at the familiar voice. “Theo.” Nash shoved off the SUV and strode toward his old friend, also a detective. They’d gone to high school together, but Theo had been a year older. “They need two of you guys on this B and E?” Neither he nor Ivy were telling the cops about their suspicions about the robbery. They didn’t have anything concrete, and she didn’t want to talk to them about her job for a whole variety of reasons.


  His friend snorted softly and shook his head. “Normally no. But we’ve had a string of robberies in the area. Mostly petty stuff, things left in open garages getting snagged. But it’s been escalating and last Friday an older woman was injured during a robbery. The guys didn’t realize anyone was home and one of them panicked and hit her in the head. I’ve seen stuff like this spiral out of control so we’re working this case hard.” Theo’s expression darkened slightly before his gaze trailed over to where Ivy was. “You here with her?”


  “Yeah.” And he didn’t want to offer any more explanation than that.


  Theo nodded. “That’s Sebastian’s younger sister, right?”


  “She’s back in town for a while. We were at my place when she got an alert on her phone.”


  A frown pulled at his mouth. “She’s just renting the place temporarily and put cameras up?”


  “She likes to be cautious,” Nash said.


  Theo paused, as if he wanted to ask more, but then said, “So how are you doing anyway?”


  “Good. Working at Red Stone now.”


  “I thought I heard that. I don’t even need to ask, but how are you liking it?”


  “I love it. It’s a solid company.” It was well-run, employees were well paid and got good health care and PTO. It ticked all the boxes.


  Theo smiled slightly. “That seems to be the consensus.”


  “Are you thinking of switching professions?”


  “No, but if I ever do, I’ll contact you.”


  “You should. Seriously.” He turned as Ivy approached, her expression slightly pinched. Not that it did anything to take away from how gorgeous she was. The woman was walking sex appeal, his every fantasy come to life.


  “Are you done?” he asked.


  She nodded and flicked a curious glance at Theo but Nash slid his arm around her and pulled her close as he made a quick introduction. Oh yeah, he was staking a claim and not being subtle about it. At least not to Theo.


  As Theo strode over to his partner, Ivy melted into Nash as if it was the most natural thing in the world. He loved that she trusted him, turned to him.


  “They said I could pack a bag and do a more thorough check of my things,” she said.


  Good. He wanted to check for bugs. Sure, there was a chance that this could be part of some B and E ring operating in the area but he really did not like that it was happening now when they’d just broken into that warehouse. When she was hunting down violent killers. Nope, didn’t like it at all.


  As the police cleared out, Nash motioned for her to wait on the porch with him. He didn’t want to go inside just yet.


  “The detective seems to think it’s a local crew operating around here,” Ivy said as she leaned against the porch railing. “He said they’ve had some break-ins, but never when people are at home. Except once. I sent him the video in case they can use it. Hopefully we can get something off it, but I doubt it.”


  “Maybe.” Nash glanced at the unmarked cars as the detectives pulled away. There were a couple neighbors across the street who’d been watching everything unfold, so he raised a hand to let them know everything was okay. The man waved back, then he and his family headed inside.


  “Yeah, I know it’s a long shot. Before we leave and before I pack anything, I want to check my place for bugs.”


  “We’re on the same wavelength,” he murmured, a smile tugging at his mouth despite the situation. He wasn’t letting her take anything from this place without thoroughly checking it first. Once he was done, he was getting her out of here and back to his place. And he didn’t think he was letting her go.


  She wrapped her arms around herself and he wanted to pull her close. “This shouldn’t freak me out so much but—”


  “Of course it should. These guys are freaking animals. Violent murderers.” They’d “allegedly” killed two innocent people for monetary gain. If they thought Ivy was getting in their way of a payoff, they would handle it one way. “I think you need to tell your family what’s going on.”


  She watched him carefully, a pause stretching between them before she finally nodded. “You’re right. I’m going to call Sebastian and tell him first. He’s really good at mitigating situations. And I think I should do it now. If there’s even a tiny chance they’re in danger, I need to warn them.” She sighed and pulled her cell phone out, the exhaustion in her face clear.


  He wanted to smooth it away—to take her away from here. To make her just quit this whole job. But he already knew it would be a losing battle. So he would do whatever it took to keep her safe while she finished this. “Give me a minute before you head inside. I’ve got some equipment in the back of my SUV. I’ll do a quick search for any type of bugs or cameras.”


  She nodded but the look in her eyes as she watched him… It made him wonder if tonight she’d be sleeping in his bed.


  He welcomed that. And if he got her in his bed, he was keeping her.


  * * *


  Ivy stepped back into the cute little bungalow with green shutters and colorful hanging plants on the porch. She’d let Nash do his thing even while fighting the tension punching through her, and he’d cleared the bedroom and the back half of the house. She hated that this had happened, hated how close this had hit. Most of her jobs, she had layers of distance between her and her targets. They never even knew she was the one who retrieved the art they’d stolen. This job was turning out to be completely different. And Nash was involved now too, which made things even worse.


  If those guys had figured out her identity and knew she was after their painting, they could easily target her family…or Nash. A shiver skittered down her spine, the little tendrils digging in as she stepped into the bedroom. Most of her stuff had remained untouched, though it was clear someone had rifled through her things.


  Ivy sat on the edge of the comfortable queen-sized bed, her fingers gripping her cell far too tightly as she called her brother. Nash had already cleared this bedroom of bugs though so she knew it was safe to talk in here.


  Sebastian picked up on the second ring. “Hey, what’s up?”


  “Hey. I’m going to jump straight to it.”


  “Oh my God, are you getting married?”


  She blinked and burst out laughing despite everything going on. That was his first question? The thought of marrying Nash wasn’t making her break out in hives but… Oh my God, she had to focus. “No. But that’s certainly a random thing to ask.”


  “I just assumed.”


  Instead of responding, she said, “I’ve got some news. I’m working a job right now. To keep things as short as possible, I might have made some enemies, though I’m not completely sure.” She quickly recapped what she could, stressing how violent these guys were and that they might have realized who she was and that she was after their painting.


  When she finished, her brother sighed. “Well, this isn’t good news at all but I had been planning to take Maika home for a surprise trip to see her parents. Soon she’ll be too pregnant to fly. I’d planned to spring it on her next week but I can move the trip up. I’ve already got work covered so we’ll leave tomorrow instead.”


  Ivy shoved out a breath, her relief palpable. Nash stepped back into the room as she was talking with her brother, and picked up her suitcase before quickly ducking out.


  She did her best not to check his ass out as he moved around the room, and to focus on the conversation. It was really hard when he had such a bitable ass. And now they were going back to his place? They’d had a moment earlier and she wondered if they could have more than that. Like an entire night of hot, sweaty sex. Well, more than one night. All the nights.


  “I can take Mom with us too. She loves Maika’s mother anyway, so it’ll be perfect.”


  She flopped back on the bed. “You are the best brother ever.”


  “This is true. It’s also why I’m your favorite.”


  “I don’t know about all that.”


  “I’m hurt,” he mock pouted.


  “Yeah, I’ll just bet. Look, I need to tell Ezra and Jordan too.”


  “Let me conference them in,” Sebastian said. “We can knock this out right now so you don’t have to make separate calls. I’m pretty sure Jordan has a work thing anyway so he’s going to be out of town. Before I conference them in…what are you doing to take care of yourself? Are you going to cancel this contract?”


  Annoyance hit her. “Would you ask that question to Ezra?”


  “Yes, I would—especially if you were Ezra, I’d ask. I want to know you’re going to be safe.”


  “Fine. And no, I’m not.”


  “Okay, then what are you doing to stay safe?”


  It was a fair question, especially since this job was potentially affecting her family’s lives. “I’m sticking close to Nash.”


  “Are you staying at his place?”


  “Yes.” There was a long silence. Not a beat, not even a pause, but a loooong stretch of time. She checked the phone to make sure that they hadn’t been disconnected. “You still there?”


  “I’m still here. So what’s going on with you two? For real?”


  She wanted to say nothing, but at the same time she wanted to say everything. Because she was pretty damn sure that he’d been about to kiss her in his kitchen before. And she wanted that. So badly. “I can’t really talk about that right now.”


  “Is he with you?”


  “Of course.” He might not be in the room, but he was still in the house and she didn’t want to talk about him. “And stop being nosy. Come on, conference the others in. I want to tell them what’s going on and get out of here. I’m freaking exhausted.”


  “You’re still at the rental?”


  “Yeah. Nash is scanning everything for bugs or trackers. The room I’m in is clear.”


  “I’d like to say for the record that I hate how casually you talk about stuff like that.”


  “Hey, I don’t give any of you grief about your jobs.”


  “I’m not giving you grief, I was just making an observation. Or making a statement, I guess. Whatever. I worry about you, Ivy. You’re my baby sister. As the oldest, it’s my job to worry about all of you, so deal with it.”


  The annoyance in her faded, softening until it dissipated. “I appreciate your worry.”


  “So are you going to break Nash’s heart?” he asked suddenly.


  She jolted at the question and was grateful that Nash had stepped out of the room.


  “What are you talking about?” she whispered.


  Her brother grunted and then said, “Never mind. Give me a sec, I’m calling them now.”


  She wanted to push him more but no way was she going to do it with Nash in the next room and with her other two brothers about to be conferenced in.


  Luckily the conversation with them went a lot smoother than she’d hoped. They were worried about her but it turned out Jordan did have a job out of town. And Ezra could take care of himself. He was going to go crash with a friend for the next few days in case, so at least Ivy knew her family would all be out of the way and safe. It made dealing with this job a whole lot easier.


  And bonus, she didn’t have to call her mom. Sebastian had agreed to do it for her only if necessary. He was simply going to tell them about the surprise trip and then, if needed, he’d tell her more. But if things went the way Ivy hoped, her mom would never have to know anything at all.


  Once they wrapped up, Ivy grabbed her toiletries bag and did one final scan before heading to find Nash.


  In the kitchen, he was leaning against one of the countertops—of course as gorgeous as ever, his expression all intense and focused as he looked at his phone.


  She started to say something, but he held up a finger as he met her gaze. His green eyes were sharp.


  “Well, the cops think it was a local crew for sure. I just talked to one of the detectives. He texted me, said they have a lead on the guys who broke in here.”


  It took Ivy a second to realize what he was doing as he pointed at the listening devices on the countertop. Oh, shit.


  “That’s a relief,” she said, heading to the fridge and pulling out a bottle of water. Her heart was racing overtime as she chugged the water. She understood that they had to put on a show for whoever was listening, but had no idea what to say. Now she felt stilted and awkward. Like whoever was listening would know they were lying.


  “Let’s head to Orlando tonight,” Nash said. “Just to get out of town. You’ve got that meeting tomorrow anyway and I don’t like the thought of you staying here. We can get a hotel,” he continued, clearly trying to make whoever was listening think they were leaving town.


  “Sounds good. I’ll grab the rest of my things.”


  After he scanned her bags again for good measure, they headed out.


  In his SUV, she allowed herself a modicum of relief, though not much. “What are we going to do about those listening devices?”


  “We can have someone pick them up later. Unless you want me to contact some of my coworkers at Red Stone about this?”


  “No. I don’t want to bring anyone else into this.” It was all spiraling out of control.


  He was silent for a long moment. “How long is your lease agreement here?”


  “The rest of the month.” She hadn’t been sure how long this contract would take, and her company always rented a place for her somewhere that wasn’t easily accessible to others—she almost never stayed in hotels for that reason.


  “Okay, good. The bugs can sit tight for now and we can let whoever planted them think that you’re going to Orlando.”


  “Yeah, if they believe us.”


  “There weren’t any video cameras that I could find, so for now we’ll go on the assumption that was all they placed. It wasn’t necessarily sloppy, but not professional caliber either.” His expression grew thoughtful. “And the tech on the listening devices is fairly basic.”


  “That guy also got caught on my basic video cameras.” Easy to install and simply needed Wi-Fi to connect to an app on her phone. “And it was just one guy.”


  “You did do a good job of hiding them,” Nash said.


  “True enough. I hate all of this,” she grumbled. As they drove back to Nash’s place, they’d tuned back in to the app Nash had installed on Luka’s phone and hadn’t heard anything out of the ordinary. Everyone seemed to be sleeping or at least in bed at this point.


  “What’s up with your family?” he asked as he made a left turn. “How did they handle everything?”


  “Sebastian will be taking Maika and my mom to Hawaii tomorrow.” Then she quickly filled him in on the rest of the conversation.


  “Well that’s something we don’t have to worry about. So what are you going to do at this point?”


  “What do you mean? I’m still going to get that painting. I’m invested in this and I know my family will be safe.” She tapped her finger against her knee as she thought. “I really don’t want to make any decisions until the morning. Or at least until I get a few hours of sleep.” She was running on fumes at this point and they still hadn’t eaten. By now the waffles were long cold and her stomach was making growling noises. Though if she was being honest, food took a back seat to thoughts of Nash. She’d give up food and everything else for a taste of him.


  Nash’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t respond, just continued driving back to his place. Though she noticed he took a very long route, and belatedly realized he was trying to evade any potential tails. Which of course he was.


  As he drove, she pulled up the tablet she’d brought with them and turned the audio up slightly. As if on cue, Luka and Delilah started going at it again. She snickered and turned the volume back down—she did not need to hear all this again. “I swear they don’t do anything but have sex.” Even talking about sex made her think of Nash naked. Naked, naked, naked. Gah, it was like her brain had flipped a switch and she’d turned into a lunatic who couldn’t stop thinking about her friend. Naked.


  Nash’s mouth turned up slightly at the corners but he didn’t respond.


  As she looked out the window at the passing traffic, she couldn’t focus on anything. The lights were nothing but a blur of white. For all she knew, Luka’s older brothers had been behind the break-in but…


  She felt as if there was something she was missing. Except she had no idea how to figure out what it was. Her brain was overtaxed, and thoughts of a soft bed—Nash’s bed in particular—were consuming her mind.


  Besides, she still had a few days to grab the painting before the auction. She rubbed her hands over her face before letting her head fall back against the seat. She needed a hot shower and sleep.


  Well, she also needed some Nash in her bed. And she couldn’t remember one single reason why she’d once thought that would be a bad thing. Which probably meant she really needed sleep.


  



  



  Chapter 16


  



  Ivy was grateful to be back at Nash’s place, breathing a sigh of relief the moment they stepped inside. His home signified safety for her now—he signified it.


  He set all of her bags on the kitchen island and let out a sigh himself. “I’ve got to say, life with you is not boring.”


  She snickered slightly. “Honestly, I wish it was a little more boring right now. This job is turning out to be a lot more complex than I thought. At least I’ll earn my fee for this one.” And she refused to believe she wouldn’t finish this job. She was going to save the shelter. It had meant so much to her aunt, was a place she’d spent a big chunk of her childhood. Her aunt had never given her grief about being a rule breaker, had always told her to follow her heart. Right now she wished she could talk to her aunt, ask for advice.


  His expression darkened slightly.


  “What?”


  He simply shook his head and went to the fridge, grabbed some water.


  “Seriously, what is it?”


  “I just don’t like any of this, that’s all. But you already know how I feel.”


  She knew how he felt about her job, yes. But as far as how he felt about her? She thought she might know, but…was too afraid to ask. “I’m going to have a glass of wine.” She set the tablet on the countertop, the quiet audio still going in the background. The amorous couple had already had sex—again—and were now just talking about places they wanted to visit and how they wanted to spend their money.


  It was weird to listen to these people’s conversations, sort of like TV playing in the background. At this point she knew that they were still planning to auction the painting because she’d heard the two older brothers complaining about Luka and his girlfriend. And it sounded as if the older brothers were planning to ditch the girlfriend eventually. They didn’t think she was a good influence on Luka. Coming from some lifelong thieves and probably murderers? That was rich.


  “You want a glass?”


  “I’m good, but thanks.” He glanced at his phone, then sent a text before tucking it away again.


  “Is everything okay with work?” Yeah, he’d taken time off, but she still wanted to make sure he wasn’t hurting his career to help her out.


  “Oh yeah. My next job doesn’t start for a while. This isn’t exactly a relaxing vacation, but I like spending time with you.”


  Her body warmed up at his words. “I like spending time with you too.” Way too much. She took a sip of the wine, mainly to have something to do with her hands. It felt like they were veering into new territory. There was a gleam in his eyes right now that she was pretty sure she could pinpoint this time.


  Hunger.


  Oh. Ooohhhhh. This answered the question she’d pretty much guessed the answer to, but there was no doubt now. He wanted her. No acting now. This was pure, raw need in his gaze.


  Her core tightened as heat spilled through her.


  He set his water down and stalked around the island, moving toward her like the lethal, sexy predator he was. Well not predator per se…but she certainly wouldn’t mind being caught by him. Would he be rough and hard? Or gentle? Maybe a bit of both. Oh God.


  And at that thought even more heat bloomed inside her, spreading out to all her nerve endings. She was like a live wire around him, turned on, her nerves pulsing with anticipation. She wanted him like she wanted her next breath. There was no conscious thought, she simply did want him. All of him. Nothing else mattered now as he moved into her personal space, watching her with unconcealed lust.


  She set down her glass with a soft clink as he silently approached. “What are you doing?” she whispered.


  Nash caged her in with his hands, placing them on either side of her body. The dominating move was such a turn-on as he crowded around her.


  She had some height, but compared to him she still had to look up. “Nash?” she whispered.


  “You’re so fucking beautiful,” he murmured, his gaze falling to her mouth. “And smart, and funny, and you drive me absolutely crazy.” It didn’t sound like a bad thing when he said it, however. It sounded a whole lot like he loved that about her.


  She tentatively placed her hands on his chest, and realized his heart was beating wildly. She was about to jump into the deep end. If they crossed over this line, she knew there would be no coming back from it. And she wasn’t sure she wanted to. She’d had all these reasons why getting involved with him wouldn’t work, but standing here now, with him staring at her with those intense green eyes, she couldn’t think of a single one.


  “Earlier I wanted to tell you—” His phone buzzed in his pocket and he closed his eyes, letting out an annoyed growl that sounded a whole lot like “I’m gonna murder someone.” Thankfully he ignored his phone, kept all his attention on her.


  She clutched onto the front of his shirt and maybe that was what he’d been waiting for. All she knew was that he swore again and then crushed his mouth to hers. It all happened so fast, their mouths colliding in a blur of motion.


  It was nothing like that soft, sweet—but still toe-curling—kiss outside her mom’s house.


  No, this was a hard, desperate claiming as he slipped his tongue into her mouth.


  She moaned as she wrapped around him, latching onto him like he was a freaking tree, her arms and legs going around him with no real thought. She’d fantasized about kissing him way too many times, but this, the reality, was way different.


  Better.


  Her nipples beaded tightly against her bra as he cupped the back of her head in a dominating grip that said he wasn’t letting her go anywhere.


  She arched into him, clutching his back as he teased his tongue against hers.


  Even as he kissed her, even as he rolled his hard erection against her, she couldn’t believe that this was actually happening. They needed to be naked. Screw baby steps, screw everything but this right here and now. If she thought too much about what they were doing, she’d ruin it. She’d get caught up in her head and she didn’t want that. She wanted to do exactly as her aunt had always said and follow her heart. It was leading her straight to Nash.


  Suddenly he pulled back, his breathing harsh and uneven as he kept her pinned against the countertop, standing between her spread thighs.


  “Ivy.” He whispered her name like a prayer, but his eyes were intense. “You need to stop this job. Just walk away. It’s not worth it.”


  His words were like a slap of ice water to her face. She jerked in his grip and pushed at his chest.


  She knew if he hadn’t wanted to, he wouldn’t have moved, but he stepped back at her shove, giving her space. “What is this? Are you trying to get me all turned on so you’ll get me to agree that I’ll quit this job? Are you kidding me?” She slid off the countertop, rage slicing through her in burning ribbons. Rage and embarrassment.


  “No! It’s not like that.”


  “What is it like?”


  “I don’t want you in danger,” he snapped.


  Oh, that was soooo much clearer. She didn’t like him being in danger either, but his entire damn adult career, he’d had jobs that put him in danger every day. Yet she’d never once said anything to him about it—because it was his life, his choice. “This was a mistake,” she said, moving toward her things and gathering them up. Heat burned her cheeks now as embarrassment won out. She’d actually thought… Oh God. She couldn’t believe him. Or herself. She’d been so stupid.


  “Ivy.”


  “No! You don’t get to tell me how to live my life. Don’t get me wrong, I’m appreciative for all your help. Very. But I’m not quitting. This is a huge payday and I need this money,” she snapped, giving away more than she’d intended.


  “Need it?”


  “Never mind. Look, if you don’t want to be in this anymore, you don’t have to be. I know my family’s going to be safe and I’m a big girl. I can handle this. And… You know what, I’m not explaining myself to you. I’ve never once given you grief about the dangers of your jobs. Ever. And I never would.” She grabbed her things and stalked out of the room, fire licking up her spine as she headed to the guest bedroom. She couldn’t believe he’d been trying to use her body against her.


  Taking restraint she didn’t know she had, she resisted the childish urge to slam the door behind her. Barely.


  



  



  Chapter 17


  



  After half an hour of yoga, then a shower, all while listening to the mundane ramblings of Luka and Delilah, Ivy knew she couldn’t hide in the guest bedroom anymore. Not that she was hiding exactly…technically. The sun had barely risen, so it was early.


  Okay, who was she kidding. She was totally hiding. Some of her steam from last night had faded to be replaced by hurt. What she needed to do was just find another place to lie low until this was all over. Somewhere away from Nash.


  Things had gotten all screwed up between them last night and she didn’t like it. If she left, would that be considered running away from her problems? She decided she was okay with it if it was. As she swiped on some mascara, her cell phone buzzed—and at this point she was ready to completely toss her phone. She was over all of this bullshit.


  When she saw Genesis’s name, however, she answered immediately. It was way too early for her friend to be calling. The talented smuggler usually didn’t get up until ten. “Hey.” She kept her mental fingers crossed that Genesis had info she could use.


  “Hey, girl. I heard you might be in Orlando?” The question was asked neutrally but literally only one person should think that was where she’d been last night—whoever had planted that listening device. And there was no way Genesis was behind it.


  Something was definitely wrong here. “Yeah, that’s right. Everything okay?”


  Genesis cleared her throat slightly. “Maybe, maybe not. Someone has been asking about you and a couple Russian dolls. And a music box? I wondered if maybe you know something about them?” Again with the impossibly neutral voice.


  Panic spiked inside Ivy. Genesis had to be under duress right now. “Who’s asking?”


  “Oh, you know, I just heard it through the grapevine. When you get back in town you think you could stop by?”


  Oooh, no, this wasn’t good at all. “Sure, no problem. I can probably come by this afternoon. About one o’clock. How does that work?” Ivy would be by earlier than that, but didn’t want to tip off whoever was with Genesis right now.


  “Okay, good. Use the front door, not the back door like you normally do. It’s jammed up right now.”


  Okay, this was definitely weird—she never used the back door. Genesis was trying to send her a message. “Of course. How’s Bruno?”


  “Oh, out of town on business.” There was a very thin tremble in Genesis’s neutral voice.


  “All right. I’ll see you later this afternoon. I’ll bring those cranberry pastries you love.” Ivy knew that Genesis hated cranberries and hoped her own message was clear—that she understood Genesis was under duress.


  “Sounds great. The more cranberries the better.”


  As soon as they hung up, Ivy hurried out of the room and found Nash in the kitchen drinking a cup of coffee—sans a shirt.


  Ooooh. She stared at his bare chest for a split second, then shook herself. “I just had a weird conversation with Genesis. I think something bad might’ve happened.” She quickly recapped most of it.


  Nash set his mug down as she continued. “That all sounds weird.”


  “Exactly. And she said Bruno was out of town, which is bullshit. He doesn’t go out of town. He is always there looking out for her. And the message about using the front door felt like a code, but…I don’t know.”


  “You think it’s a message to use the back door instead?”


  “Maybe. I just know we have to get over there now, and I’m bringing those Russian dolls and the music box.”


  It was subtle, but his expression shifted and she could practically see him going into “operator” mode as he stepped forward. “How much do you trust Genesis?”


  “With my life. She wouldn’t stab me in the back. Seriously, I think she’s in trouble.”


  “All right, I’m going to gear up and then we’ll head out.”


  She liked that it was just as simple as that with Nash. Even with the weirdness from the night before and the way they’d left things between them, she liked that he was immediately jumping into action to help her friend.


  Ivy hurried back to her room, grabbed her Taser and put on a lightweight bulletproof vest that had been a gift from Sebastian. She’d never needed it before but this was such a weird situation and she wanted to be as cautious as possible. Even though it was thin and lightweight, it felt odd underneath her sweater, pressing in against her breasts. Ugh.


  She met Nash out in the living room less than five minutes later. He looked like he was ready to go kick some ass in his long-sleeved T-shirt and cargo pants. And she had no doubt that he must’ve hidden multiple weapons on him.


  “I’ve got my Taser and a bulletproof vest on.” She thumped her hand against it once.


  His eyes widened slightly.


  “I don’t think I’ll need it. I just figure it’s better to be prepared?” She wasn’t sure why that came out as a question.


  “I’ve got my own too, and yeah, you’re wearing it. For the record, I don’t like going in blind like this.”


  “What else can we do? I can’t call the cops. If I did, what am I going to tell them? Not to mention, Genesis has some potentially stolen stuff in her warehouse. I don’t think she’d appreciate me bringing in law enforcement.”


  “We’re going to do things my way, then. Which means that you don’t argue with me. If I say fucking run, you run. Got it? I need to know that if I’m handling something, I don’t have to worry about you. And I’m not questioning your—”


  “I get it, seriously. You’re trained in a way I can’t fathom.” She had some self-defense classes under her belt and she worked out, but he could disarm people and probably knew how to kill people far too many ways with just his bare hands. “I’ll listen to whatever you say. I just… I can’t ignore this. I can’t abandon her if she’s in trouble.”


  Minutes later they were in his vehicle. Tension buzzed in the air as Nash drove and she didn’t bother turning on the radio. Her mind worked overtime as she worried about her friend—and blamed herself for all of this. Genesis had a semi-dangerous profession, but it was clear that Ivy had brought something deadly to her friend’s doorstep. And if her friend got hurt because of her, she’d never forgive herself.


  As they neared the address, Nash slowed slightly, but didn’t stop, instead driving by and turning at the next stop sign.


  “There’s someone at the front entrance. He was hidden off to the left, but I got a glimpse of him. I think you’re right, she was telling you to use the back door.”


  “So whoever is there might not have a huge crew at least. At least not enough to cover the back and other exits.” That was the hope anyway.


  “I’m going to call Juan and keep him on the line. If shit goes down, he can call in backup. If whoever is in there thinks the cops are on the way, they might be less likely to kill us.” His tone was hard as he turned down a side street.


  “I’m sorry I pulled you into this,” she said quietly. Technically he’d volunteered, but she sure as hell hadn’t stopped him. If she could go back in time… Damn it, she hated all of this. “I can’t walk away from this and I know you’re not going to either. I won’t insult you by telling you that you should. Even though—”


  “Ivy. I made the choice to do this. We’re good.” He looked back at the quiet two-lane road, slowing as a couple with a dog on a leash crossed in front of them. “I’m going to park a couple blocks over, then we’ll make our way to the back of the building. How well do you know the interior?”


  “Pretty well. I’ve been there a decent amount of times. It’s kind of similar to the one we broke into. I don’t fully understand her organization or anything, but I can get around in there easily. I know exactly where her office is.”


  “We’re good, then.” He sounded confident and she wished she felt the same.


  They did exactly as he’d said—parked, then made their way down the quiet city street.


  There were people out this early, some on their way to work, others walking their dogs, a handful of people out jogging and listening to their earbuds. No one paid any attention to them. She and Nash blended in with some pedestrians, and about a block before they made it to the front of the warehouse, they veered right down an alleyway. “We should be able to approach the back of her place through here.” He motioned down the alley. “Without knowing what kind of security she’s got, I can’t say for sure how difficult this will be.”


  Ivy simply nodded and hurried along with him down the quiet alley that backed up to a bunch of businesses. Genesis’s warehouse was in a different location than the one they’d broken into. It was in a more urban area, and had once been some kind of factory. Various shops, bistros and boutique-type stores had been built up around it. Though she knew that Genesis had bought the two shops on either side so she didn’t have any direct neighbors with access to her main place of operation.


  As they hurried across a pay-by-the-hour parking lot, Ivy eyed the fence that connected to the back of Genesis’s building. Kudzu and other foliage covered most of it, creating a wall of green privacy.


  “Just climb over it,” she murmured, scanning the alleyway again. No one else was back here. Just dumpsters and broken-down cardboard boxes propped up along the various back walls and fences.


  Nash nodded and they quickly scaled the fence, dropping onto the other side with ease. A bunch of palm trees and other bushes blocked them from anyone who might stumble into the alleyway, but she could easily see the loading area and a set of stairs that led to the second floor.


  “I know she uses the back stairs, but there’s also another entrance right there.” Ivy pointed toward the far left of the building. “We’ve gone in and out that door a few times. It’s not where she brings clients in. It’s one of her private entrances.”


  “Let’s go, then.”


  After dropping her crossbody bag behind one of the trees, she followed after him. Ivy hated feeling so damn exposed as they raced over the back gravel lot. There were two cars parked there, both Genesis’s.


  As soon as they made it to the back door, she didn’t even get a chance to work her magic. Nash quickly picked the lock, popping it open with record speed. She barely had time to be impressed before he turned the handle and stepped inside, pistol up.


  “Drop your fucking weapon,” a male voice said from the darkened interior.


  Oh hell.


  “Hey now,” Nash said, starting to raise his hands. “We’ve got no problem here.” Before Ivy could even react or attempt to draw her Taser—or let fear sink its talons into her—Nash moved so damn fast, practically superhuman.


  He stepped forward and she heard a thud and then the clatter of a gun. On instinct she followed after him, Taser up, only to find that he had a man on the ground, chest down.


  “Hands behind your back,” Nash ordered.


  The man grumbled but did as Nash said.


  Then, to her surprise, he pulled out flex-cuffs from one of his many cargo pockets and put them on the guy. Moving in a quick pattern, he hog-tied the guy in a way that looked reeeaaaally uncomfortable, then patted him down as she shut the door behind them.


  As he looked for ID or more weapons, she scanned the small room. It was more or less a storage room. There were some boxes and other things stacked in the corner but no desk or anything. And no Genesis. There also weren’t any visible video cameras. Ivy knew Genesis had them, but the feeds were linked to her smartphone and she dumped them frequently.


  Ivy’s heart was racing as she turned on the guy. “What did you do to her?” she whispered.


  “Fuck you,” the guy growled.


  That got him a punch from Nash. Then he gagged the guy.


  “He didn’t have anything on him and he’s not going to tell us anything,” Nash murmured as he opened the other door she knew led to the interior of the open warehouse.


  Heart racing, she stayed behind him. He motioned for her to move up against the wall out of sight.


  She obeyed, not breathing as he slowly drew the door open.


  In a clearly practiced fashion, he went in low, weapon up. Then, “It’s clear,” he whispered.


  She hurried out after him, blood rushing in her ears. The warehouse spread out before them, looking as it always did. Rows and rows of antiques, newer furniture, and unique pieces from around the world.


  They moved across the concrete floor, their steps barely audible. They only stopped once they were behind a set of high shelves filled with antique furniture. “Exactly where are the other entrances? Because I’m guessing there are guards at all of them.” His voice was whisper quiet.


  She answered low enough for only him to hear. “The entrance for the stairs I pointed out before is over there, on the second floor.” She motioned to the right. “The second story is all open railings and walkways, so once we get to the end of this aisle, we’ll be able to see if anyone is up there. Then her office door is about fifty feet to the left of that on the gangplank. The only problem is that if anyone’s up there, they will have an eagle-eye view of us.”


  He was quiet for a moment and she could practically see the wheels in his head turning. Then he nodded once, as if coming to a decision. “Okay. Sit tight. Actually, go keep an eye on that guy and make sure he doesn’t get out of his bonds. I’ll be back.” And then he was gone.


  It took everything she had not to follow after him, but she didn’t want to put him in more danger so she did exactly as he said.


  



  



  Chapter 18


  



  Though it felt like an eternity since he’d been gone, Ivy nearly jumped when Nash stepped back into the room. The bound man had wiggled around a little bit at first, but Nash had tied him so well he’d finally given up—only grunting what she assumed were obscenities at her from behind his gag. He wasn’t getting out of those restraints or moving anywhere.


  “The guards are down. I’m about to breach her office.” Expression tight, he motioned for her to follow.


  She had questions, like what the heck had happened, but as they hurried up the stairs, she spotted two bound men and she had her answer. Nash was really in the zone now and she was just grateful he was on her side.


  He held his finger to his lips as they approached what she knew was Genesis’s office door. Then he handed her his cell phone, which still had Juan on the line. She nodded, understanding what he wanted. If shit hit the fan, she needed to let Juan know to call the cops. She moved farther down the gangplank and backed up against the wall at Nash’s instructions.


  “I don’t know what you expect to happen.” Genesis’s voice carried from behind the closed door.


  “If your friend doesn’t give me back what she took, I will kill you both.”


  Genesis let out a laugh. “You’re making a big mistake.”


  “I can’t tell you how many people have said that to me.”


  “Everyone knows you owe the Gonzales crew money. Is that what this is really about?”


  “Shut up,” the man snapped. Then before he could continue, Nash kicked the door in, weapon up.


  There were multiple shouts. Ivy moved on instinct, following after him, taking in the scene in one sweep.


  There were two men in the room and Genesis was bound to a chair by the window.


  The man closest to her friend was wearing a suit and had no visible weapon.


  A man right by the door, however, was armed.


  Nash moved lightning fast again, quickly disarming the guy with such rapid movements Ivy could barely track it. Then he had two weapons up, one pointed directly at the previously armed man and the other at the suit by the window.


  She had her own Taser up and ready just in case, but Nash had things under control. And that was way too sexy. Good God, he was a total badass, and seeing him in action was incredible.


  “If you reach for your weapon, I’ll put a bullet in your chest,” Nash growled at the man still far too close to Genesis for Ivy’s liking.


  Ivy didn’t know if he really would shoot the guy—she didn’t think he would. But the man must have believed Nash because he slowly held his arms up. “This is all so uncivilized,” he sniffed haughtily.


  And that was when she recognized him—Gregory Jones, owner of the warehouse she’d robbed.


  “Pretty sure we moved into uncivilized territory when you broke into my warehouse,” Genesis snapped, even as Ivy hurried toward her and started cutting her bindings free.


  “Are you okay?” Ivy asked.


  “I was so worried you wouldn’t understand what I was trying to tell you until you made that cranberry comment.” Genesis stood and began rubbing her wrists, looking none the worse for wear. “Did you guys have any trouble?”


  “No. Where’s Bruno?”


  “He’s not actually out of town but he is across town. I thought maybe that would give you a hint that I was lying. He never goes out of town without me.”


  “Would you two shut the fuck up?” Jones snapped. His hands were still in the air as he glared at them.


  “Pretty brave for a guy with two weapons on him. Now start talking. Who are you and why’d you try to lure Ivy here?” Nash demanded even as Genesis hurried to her desk and pulled out a cell phone from one of the drawers.


  “This is Gregory Jones,” Ivy murmured to Nash. Nash would know the name by now.


  “You took something from me,” Jones said, eyeing Ivy angrily as he sat in Genesis’s vacated seat. His arms were still up, but he crossed his legs as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Yet she could see the beads of sweat popping out over his forehead. Oh, he was definitely scared.


  The guard to the left shifted forward slightly. It was subtle enough, but they both saw it.


  “All right, on the ground, hands behind your back.” Nash slightly motioned the weapon at the guard without taking his eyes off Jones.


  The guard did as he said, getting on the ground.


  Without a word, Genesis grabbed flex-cuffs from one of her cabinets and pulled them tight around the guy’s wrists.


  “So what do you think I took from you?” Ivy asked, facing Jones again.


  “You might have been able to distort your face, but I know it was you who took it.”


  “How are you so sure?” She wasn’t going to outright admit anything yet.


  “I’m not telling you until you give me back what you took. I want those dolls and that music box—but the dolls are what matter!”


  “Maybe it’s what’s inside them that you want?” She’d peeked inside, then just as quickly closed the dolls after confirming they did indeed have drugs. There’d also been a little baggie of diamonds on top of one of the bags of white powder in the second doll. She had a feeling the diamonds were all he cared about.


  “Look. I screwed up here. Obviously. I just need what you took and we’ll call it even.” More sweat popped out on his upper lip as he eyed all of them. “We’ll just walk away and forget this happened. No harm, no foul.”


  “He owes money, and not to the Gonzalez crew,” the guy from the ground said.


  “If it’s not the Gonzalez crew… Oh, tell me you’re not stupid enough to work with the Russians,” Genesis muttered as she took a step toward Ivy, crossing her arms over her chest as she glared at Jones. “I mean, you deserve it after this, but please tell me you’re not that stupid.”


  More beads of sweat formed now, this time across his upper lip. “I just need it back,” he whispered, all pretense of bravado cracking.


  “Fine. I’ll give it back as soon as you tell me more about the Green crew.” Ivy didn’t want him so afraid that he wouldn’t talk. “And I want to know about the woman they’re working with. I want to know everything. You tell me that, I’ll give you what you want and we all walk away.”


  “That’s bad business.”


  Nash stepped forward, weapons still trained on him. “Tell her what she wants to know,” he growled in a guttural way that had all the hairs on the back of her neck standing on end.


  Whatever Jones saw on Nash’s face was enough. “Fine. They put my operation at risk anyway, so they deserve this.” He cleared his throat. “I know Noah from way back. I agreed to let him use my warehouse to store some of their belongings so they could lie low.”


  “In exchange for?” Ivy asked.


  He flicked a glance between the three of them. Genesis still had her arms crossed over her chest as she stared him down. Jones started to respond, then there was some kind of commotion happening in the warehouse below. Ivy and Nash both tensed, but Genesis simply shook her head. “It’s Bruno. I told him to expect a bunch of tied-up guys when he got here. He is beyond pissed.” The look she gave Jones promised retribution from Bruno.


  That wasn’t Ivy’s business, however. She didn’t care what went down with them. She wanted answers.


  “I wasn’t going to hurt you,” Jones said to Genesis, practically begging. “I never would have. I just needed to talk to her.” He jerked his chin at Ivy.


  “Kind of hard to believe you when you busted in here with armed guards after I invited you in. I know there’s no code of honor among thieves but I expected more from you. Clearly I was mistaken, but I won’t make that mistake again. You can be damn sure I’m going to tell everyone we know what you did too. You could have just asked me to contact Ivy and I would have. This really could have been handled civilly.”


  His face paled slightly and he shifted in the seat again, clearly off-balance and afraid. Good. Fear was very good right now. It was just making sure he didn’t start spilling lies.


  “I just need my dolls back,” he said, looking at Ivy now. “If I don’t get them, I’m dead.” When she just stared at him, he continued. “Fine. The Green brothers aren’t at my warehouse anymore. Which you obviously know. They’re lying low in a condo, but plan to head to a boutique hotel downtown.” He rattled off the name, one she knew. “It’s where they’re going to set up the auction. Noah knows one of the owners and has everything arranged. He’s going to give the guy a cut of the profits. It’s a neutral meeting ground to not only sell it, but also hand it over. It gives him a layer of protection from law enforcement. Or that’s what he seems to think. I don’t care what happens to him. He screwed me over. He swore they would guard my warehouse while I was out of town. Instead, his younger brother fucked it all up, and if I hadn’t installed extra interior cameras, I never would’ve seen you two breaking in.” His gaze narrowed on her and Nash.


  “When are they moving to the hotel?” she asked.


  “I don’t know. I swear. I just know it’s going to be soon. The auction is scheduled for a few days from now. They moved up their timeline.”


  That lined up with what Ivy knew, so maybe he was telling the truth. “Tell me about the girl. Who is she?” Ivy’s contact hadn’t been able to get much from the woman’s fingerprints. Just her name and the fact that she’d fallen off the grid in America and moved to Europe years ago.


  “I don’t know much about her. Just that Luka is obsessed with her. Like wants to put a ring on it kind of obsessed.” Jones made a scoffing sound. “If my tastes ran that way, I would say she’s attractive enough, but she’s got a mean bent to her. I can see it in her eyes. There’s a lot of anger in that one right beneath the surface. She even convinced him to sell a few pieces behind his brothers’ backs. Noah knows though. They’re not that slick.”


  That was interesting. “What else?” she demanded. Next to Ivy, Nash was an immovable force.


  “That’s it. He’s obsessed with her and brought her into the crew without asking his brothers. So they had a choice to make. Kill the girl and upset their brother—possibly have Luka try to kill them. Or allow her to join their crew.”


  “She’s part of their crew now?”


  He shook his head. “No. I think they’re biding their time before they can ditch her. Or make her death look like an accident. I don’t know. Noah and I go way back but we’re not exactly friends. Still, I owed him a favor and…” He glanced at Genesis before looking back at Ivy. “I needed someone to keep an eye on my warehouse and couldn’t afford my normal security.”


  That lined up with how broke and desperate he seemed to be.


  “Could you get them to meet with you? Offer to buy the painting?” It was worth asking.


  “What, like set them up? No. I wouldn’t do that regardless. Also, they know I don’t have the money.” He shifted in his seat again, sweat pouring off him so much that the top of his shirt was soaked through. “I owe Krychek.”


  Genesis swore softly. “I heard you had some bad debts, but didn’t realize it was to him,” she murmured as Bruno stomped into the room. She held up a hand when Bruno took a menacing step at Jones. He stilled, the big man with the fighter stance looking as if he wanted to rip Jones’s head off. His dark hair was buzzed as usual, his fists covered in scars, and the all-black ensemble only added to his menacing appearance.


  “I took out the trash,” was all he said to Genesis but he remained where he was, right by her side.


  “Look, I’ve told you everything I know about them. Now give me what I want.”


  Ivy stepped over to Genesis and whispered in her ear, telling her where the drugs and diamonds were hidden. Then Genesis looked at Bruno and murmured something to him.


  He hurried out to retrieve the bag Ivy had hidden.


  She turned back toward the terrified man. “You’ll get what you came for in a few minutes. Are you going to tell the Green brothers what happened here?”


  Jones snorted. “Tell them I narced on them? No. I just need my stash and then I’m splitting town. It’s enough to help me start over again.”


  “If you run, you’ll make it worse on yourself,” Genesis said. “So you’ve got some debts. Sell off what you’ve got in the warehouse and pay Krychek back.”


  “I don’t have enough to pay off what I owe to Krychek,” he whispered to Genesis, real fear bleeding into his eyes then. “And I’m out of time anyway. It would take me forever to sell off all my stuff. I just need to get out of town. This is the only way I’ll have a chance.”


  Genesis was silent as she pulled out a knife.


  Alarm jumped inside Ivy until Genesis cut his bindings. “I know a guy who can help you get up to Montana. I’m not going to give you any money, but I will give you that. From there he’ll help you cross the border into Canada where you’ll be on your own.”


  Ivy was surprised Genesis was being so generous but didn’t say anything. As Bruno stepped back inside, he silently handed the bag to Ivy.


  She peered inside and pulled out the cheap dolls. Before she handed it to him, she said, “How did you know who I was? Find where I was staying? Do the Green brothers know about me or him?” She motioned to Nash.


  “I have no idea who he is. I figured this was about the painting so I did some digging and found out who the insurance company hired to track it down. After looking at some of your pictures and comparing the body type to the woman on the video—you—it was easy enough to figure out who you were and where you were staying. And hell no, I didn’t tell them about you. You’d be dead if I had. I also didn’t tell them what you did to Luka’s phone,” he added, looking at Nash. “I just want my shit. I don’t care about them.”


  Okay, then. She handed his stash over to him and he clutched it to his chest as if it was a lifeline. Then he turned to Genesis. “Thank you for the help. I know I don’t deserve it.”


  “You’re damn right you don’t,” Bruno growled.


  Jones’s face paled but he stepped forward. “I can be ready to leave by the end of the day. I just need to tie up a few loose ends.”


  Genesis nodded. “I’ll put you in touch with my guy. After that, don’t ever contact me again. You’ve burned this bridge.”


  Bruno grabbed Jones by the back of the neck and marched him and the guard out.


  Ivy shoved a breath out once it was just the three of them.


  Nash finally sheathed his weapons and faced Genesis. “What the hell was that? Why would you help him?”


  She lifted a shoulder. “He’s an asshole, but I don’t think he actually planned to kill me. He’s acting out of fear right now. And he’s done me a few favors over the years. I don’t like owing debts so now he and I are even. Besides, if I do a favor for him like this, he’s way less likely to tell the Green brothers anything about you two. He’s just going to leave town and ditch this life.”


  Ivy nodded, understanding. “I’m sorry for what happened here. It’s my fault—”


  Genesis shook her head, her long blonde ponytail swishing slightly. “Stop with that. This could’ve happened at any time, because of any job I’ve done. He’s a dumbass who got involved with a very bad man. He won’t last the year, probably not even three months, but at least I’m giving him a head start. And you and I are good, promise.”


  Ivy shoved out a sigh and collapsed on one of the nearest club chairs. Her emotions were on a roller coaster right now and she couldn’t stop the tremble racking through her. “I was scared when I heard your voice. I knew something was wrong.”


  “Yeah but you knew something was wrong, that’s the point. See, this is why I know we would work well together. That job offer still stands.”


  Ivy flicked a glance over at Nash, who gave her a questioning look. She cleared her throat and stood. “Are you going to get in trouble with whoever this Krychek guy is for helping Jones?” Ivy asked as she stood.


  “Nah. I’ve stayed off his radar for good reason. I’m careful about who I do business with. I’m actually mostly legit at this point,” she said on a laugh. “It feels weird to say that, but I am.”


  “Well thank you for all your help with this whole thing. I really appreciate it.”


  “Hey, it’s partially selfish. This is me trying to lure you to the dark side of working with me.”


  Laughing, Ivy gave Genesis a hug and headed out with Nash, who had been very silent. “Oh, hell.” She pulled out the phone Nash had given to her and realized Juan was still on the line. “You still there?” she asked even though the line was open.


  “Yep. You guys good?”


  “We are. Thank you for being our backup. Here’s Nash.” She handed the phone to Nash who quickly ended the conversation with a promise to contact Juan later.


  “So she offered you a new job?” Nash asked as soon as they made it downstairs. There was no sign of any of the men he’d tied up. Bruno really had taken the trash out.


  “Yeah.”


  “You thinking about taking it?”


  “Yes.” She didn’t want to talk more about it, however. She was still reeling from everything, all her emotions bowstring taut.


  Surprisingly, he didn’t push. Instead, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pulled her close. “I’d like it if you were in Miami full-time,” was all he said.


  Warmth bloomed inside her at the sentiment. She had questions she wanted to ask him, even though she was so mad at him for last night. But after what had just happened, after the risks he’d taken to protect her, she was wondering if she was doing the right thing at all. She hated the thought of losing the shelter but she hated the thought of anything happening to her family or Nash way more.


  As they stepped out into the sunshine, she decided to tell him everything. “This might be my last job.”


  



  



  Chapter 19


  



  Luka paced at the end of the bed, fighting the panic spiking through him. Delilah had just left without telling him. They were supposed to stay put in the hotel suites—Noah had been very specific about that.


  Once Noah and Miles had figured out the rest of the details, and called in some favors, they’d moved here. And Noah had basically threatened him about staying put while they were setting up the auction. Which was mostly online on the black market, but there were a few local buyers Noah trusted who had wanted to see the painting in person. And if one of the buyers was local and had the cash, then they got it immediately. And Noah had agreed to meet with the locals as a show of good faith. They couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong—which meant staying put.


  Luka spun at the distinctive sound of the door clicking open to find Delilah stepping inside, looking as gorgeous as ever. In a skintight pale yellow dress, she smiled at him and held up a bottle of expensive champagne, the glint in her eyes mischievous.


  Relief slid through him. She hadn’t left him—which had been his real fear, he realized. But she’d been pulling away from him, he could feel it in his bones. That just made him want to latch onto her tighter. His brother Miles liked escorts because he just wanted sex with no attachments, and Noah simply took it when he could get it. That was only because they’d never experienced someone like Delilah. Someone so free and giving in the bedroom. She made him feel like they could do anything together. He simply couldn’t let her go.


  “Why didn’t you tell me where you were going?” He’d gotten out of the shower and she’d just been gone.


  She arched an eyebrow as she stepped inside, her heels giving her an extra four inches of height as she walked toward him, her hips swaying seductively. “I’m sorry, are you my boss?” she purred.


  He bit back a groan, his anger slipping away. “Only if you want me to be.” God, he wanted to strip that dress off and take her up against the window. His dick was already hard thinking about it.


  She grinned as she headed to the minibar, her lips a slick, glossy red. “Where are your brothers? I thought they’d be back by now.”


  “Downstairs in the lobby. They’re meeting with one of the potential buyers and it should be a while. Noah said the guy wanted to talk over dinner so we should have at least an hour.”


  “So what happens after they sell it?” She popped the cork.


  “We get our cut and then you and I go on vacation.” That had always been the plan.


  “Or we could go on a couple other jobs.” She giggled as champagne spilled over, dripping onto her long, elegant, fingers. “I know of a crew we can join up with in Amsterdam.”


  He took the bottle from her, and poured both of them glasses even as he frowned. “What crew?”


  She lifted one tanned shoulder. “Just this guy I used to know.”


  “Used to know?” What the hell did that mean?


  “Used to hang out with. Whatever. Why are you being weird?”


  “I don’t want to hook up with some crew I don’t know.” That was how you ended up in jail. No thanks. He liked his life, doing what he wanted, when he wanted.


  She huffed and picked up her champagne glass, striding toward the window. The sun would be setting soon, and the fading sunlight painted a soft glow around her as she stopped at the wide pane of glass. “Well, I think I’m done here,” she said quietly.


  “What?” He gulped down the champagne, slamming the glass down before he strode over to her.


  She lifted a shoulder as if she didn’t have a care in the world and turned to face him. “Your brothers will never accept me. And I’m bored. I didn’t join you guys to be put on the sidelines. And I have an offer of something better. Something real. You’ve made it pretty clear that your brothers will always come first—”


  “I didn’t say that.” He reached for her, clutched onto her hip. Desperation punched through him as he felt her slipping through his fingers. She couldn’t leave him. He couldn’t live without her.


  “You don’t have to say it. And I get it. They’re your family. But I want something new. I want something fun. And I don’t want to come in last all the time anymore. When we first got together, you were so much fun.” Her tone was wistful.


  He gritted his teeth as he tightened his hold. They’d managed to offload those pieces he’d taken without telling his brothers. It had been…exhilarating. She was right, he was putting her last, but he could change that. He would.


  She just watched him.


  He had to think. To act. Releasing his grip, he scrubbed a hand over his face. “What if you can be more active on the next job?”


  She paused, eyeing him, the glass in her hand still, the little bubbles fizzing up. “What job?”


  “They don’t have anything lined up yet. But…”


  “But?”


  “I heard them talking last night. They might have something in the works. Normally we don’t do jobs back-to-back like this. Especially after one that brought this much heat. But they got a tip on something.” He wasn’t going to give her any of the details. Not yet anyway.


  “I’ll get a real role in this?”


  “Yes.”


  “And a full cut?”


  He paused. “I don’t know. This will be sort of like training.”


  She handed him her drink then, making a soft humming sound. “Here, finish mine. I’m not really thirsty anymore.”


  She hadn’t even drunk any of it and he wasn’t letting this go to waste. Sighing, he took it and sat on the chair facing the window, staring out at the city expanding before him. As he watched the sun fading, the cityscape of Miami lighting up, everything blurred together in a haze of white and blue. God, he was so damn tired.


  His glass fell from his fingertips, too heavy to hold anymore. He would close his eyes, just for a minute, as he tried to think of a way to make her stay. His brothers wouldn’t be up for a couple hours anyway. And he was so tired.


  Why was he so tired?


  



  



  Chapter 20


  



  Ivy crossed her legs as she shifted toward Nash, her back to the two older Green brothers. She and Nash had taken Jones’s tip, and half a day later they were now across from the brothers in the hotel bar, waiting to see what they did next. The auction was still live—Genesis had sent her a link to it, though the actual painting hadn’t been listed. No, it was for a stupid print of dogs playing poker and she couldn’t bid without having a specific code. But she could still see the damn link, see the countdown as it taunted her.


  Ticking down, second by second.


  Unfortunately, she’d just got an alert on her phone that the Green brothers were officially wanted. So whatever evidence Interpol or the Feds had needed, they were no longer simply persons of interest. The Greens were officially wanted for murder. No one had doubted it from the beginning anyway, but the authorities must have gotten some kind of concrete evidence or something. Which changed things for her since she had their location.


  “What’s that look?” Nash asked, taking a sip of his sparkling water. Neither of them were drinking, just blending in at the hotel bar.


  “Grappling with my conscience.”


  “Well, it’s always a good time to do the right thing.”


  “You’re such a Boy Scout.” She sighed. “And you are one hundred percent right.”


  “What is it?”


  “Just got a notice that the Green brothers are officially wanted.” Sliding her cell phone over to him so he could read it, she kept her voice low enough for only him to hear. “There’s a domestic and international warrant out for their arrest.”


  His eyes widened slightly. “What does this mean?”


  “I could wait to tell law enforcement I know where they are and try to steal the painting back from them. They’ve got to have it somewhere at the hotel, especially with the auction so close. Or…” She pressed a finger to her temple. “I can call in law enforcement.”


  “You’ll still get a portion of the fee, right?”


  She nodded.


  “It won’t be as much though, right?”


  “Right.” Not nearly enough to cover the mortgage and back fees. No, she had to be the one to find the damn painting to get the fee. “But…I need to call the authorities anyway. They’re in a public place now. Fairly public anyway. Which increases the risk of innocent people getting hurt if things go sideways.” She pulled out her cell phone and started texting. It was time to call in the professionals. She had various options, but she had some Fed friends she trusted to handle this the right way. With no loss of life.


  “Who are you contacting?”


  “A Fed friend of mine.”


  He stilled her hand and little tingles played up her arm at that brief touch. “I can talk to one of my bosses at Red Stone. His brother used to work with the Miami PD and he’s got a lot of contacts there. He could get SWAT down here faster than the Feds. Not to mention local law enforcement will likely be very grateful for you calling this tip in. Maybe you can use that with the insurance company. Get the piece out of evidence faster and maybe increase your fee?”


  She tapped her finger against the shiny wood bar. “Okay, make the call.” Even if she didn’t get the full fee, these guys were killers and needed to be in jail.


  Disappointment lanced through her but she squashed it. Four guilty assholes would be arrested soon, which was a good thing—even if it would cut her fee in half. It was still a lot and she could maybe make the shelter mortgage work with the bank. She shelved all those thoughts, however, as she watched Nash start texting. Then he motioned that he was going to make the call outside—so no one in here would overhear.


  Ivy knew this was the right thing to do but it still sucked.


  * * *


  Nash hung back with Ivy, keeping his hand against the small of her back as they watched from the SWAT team’s command center—a hotel room on a different floor from the Green brothers. They’d pulled the hotel owner in for questioning so he couldn’t alert the Green brothers to their presence and now they were about to make their move.


  Nash knew that under ninety-nine percent of circumstances, there was no way in hell that he and Ivy would have been allowed in here, but since he’d been the one to call Red Stone Security and they’d gotten SWAT into gear so quickly, they were giving him this favor.


  Now he and Ivy got to watch everything unfold from a safe distance on video feeds. There was a low murmur of voices in the hotel suite, with one man and one woman monitoring the live feeds from the SWAT guys who were currently directly outside the Green brothers’ hotel suite. One of the feeds showed the team leader holding up a hand and counting down from four. Then he moved quickly, sliding the hotel key into the door and they infiltrated.


  Suddenly noise filled the room from the feeds.


  “Miami PD! Get down on the ground now! Down on the ground!” Multiple orders were shouted and one of the techs watching the screen turned the volume down slightly.


  Ivy went tense next to Nash as they watched the SWAT team cuff one brother, then two…and Luka looked as if he was out of it. He was mumbling something too low for Nash to make out.


  “Call for a medic,” someone ordered. “His heart rate is too low and his eyes are too dilated.” One of the SWAT men was checking his pulse as he shouted.


  There was a whole lot of action then, but Nash started to tune it out as Ivy leaned into him.


  Breathing in her sweet scent, he focused on her for a long moment. He hated that she wouldn’t get her full fee but they’d done the right thing. And they both knew it.


  Now he wanted to talk about their future. He’d screwed up before but that was nothing they couldn’t talk through. He hadn’t been trying to use sex to get her to quit the job…or he didn’t think he had been. He’d just wanted her safe, but she was right. She’d never once said anything to him about the dangers of his job. She’d always simply told him to be safe or to take care of himself. She’d always been supportive. A good damn friend.


  And after experiencing the raw chemistry between them… There was no way they were going back to being just friends. He would always want more and he knew it. Being just friends was a special form of torture he was not interested in putting himself through, not when they could have everything together. And he was going to see about helping her come up with the rest of the money she needed for the shelter. Between him and her family, maybe they could work something out.


  Still watching the feeds, he wrapped his arm around her shoulders and she slid her arm around his waist, cuddling up against him perfectly. Yeah, he had to believe things were going to be okay between them.


  The SWAT commander, Aaron Flores, strode into the hotel room then, and started talking quietly to one of the officers who’d been guarding the door. Pushing fifty, the man with salt-and-pepper hair had clearly been military at one time. Nash would bet money on it. He had that typical bearing and the high and tight haircut.


  Once Flores was done, he made his way over to Ivy and Nash.


  Letting go of Ivy, Nash held out a hand. “It looked like a good operation. Your guys are pros.” It wasn’t like the man needed his affirmation, but it was true and Nash was impressed by how they’d operated. It had been efficient and professional, the way it was supposed to be.


  “Thank you. No loss of life, and they gave up fairly quickly. These are the kinds of jobs I live for. Everyone is going home today. No art has been retrieved yet, however.” The commander looked at Ivy, his expression softening slightly.


  She shifted next to Nash, though her expression remained neutral. “They would have hidden it very close to here, if not here. My instinct says it’ll be in the hotel. An empty room, likely. You probably can’t tell us, but has the hotel owner given you anything? Because he might know.”


  Flores’s mouth pulled into a thin line. “He’s a fu…” He cleared his throat. “He’s a liar because he rolled over fast. Too fast. Told us it was stashed in a room on the same floor as the brothers. One listed as under construction, but it wasn’t there. Either he’s lying or they moved it on him. We’re doing a full grid search right now. And there’s a team of Feds on the way. These guys have a whole lot of warrants out for their arrest.”


  Ivy’s eyes widened. “I didn’t realize that.”


  “Something tells me your bosses didn’t tell you. Otherwise you likely would have reported them earlier?” He formed it as a question because it was clear that Ivy and Nash had been following these guys for days.


  “Honestly, I didn’t realize they had warrants until tonight. I was told they were considered dangerous, but it was my understanding that they were simply wanted for questioning. I mean, I had no doubt they were guilty, but there was no actual proof.” Her jaw clenched at that and he knew she was angry that her bosses might have lied to her.


  The insurance company had simply wanted the merchandise retrieved so they wouldn’t have to pay the full claim. And they’d known how damn good Ivy was at tracking people so they’d lied. He’d bet money on that too.


  The commander lifted a shoulder. “All these warrants are stateside. And they’re pretty old. I’m going to let the Feds intervene and take over because I don’t care what happens to these guys as long as they go away for a long time. Less paperwork for me that way.”


  Ivy smiled slightly. “I really appreciate you letting us watch everything. I know it’s out of the norm.”


  “Well, you have some friends in high places at Red Stone,” he said, looking between the two of them, his gaze lingering on Ivy a tad too long for Nash’s liking.


  Feeling stupidly possessive, he wrapped his arm around Ivy’s shoulders again.


  The commander arched his eyebrow slightly.


  “I know the answer will likely be no, but I was curious if we could get a look at the security feeds from the hotel?” Ivy pushed hopefully. “Maybe just scan through the last few hours.”


  The commander paused and looked at the two of them, then over at his people. “We’ve got our techs looking at them now but if you guys want to sit in and help out, I don’t see why that would be a problem. You’re both witnesses to finding these guys anyway, so yeah, it’s fine. Plus now Grant will owe me.” The man grinned slightly at that.


  Nash knew the Grant reference was to Grant Caldwell, one of the owners of Red Stone Security—also a former detective with the Miami PD.


  “I didn’t see a woman arrested in the feeds,” Ivy continued, clearly wanting to get all she could from this guy.


  “It was just the brothers,” he said, then pulled out his radio and started talking into it after he got pinged. He frowned at what he heard, then glanced up at Nash and Ivy. “One of our techs reported seeing her leave—with only her purse. She didn’t take the painting, but we’ve got someone looking for her now. The city’s big, but we’ll find her.” He listened to something on his radio again, then said, “Security is on the sixth floor. They’ve got a couple extra seats for you to look at their video feeds. Head up there now and I’ll let them know you’re on the way. I’ve got to go, but it was nice to meet you both.” Then he nodded once at Nash and hurried out.


  “So she’s still out there,” Ivy murmured, frowning up at him. Her mouth pulled into a tight little bow that was adorable. “I want to see for myself that she didn’t leave with the painting.”


  Nash didn’t like that the woman who’d attacked Ivy with a sword was still out there, but right now, that was up to the cops to deal with. If she was smart, she’d be on her way out of the state by now. “Let’s go check out the feeds and then I want to get you out of here. When’s the last time you ate?” He’d been with her since they’d left Genesis’s place this morning and she’d been too stressed to eat—so he already knew the answer.


  “I don’t even remember.”


  “Have you talked to your bosses?”


  She shook her head. “Not since I told them I was calling the police. They were slightly annoyed but they’ll be getting the art back eventually.”


  “If the Green brothers didn’t destroy it.”


  “They wouldn’t have had time. They didn’t even know SWAT was coming. Wait…if the hotel owner wanted to cut a deal, he wouldn’t have lied. What if the cops are wrong and Delilah took off with it? Maybe she hid it for them?” She was pensive as they took the elevator to the designated floor.


  Thankfully the commander was a man of his word. The security team didn’t mind at all and set them both up in front of the two screens.


  “We’re looking to see every angle where the suspects were from the moment they checked into the hotel,” one of the techs said, her fingers moving across her own keyboard as she spoke to them. “We want to find where they stashed the art as much as you guys do. If you see them carrying anything larger than a piece of paper, flag it for us. Some of the feeds are corrupted, however. We’re pretty sure it was intentional so there will be missing timelines.”


  Both Ivy and Nash nodded and sat down, getting to work.


  Ivy clearly knew how to use this kind of technology, and he had some experience, though not as much as her. He’d always been more on the operator side of things, but this was interesting too.


  Thankfully it was easy enough to plug in faces and do a parameter search, which made all the difference. This wasn’t normal hotel security—this was much higher tech than the standard feeds that dumped their records to an offsite place after forty-eight hours. Good for them and the cops, but he couldn’t help but wonder who owned this place.


  He shelved all thoughts of that, however, and got to work. The sooner they could finish up here, the sooner he could get Ivy home. To his home. Where he could take care of her and they could talk about their future.


  Because they were going to have a future.


  



  



  Chapter 21


  



  “I’m sorry things didn’t work out the way you wanted,” Nash said as they stepped out of the elevator.


  Yeah, she was too. “It was nice of them to let us watch the security videos though.” Unfortunately they’d seen Delilah crystal clear on the screen, multiple times. She’d disappeared for a while, and then there were a couple fairly large blanks in the feeds. The final shot was of her hurrying out of the lobby, her bright yellow dress basically a beacon. She’d been carrying a small purse in hand, but nothing else.


  The painting had to be somewhere in the hotel. Or at least Ivy really hoped so. If the art wasn’t retrieved, she didn’t get anything, which left her stuck taking another contract. Or losing the shelter.


  “How about you let me buy you dinner? We’ll have a couple drinks and relax.” Nash wrapped his arm around her shoulders as they made a right, heading toward the parking garage.


  There was a quietness to the hotel, especially after the cops had made themselves known. They’d hauled the Green brothers away and were currently doing a grid search, so she assumed most people were either in their rooms for the night or had made themselves scarce.


  “That sounds good.” She laid her head on his shoulder, liking how good it felt. Today had been long and draining and she just wanted to not think for a while. There was too much to worry about and she knew that getting all caught up in her head would do her no good.


  “I’d also like to talk about us.”


  She nearly stumbled at his words. “Us?” She wasn’t surprised, so she wasn’t sure why the word came out all raspy. She’d known they’d eventually have to have this talk. They’d simply been avoiding it. And she was tired of fighting her feelings.


  “Yes.” His voice was all deep and sexy, and dammit, why was he doing this to her now?


  As they made another right down a long, plush-carpeted hallway, a hotel staff member was stepping out of a nearly hidden door. The man in the black slacks, black shirt, with neatly slicked-back dark hair frowned at them. “What are you two doing back here?”


  She blinked at him even as she motioned to the set of double doors at the end of the hallway. What the heck did he think they were doing? “Heading for the parking garage.”


  He shook his head and nodded behind them. “It’s that way.”


  She was normally great with directions. She glanced around. The long hallway had cream-colored walls and a rich maroon carpeting. “I could have sworn we came this way.”


  The man smiled slightly, his expression softening. “This part of the hotel is under construction. It connects to a sister hotel that’s not completed yet. It’s still in the construction phase, but they’ve called off all work for a week. Something to do with permits and…” He shrugged. “Nothing that concerns me. Just turn back around, make a right, then a left at the first hallway. It looks just like this one.” As he hurried off, talking into his radio about linens, she looked up at Nash.


  “What are you thinking?” he murmured, his gaze falling to her mouth.


  On instinct, her own gaze dipped to his mouth and heat bloomed inside her. “I’m thinking of a lot of things right now. But…I’m also thinking maybe we head that way instead of to the parking garage. If that hotel is under construction, it would be a great place to hide a painting.”


  He closed his eyes and took a breath.


  She pushed. “Delilah disappeared from the cameras for a while. What if…they hid the painting at a hotel that’s currently under construction, but no one’s working on right now. It’s not a crazy thought. Let’s just check it out. There are no cameras down here.” She motioned around them. “Not visible anyway. And even if we get caught, we can just play stupid.”


  In response he simply continued down the hallway, his arm around her shoulders.


  Beyond surprised, she said, “Really? You’re not going to give me grief?”


  “I know by now that it will be of no use. Besides, you make a good point. This would be a fantastic place to stash a painting. Unfortunately, it’ll be like looking for a needle in a stack of needles.”


  Yeah, Ivy knew that, but it didn’t hurt to look. Especially now. Her adrenaline was pumping, a low buzz of energy in her core as they hurried. What if it was here and they found it? If there was a chance she could still save the shelter, she was going to try.


  At the end of the hallway, they pushed open the double doors and her eyes widened. It was a giant connecting walkway surrounded by glass. It stretched out to another set of double doors. On one side was a view of the ocean, and the other, what would be a huge pool with a lazy river surrounding it for guests.


  “We really shouldn’t be doing this.”


  “We’ll just pretend we got lost.” That tactic had worked for her on multiple occasions. It was sadly so easy to play the role of “silly woman.” “Besides, the cops are going to be super lenient with me after this.”


  “Your logic terrifies me.”


  “It’s not like we’re stealing anything. And we’re not breaking in. The doors were open.” At least the first set had been. When they pressed the bar on the opposite double doors, she grinned when it swung open. “See, it’s fate.”


  “Unlocked doors are not fate,” he muttered, though that sexy mouth of his did curve up ever so slightly.


  “If I was a thief, where would I hide a big painting?” She was talking more to herself than him as they stepped into the new hallway. They must be close to finishing because the smell of fresh paint hit her immediately. The flooring was also pristine, a gorgeous tile with a wood-look similar to what was in Nash’s kitchen. The walls were bare, however, and she could see areas that needed touchups.


  As they hurried down the hallway she peeked into various rooms. It looked like these were going to be conference rooms or ballrooms. One was huge enough for the conferences. But there was no place to hide anything. No closets, just lots and lots of construction equipment and… She frowned, ducking into one of the ballrooms.


  Nash muttered something behind her but she ignored him and kept going.


  “Look at that,” she murmured.


  “What?”


  “The exit door. Someone’s propped it open. I can hear the street noise.”


  Nash cursed softly as he hurried with her, eyeing the metal pipe that had been stuck between the door and the frame to keep it open.


  “If the crews got called off because of permit issues, no one is going to be back down here. They’re going to enjoy their damn days off,” Nash murmured, peeking out the door before quickly stepping back into the ballroom and removing the pipe so the door locked when it shut. “It’s just a small parking lot. Nothing else. This isn’t an unloading area.”


  Blood rushing in her ears, Ivy started moving around the room, inspecting everything. “She’d want a quick getaway. If she or one of the brothers left that pipe, they’d want to keep the painting nearby…”


  Standing still for a moment, she looked around the room at the various supplies left behind. Ladders, drapes… She raced back across the room and pulled one of the drapes back. There was a small ladder, a can of paint and—


  She sucked in a breath as she grabbed a long cylindrical container. She popped the top off and gently eased out… Her heart started beating double time. The soft golds and pinks were visible as she partially unrolled the canvas. This was it.


  “Holy shit,” Nash muttered.


  “Holy shit indeed.” She slid the canvas back inside and popped the top back on, stunned. “Let’s go.” She didn’t want to stick around in case Delilah showed up.


  They hurried out of the room and ran back the way they’d come.


  She pulled out her cell phone, calling her boss to let him know she had the painting in her possession. She was going to take multiple pictures of it to prove that she had been the one to find it. It would still have to go through whatever law enforcement chain of command that took over, but she had a feeling they were going to get this back to Europe in no time. The Green brothers were wanted for murder and she knew how Interpol worked. They were going to claim jurisdiction and take over everything.


  By the time they made it back to the original hotel, Commander Flores was waiting for them in the lobby. He glanced down at what she was holding, then motioned for them to follow.


  She couldn’t believe they’d found it, couldn’t believe her good fortune. Today had turned out a heck of a lot better than she could have imagined. After this, she and Nash were definitely going to celebrate.


  Hopefully with more than just a drink. She knew they needed to talk, but she hoped… Well, she was still a little afraid to hope for something real with him, but she was hoping anyway.


  Maybe they could just skip talking altogether, get naked, and have lots of orgasms.


  



  



  Chapter 22


  



  Nash breathed a sigh of relief as they finally left the hotel. The Feds had shown up and they’d ended up having to stay put and make a statement. And one of the agents had seemed very chummy with Ivy. Nash was still off kilter—confused by his feelings. No, not confused. He had no claim to Ivy and it was making him feel like a possessive jackass.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Ivy linked her arm through his as they stepped into the parking garage. A cool breeze rolled over them as he took out his key fob. This whole thing was finally over—Ivy would get her commission and he was determined to get the girl. His woman.


  “You seemed to know that guy well,” he said. Handsome bastard. The guy had looked like a damn superhero and had perfect white teeth—and had been all damn smiles at Ivy. Nash didn’t like this side of himself—had never been the jealous type. Didn’t think he was, but he had no claim on Ivy and that was making him edgy, off his game.


  “What guy?”


  “Captain fucking America,” he muttered as they reached his SUV.


  She snorted, the sound adorable. “You mean Agent Kensington? Happily married Agent Kensington? Yeah, I’ve run across him on a few jobs. He’s not the agent I was talking about before, the one who does me favors sometimes.”


  Nash didn’t care. Possessiveness had swelled up inside him like a tsunami and there was no pulling it back in. Ivy was his. He needed to claim her with a desperation that stunned him. Scared him.


  He turned, pressing her up against the SUV in a sudden move. She sucked in a breath as he caged her in, but he was tired of fighting how he felt. No more fake relationship, no more fake kisses. They hadn’t been fake to him. All this was so real—too damn real.


  Her fingers splayed across his chest as she stared up at him. “What are you doing?” she whispered.


  “I want you, Ivy. Just you. Only you.” It has always been her. “I don’t want to pretend that we’re dating. I don’t want to pretend anything with you.”


  She stared at him, her eyes dilating slightly as she carefully watched him.


  “Say you don’t want me,” he growled, rolling his hips against hers.


  “I want you more than my next breath,” she whispered, the words coming out like a confession. “I’m just scared of what will happen between us.”


  Yes! She wanted him. Everything else was just details. His eyes trailed to her mouth again and it took every single ounce of self-control he had not to kiss her. Because if he started, they weren’t stopping. Nope, they’d be charged with indecent behavior. His control on a razor’s edge, he blindly reached out and yanked the door open for her.


  “Inside,” he growled. Because he was beyond anything else at this point. He needed to get her home.


  Get her naked. Make her climax. More than once.


  She sucked in another breath, her eyes widening as she did exactly as he ordered.


  He didn’t remember sliding into the driver’s seat, didn’t remember driving home. Neither of them talked. Instead it was just this tense, heated stretch of the longest silence of his life until he zoomed into his driveway. He was barely aware of anything else, their surroundings.


  All he could focus on was Ivy.


  She was out before he could even unstrap—which was insanely hot. The energy arching between them was electric as they raced toward his front door.


  It took him two tries to get the damn key in the lock, everything funneling out around him except Ivy’s sweet scent and the knowledge that they were crossing a line. One that could not be uncrossed.


  He was glad. He didn’t want to go back to just friends. He wanted everything with her.


  “Nash,” she breathed out as he shut and locked the front door behind them.


  He didn’t let her finish, simply crushed his mouth to hers as he pinned her up against the front door. The way she melted against him, molded to him—it was too much and not enough.


  She wrapped her legs around him, clutching onto his shoulders as if she would never let go.


  And he never wanted her to let go. He was slipping off that edge now, free-falling and barely able to think, let alone speak. But first… “Condoms,” he rasped out as he pulled back, able to get the one word out. Good for him.


  “On the pill.” Her words were as unsteady as he felt. Her grip on him never loosened either as he pinned her up against the door. Her fingers clawed at him, her own energy palpable.


  They could do this with no barriers? Hell yes. “I’m clean.”


  “Me too.”


  If it had been anyone else, he wouldn’t have simply taken her word. But this was Ivy and he trusted her implicitly—something that should scare him. He was so far gone for her, however, that there was no fear. Just a raw hunger inside him that he didn’t think would ever be slaked.


  She grabbed the front of his shirt and tugged his mouth to hers.


  Groaning, he took over immediately, his tongue teasing against hers as she grinded against him, the energy rolling off her like heat waves surrounding them.


  He wanted to take his time with her, to devour every inch of her, but at this moment he felt completely manic, crazed with the need to thrust inside her. To fill her, claim her.


  He managed to get her shirt off, and as he stared down at her, her long inky-black hair falling around her bra-covered breasts in waves, he knew he was never letting her go. Nope. Now that he had Ivy Danger in his arms, he was keeping her.


  “I’ve been fantasizing about you for far too long.” Turned out his voice did work. Fuck, he had to slow this down a little. Had to keep some control. Because he wanted this to be everything for her.


  Her cheeks flushed a delicious shade of pink, her breasts rising and falling with her erratic breaths. “Me too. About you, I mean,” she said, almost flustered.


  Ivy never got flustered. She was cool and confident all the time, so damn sure of herself about seemingly everything. So this stunned him.


  “I don’t know where to start,” he admitted, the magnitude of what they were doing settling inside him. “I want to kiss you everywhere.” And never stop.


  A sexy, teasing smile pulled at her lips as she grasped at his shirt, tugging it over his head. “How about we both get naked, then?”


  He nearly fell to his knees in front of her. Instead, he unhooked her bra quickly, sucking in a breath at the sight of her full breasts on display.


  Pink-tipped nipples, the buds rock-hard and tight. All for him.


  His cock kicked against his pants but that was too damn bad for him. First, he had to taste her, devour her.


  Gently, he cupped them, his damn hands actually shaking. When she seemed to instinctively arch her back at his hold, he dipped his head to her breasts, sucking one tight nipple into his mouth. Oh God, this was sensory overload for him.


  She let out the sexiest moan, spearing her fingers through his hair and clutching onto his head as he flicked his tongue around the hard bud, rolling it, gently biting it.


  The sounds she made went straight to his head—and his dick. His cock was shoved up against the zipper of his pants, but he was staying at least half clothed for now because he wanted to get her off first. Wanted her to cry out his name as she climaxed.


  She was the only one to ever make him feel so out of control. So hungry. Possessive.


  He worked his way down her body, unable to move them from the door to a soft, flatter surface. He didn’t want to stop, some primal part of his brain afraid that if he did, things would end. And he never wanted that to happen. Not tonight, not ever.


  He didn’t remember finishing undressing her, but soon he had everything off her, her clothes a heap by their feet. He stared for a long moment, her breasts rising and falling as she stared right back, her eyes filled with hunger. For him.


  She was simply perfection, right down to her purple-painted toenails. Everything about her called to him on the most primal level, and in that moment he could see the rest of their lives together. Yeah, she was the one for him. They were going to create something incredible, sometimes fight, always make up, have adventures, and this… This was the start of it.


  As he kicked the rest of her clothes away, he went down on his knees and clutched her calf, sliding his fingers over her smooth skin. As he put her leg over his shoulder, her eyes widened in slight surprise, but the heat flaring there overrode everything.


  She was looking at him with a wild hunger. No fear or hesitation. Not that he’d actually expected that from her, but there wasn’t any room for regrets. He never wanted her to regret them, this. Not when they’d been building to this for months. Hell, longer.


  Now that they were finally here, he was going to do things right.


  Instead of diving right in like he wanted to, he gently rubbed his thumb over her pretty, pink clit. The little bud was peeking out of her slightly swollen lips, just begging for his touch, his attention.


  She shuddered, her hips rolling out once.


  So he teased it again, flicking his gaze up to her because he wanted to see her face. She shuddered as he continued stroking her. When he slowly dragged a finger through her slick folds, she let her head fall back on the sexiest moan.


  She was so damn wet and it was all for him. That knowledge made him feel superhuman, but the desperation to get her off was there right under the surface.


  He needed her to come. He slid a finger inside her, groaned as she made a strangled sound.


  “Do something,” she rasped out as she slid her fingers through his hair again, holding on to him as if he was everything.


  He chuckled slightly at her impatient tone, even though he was hard all over, all the muscles in his body pulled taut, that razor’s edge control of his about to snap.


  Leaning forward, he flicked his tongue against her clit as he slid another finger inside her. Oh damn, she was tight.


  She sighed, the sound one of pure pleasure rolling out of her as he began slowly pushing his fingers inside her. Her inner walls tightened around him as he sucked her clit, soft, then hard. Then he started all over again, trying to make her as crazy as he was.


  “Just like that,” she rasped out, her body shaking now.


  He increased the pressure, drinking in the sounds of her moans, the way her body was reacting to his teasing, until her orgasm hit fast and hard. Her cries of pleasure were like nourishment to his soul. This was Ivy, coming for him.


  She jerked against the door. “Nash!”


  He loved hearing his name on her lips, especially when she was naked and climaxing.


  Her entire body shook as an orgasm rolled through her and he didn’t stop, kept teasing until finally she clutched onto his head. “You’re going to kill me.”


  The ache between his legs acute now, he withdrew his fingers, sucking them into his mouth as he stood up.


  She had the most dazed expression as she watched him, but almost instantly slid her arms around him, digging her fingers into his back as she pulled him close. Her hungry energy was still there, encasing him, making him heady.


  Moving on instinct, he hoisted her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist as he crushed his mouth to hers. Though he could take her right up against the door, he cupped her ass and hurried toward his bedroom. Thankfully his legs listened to his order. Because he could wait a few seconds to get her on a soft surface.


  He’d had a whole lot of thoughts that revolved around her in his bed. Naked. Sated. But reality was a hell of a lot better than a muted fantasy.


  She grappled with his pants even before they’d made it to the bedroom, her fingers trembling as she worked his button free. By the time they fell onto the bed, she had his cock out and his pants shoved down.


  He tried to get them all the way off, managed one leg before she shifted positions, putting her open body right against his cock.


  Beyond rational thought, he just thrust inside her. She was tight and wet around him, her inner walls clenching as he pushed to the hilt.


  Oooh, fuck me.


  She grabbed onto his bare ass, digging her nails in hard as he began thrusting. His balls pulled up so tight he knew it wouldn’t take him long, which was embarrassing. Fuuuck, he had to slow down.


  This was Ivy and they had all night. Hell, more than just all night to explore each other. He knew they needed to talk, but talking was the last thing he could do right now, especially when she arched her back up, her hard nipples rubbing against his chest. He was in sensory overload, having her skin to skin with him, his dick buried deep inside her as she made the most erotic gasps and moans.


  Reaching between their bodies, he ran his thumb over her clit again. She might not be able to come again but he still wanted to try to get her off. He wanted her to have all the pleasure possible.


  She jerked at his touch—and then he felt it. The little ripple of her inner walls around him.


  He didn’t know her well enough to know if she could climax back-to-back, but after that ripple, he was damn sure going to try to get her off again.


  He buried himself deep inside her, but stopped thrusting and simply stroked her clit, his fingers moving in a lazy rhythm. The rhythm was in contrast to his pent-up hunger and it took all of his control not to pull back and lose himself inside her like his body was demanding, craving. He was on that edge again, teetering. But so was she. Oh, she was close, he could feel it.


  She made a gasping sound as she shuddered against him, her teeth nipping his bottom lip. “Gonna come again.” And she seemed surprised by that.


  He did a mental fist pump, inordinately pleased with himself as she started coming around his cock, her inner walls milking him tighter and tighter as she let go.


  As she came, he finally pulled back again and began thrusting inside her as he found his own release, hard and hot inside the woman he definitely loved.


  



  



  Chapter 23


  



  Ivy opened her eyes, to…warmth. Ribbons of sunlight covered the bed and one of her bare legs was sticking out from the covers. As she sat up, looked around at the rumpled bed and Nash’s clothes on the floor, heat hit her cheeks as images replayed in her mind. They had been…very active last night.


  Against the front door. On his bed. His floor at one point. In his kitchen after a late-night snack. Oh, that had been so very nice.


  The sound of the shower running and Nash whistling from the bathroom greeted her as she came more awake. Last night…and this morning had been intense. She hadn’t gotten caught up in her head at all; she’d barely thought about what they’d been doing. No, she’d gone on pure instinct, falling into the pleasure of it. And gotten a lot of orgasms because of it.


  They hadn’t even talked about anything—them, the future, nothing. They’d been so primal, just… Oh God. Her nipples tightened as she thought about everything they’d done. She wanted more, felt crazed with the need. Which wasn’t like her.


  Sliding out of bed, she winced slightly, realizing she was tender between her legs. When she found her clothes by the front door, she winced again. Good God, they’d been all over each other. She’d never been that manic with anyone before, never felt so out of control. Never felt so damn good.


  What…were they now? She knew they needed to have a talk, but first she needed coffee. And breakfast. She could go grab them something, maybe clear her head a bit. Actually think. Because if she went back to where he was in the shower, she’d join him and then they wouldn’t talk. Still…that thought sounded really, really good.


  She nearly jumped when there was a knock on his front door.


  Since she’d just finished tugging her pants on—sans underwear because she had no idea where those were—she looked through the peephole and flushed all over again. Ah, crap. She couldn’t very well ignore her own brother. Steeling herself, she tugged the door open.


  Ezra blinked, clearly surprised to see her standing there. Then his expression went dry. “Nice hair.”


  And, double crap. She hadn’t looked in the mirror but guaranteed she had sex hair. She tried to finger-comb it, but that wasn’t working out so well for her. Two of her fingers got tangled and she figured it was probably a good thing she hadn’t looked in the mirror yet. Stepping back, she let him in. “I take it you didn’t come here to see me.”


  “Ezra, hey.” Nash strode down the hallway in jogging pants and nothing else. His hair was damp and he gave her a curious look, but he didn’t pause or anything, just moved in and kissed her right in front of her brother. It was a sound claiming too. All right, then. Things were real between them.


  Or she really hoped so.


  “I got your message about the threat being over and I just stopped by to… Honestly I stopped by because I was feeling weird about the way things were between us last time,” Ezra said to Nash. “We’ve been friends a long time and I was only partially serious about kicking your ass.”


  Ivy shook her head but grabbed her brother and tugged him fully inside the house, shutting the door behind him. “There will be no ass kicking. But I say we all get coffee.”


  Her brother nodded, the tension in his neck and shoulders already easing. “I could definitely go for some.”


  Ivy went ahead of them, letting them talk out whatever they needed to talk out. In Nash’s kitchen, she glanced at her reflection in the microwave and winced. Oh…oh, damn. It was like she’d gone through a tornado. A sex tornado. And at that thought, yep, it was caffeine time.


  “So what are you guys up to today?” Ezra asked as he stepped into the kitchen, then almost immediately he held up a hand. “You know what, never mind. I really don’t want to know.”


  She absently attempted to finger-comb her hair again as the coffee maker started, but quickly realized it was a losing battle. This bird’s nest was here to stay until she got an actual comb through it.


  “Actually, I was hoping we could head to a barbecue at one of my friends’ houses later.” He gave Ivy a questioning look as he spoke. “Ezra, you’re welcome to come.”


  She nodded as she grabbed cream and sugar, a teeny bit of panic settling in. They were already moving into this phase? He was taking her to meet his friends? Her stomach tightened. Everything was moving so fast. Her family, at least Ezra, was seemingly okay with them and…this was all a lot. She’d started to ask if it was someone she knew when there was another knock on his front door. Why were people just stopping by today?


  Nash frowned even as he murmured, “Hold on.”


  “You’ve got a crazy look in your eyes, Ivy,” Ezra observed as he grabbed mugs for all of them. “Crazier than that hair of yours.”


  “Why don’t you shut your mouth?” she growled.


  Her brother snorted. “I recognize that look—the look of someone who’s about to run.”


  “I’m not running anywhere.” Dammit, her brother read her too well. She wasn’t running, she was just…having a moment of panic. “So how’s your latest dating escapade?”


  “I don’t understand what’s wrong with me. It’s like I have a magnet for crazy.”


  “Or the more logical explanation is that you’re the crazy one. Seems like the common denominator is you.” Smirking at him, she leaned against the countertop, inhaling the rich aroma of the breakfast blend.


  Nash stepped into the kitchen, with his dad, of all people.


  Gah, she didn’t care if her brother saw her like this, but this was Nash’s dad, a man she adored. And she was rumpled in yesterday’s clothing and her hair was a wild thing. Just great. She pushed off the countertop, attempting to smooth her hair out again, and didn’t even want to know what he was thinking right now. “Mr. Harris, it’s nice to see you.”


  “You too, darlin’. Heard from a little birdie that you might be sticking around for a while?”


  She ignored the surprised look her brother sent her and simply nodded. “Hopefully. And I hope you guys don’t mind, but I’m going to take a quick shower. Don’t leave before I come out.” She grabbed a cup of coffee, gave Mr. Harris a hug and pretty much sprinted from the room. She needed to shower, tame her hair, and more than that, get her emotions under control.


  



  



  Chapter 24


  



  “Sorry to just drop by unannounced,” Ezra said once Ivy had pretty much run from the room. “I was just worried about you guys, honestly. And I didn’t like that there might be bad blood between you and me.”


  “Never,” Nash said, stepping forward, though all he wanted to do was follow after Ivy. “I meant what I said at your mom’s house. We’re good…but Ivy comes first for me.” He’d made it damn clear where he stood with Ivy to her brothers days ago—though it felt like an entire month since then. At least. “She always will.”


  Nash noticed his dad was busying himself doctoring his coffee, taking his time as he and Ezra talked.


  “I know. And I’m rooting for you guys. So you hear any news about the missing woman?” Meaning, Delilah.


  “Not yet, but the Feds will find her.” Nash had no doubt the woman was long gone, probably on a plane overseas.


  “Keep me updated. Look, I’m going to take a rain check on the coffee.” He took a slight step back toward the door.


  “Don’t leave because of me,” Nash’s dad said.


  “I’m not, promise. I’ve got some stuff to do this morning anyway, but it was good to see you.” He gave Nash’s dad a hug and headed toward the exit. “I’ll let myself out. Make sure you text if you get any updates.”


  Once he was gone, Nash made coffee for himself and sat at the center island next to his dad—who was looking far too smug. “What’s that look for?”


  “I’m just picturing all the grandchildren I’m going to be having in the next few years. Hopefully, of course. No pressure.” He grinned before taking a sip of his coffee.


  He stared at his dad. “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m glad you finally made a move on Ivy. That’s all.”


  “Finally?”


  “Please, son. I have eyes. And you’re always talking about her. You manage to work her name into any conversation we have. And I’ve seen the way you look at her when you think no one is watching. It’s the way I used to look at your mother. So you guys are…official? Or whatever term you kids use today.”


  He nearly snorted at the word kids. “I don’t know what we are.” He knew what he wanted, but they needed to actually talk. And he couldn’t help but wonder if Ivy had been planning to run out on him while he’d been in the shower. She’d gotten a sort of panicked look earlier and he wasn’t sure what it meant.


  “You’ve got to put a ring on it, then.”


  He nearly sputtered his coffee out. “Excuse me?”


  “That’s what the kids say these days, right? Put a ring on it. Lock it down. Whatever. I’m sure I don’t have the phrase exactly right, but you know what I mean.”


  He stared for a long moment at his retired military father who’d just said put a ring on it. “Duly noted. What are you up to today anyway?”


  “I wanted to talk to you more about that dog.”


  “Well, things have settled down on my end and I’m serious about adopting him. I just don’t want to put too much of a burden on you. I’ll be here in the mornings and evenings, but if I travel, I might have to ask you to watch him over here. I’m worried it’ll be too much.”


  His father waved that away quickly. “It wouldn’t be a burden. I hate that our community rules don’t allow pets. So it’s perfect. But you better check with Ivy about getting a pet because that’s a couple’s decision.”


  He blinked because he hadn’t even thought about that but his dad was right. First they needed to iron out what they were and if she was serious about moving back to Miami.


  If she wasn’t ready to move back yet, he would still make it work with her. He didn’t care that she traveled. He just wanted to be able to call her his. And vice versa.


  Whatever had put that panicked look in her eyes earlier, they could work it out.


  And he would convince her that they were meant to be together. If she balked, he’d just give her more orgasms until she realized they fit, that he could be her future.


  



  



  Chapter 25


  



  Juan’s breath caught in his throat as Angel stepped out of her shop. She’d taken her dark hair down so that it fell around her shoulders in soft waves. And she’d changed out of her work clothes into tight jeans that highlighted her curvy hips and thighs. The V-cut wrap-around sweater she had on had all the muscles in his body pulled taut—and as soon as they got back to his place, he was going to take his time unwrapping her. Slowly.


  “You ready?” Her smile was a kick to his solar plexus every time. He still couldn’t believe they were together.


  “Always. How was work?”


  “Busy, but good,” she said on a laugh. “I’m glad to get off early though. I got your text. So do I finally get to hear what’s been going on with your friend?”


  “Oh yeah, and I have a story for you.” He wrapped his arm around her as they headed down the sidewalk. He’d parked a couple blocks away so they could take advantage of the cool spring weather. “Some of it I barely believe myself but I know it’s true.” When Nash had called him and asked him to stay on the line while he basically infiltrated a warehouse and saved someone, he’d been tense the entire time, ready to go down there and help him kick ass. Before he could tell her any of that, Angel stiffened against him.


  That was when he realized a man and woman with a stroller were coming their way on the sidewalk.


  It took him a fraction of a moment to realize who the guy was. Her ex. Ricardo the douchebag.


  The couple noticed Angel a moment later and Juan saw the woman’s eyes go wide and then fill with what almost looked like panic. Her ex looked surprised as well, but he quickly masked it. That guy had always had a smarmy look about him. A punchable face for certain.


  “Angel,” king douchebag said as they all awkwardly stopped on the sidewalk, their big-ass double stroller in the middle.


  “Ricardo.” Her voice was stilted but her expression was neutral enough.


  A long, awkward pause stretched between them. Juan cleared his throat. “I’m Juan,” he said to the woman, nodding politely enough. “Angel’s fiancé.”


  Now that got a reaction out of the ex. Ricardo sucked in a breath. Heh, good.


  “Oh…congratulations!” The woman smiled and her reaction seemed genuine, which Juan found jarring. He knew from Angel that this was the woman her ex had cheated on her with. She was so damn young, maybe twenty. Something told Juan she’d regret her life choices later.


  “Thank you. Finally managed to lock her down.” He shot a look at Ricardo—who was staring at him with a whole lot of jealousy in his dark eyes. Good. “We have to be going.” He couldn’t even muster up enough to say that it had been nice to meet them. Keeping his grip around Angel, he basically guided her around the stroller since she seemed to be in a state of shock.


  “Fiancé?” she murmured when they were about a block away. And he had to give her credit, she hadn’t looked over her shoulder once. But he would bet fifty bucks that her ex had definitely looked back. Who wouldn’t want to check out the most perfect ass on the planet?


  “I wanted to get a reaction out of that asshole.”


  “I hate that seeing him still makes me freeze up. I feel like such a mess.” There was a raw vulnerability in her voice he’d never heard before.


  “No you’re not.” That was when he noticed tears glistening in her eyes. He inwardly cursed. “Baby, please don’t cry.” He tugged them down a side street and cupped her cheeks, wiping her tears away. He glanced around, knowing she would hate an audience, and was thankful that there was no one on this little street.


  “I’m sorry,” she said as more tears flowed.


  He wanted to run after the guy and kick his ass, which was completely barbaric. But he didn’t care. Juan pulled her into his arms, hugging her close. “Do you still have feelings for him?” he asked quietly as he continued to hold her, bracing himself for the answer.


  She snorted and stepped back, her tears drying up as she snorted again. Then she started giggling almost maniacally as she shook her head. “No. Oh my God, no! Noooo. My feelings for him died years before we even got a divorce. I’m just mad at myself. I have so much anger that I stayed with him for so long. Anger that I let him pull the wool over my eyes for so long. And then when I realized what a loser he was, I’m angry that I didn’t leave right away. I kept thinking maybe I could fix it. I put all the responsibility on myself, trying to mold myself into something I thought would somehow magically fix a relationship that was so fractured there would never be any fixing it. The only feelings I have for him are ones of disgust. I was young and stupid when I fell for him, and honestly, I feel a little bad for his new wife. I think she’s young and dumb too.”


  “I’m sorry you were with him for so long, but I hope you can let the anger at yourself go. You’re a good person and you were trying to save your marriage. That’s commendable.”


  She gave a jerky shrug, then managed a real smile. “I can’t believe you told him you’re my fiancé. He’s going to be chewing on that all night.” She gave a short, gleeful laugh. “That dick deserves it too.”


  “I know it’s too soon, but the thought of being your fiancé isn’t a laughing matter to me,” he said bluntly. He was putting himself out there, but he’d decided that with Angel he was always going to. He wasn’t going to hold back and risk out on losing her.


  Angel sucked in a breath. “Juan…”


  “I love you, Angel. In case that wasn’t clear. I’m not going to pretend to be something I’m not. I’ve wanted you forever. Before I even really understood my feelings. I’m not pressuring you for anything. I just want you to give us a chance. I understand that it will take time for you to trust again and I’m fine with that. I’m not going anywhere.” He backed her up slightly against the brick wall, keeping his arm between her back and the wall so it wouldn’t abrade her. “But someday, you’re going to have to start believing that I’m in this thing for real. Because I want a future with you.” He brushed his lips over hers, tasting chocolate and sweetness for a brief moment before he pulled back.


  She was still looking up at him with the dazed expression. “I don’t know what to say right now,” she whispered.


  “Don’t say anything. Let’s go get ready for this barbecue.”


  She melted into him and he knew he’d been right not to push her. He was pretty sure she loved him too, and maybe that was just the cockiness she told him he had in abundance. Or maybe it was confidence.


  If it took her a while to tell him, then…he would wait.


  He would always wait for Angel.


  



  



  Chapter 26


  



  “You’re being weird.” Nash turned left onto the quiet residential street, only minutes from Juan’s house now.


  “I literally haven’t said anything.” She looked amazing in a wraparound blue and white summer dress, a lightweight sweater over it. She crossed her legs toward him as she shifted in her seat. Her legs were long, lean, and all he wanted to do was throw them over his shoulders as he went down on her. Tasted her, teased her, watched her climax under his ministrations.


  “Exactly. You’ve been weird ever since my dad left.”


  “We had sex twice!”


  He grinned. “That we did.”


  “No need to be smug about it.”


  “Smug? How about excited. Or satisfied.” He made another left into a subdivision with clusters of palm trees on each side of the entrance.


  “Well, I’m not being weird.”


  “Something is going on with you.” He knew he should have asked her what was on her mind before, but she’d been naked when he’d walked into his room earlier and he’d just forgotten everything else. He had a feeling that in the future he’d lose every single argument if she stripped off her clothes. Gladly.


  “No there’s not, and can we stop with the third degree?”


  “Asking you questions is not giving you the third degree. If we’re going to be in a relationship—”


  “Are we in a relationship?”


  He slowed down. “Well, I would like to be.” He cut her a quick glance, trying to gauge her expression.


  She was watching him with big blue eyes. “You don’t think things are moving fast?”


  “Let’s see,” he said dryly as he pulled up to a one-story ranch-style house. The driveway was full so he parked by the curb. Turning to her, he continued, “We’ve known each other our whole lives. I’ve been physically aware of you since you were nineteen.”


  She sucked in air. “What?”


  “Oh yeah. When I came back from deployment and saw you in a bathing suit—what you claim was a bathing suit—it was over for me.” His tone was light but he wasn’t joking. “I was too messed up and dealing with a lot of internal stuff. Plus you were way too young for me then. But yeah, I was aware. Anyway, we’ve been texting for…what, a year? Whenever you’re in town we get together, and whenever I’m in the same area you’re working, we also get together. You’re one of my closest friends. So what’s moving too fast for you? Is it the toe-curling sex?”


  Her cheeks were flushed slightly. “Toe-curling?”


  “I’ve seen your toes curl a couple times.”


  A grin teased her lips. “Okay, I guess I’m just nervous. I’ve been into you for a while too. And then we moved from friends to fake relationship to the real thing in a matter of days. I’ve gotten a bit of whiplash. Not to mention there’s my family dynamic.”


  “What about your family?”


  “Well, if things don’t work out—”


  “Why wouldn’t they work out? We just started and you’re already writing our ending?” He reached across the center console, linked her fingers with his and squeezed. There wasn’t going to be an ending—at least he didn’t want one.


  “No. Not exactly. But…I don’t know, I’m nervous.”


  “I am too. But I’m not walking away. You’re mine, Ivy. I don’t want anyone else.” He loved her, but with the way this conversation was going, it was clear that if he told her that now, it would spook her. And that was the last thing he wanted to do. “So I’m in this all the way. You and me, dating—but not dating other people,” he practically growled out the words.


  Her expression softened. “You don’t like sharing?”


  “Do you?”


  “No,” she snapped out, whiplash fast.


  He leaned across the center console then, brushing his lips over hers. “We are in an exclusive relationship, so stop overthinking this,” he murmured as he pulled back.


  Her breathing was erratic as she nodded. “Definitely. You know my mom is going to be insufferable later. She’s going to think you’re the reason I moved back to Miami and probably build you a statue.”


  An invisible band that had been cinched around his chest eased as reality settled in. He now had the right to call Ivy his. “I am more than happy to pose if she wants to have a statue built for me.”


  “Oh my God, you are going to be insufferable.”


  “Probably. But I promise I’m worth it.”


  She eyed him for a long moment. “You really are worth it… Can I ask you something?”


  He nodded.


  She tucked a dark strand of hair behind her ear. “What if I’d decided to keep working at my current job? What if this wasn’t my last contract?”


  He didn’t have to think about it. “It wouldn’t change anything. It certainly wouldn’t change the way I feel about you. We would have to worry about logistics but we would make it work. If you get a job where you travel, we’ll make it work.”


  Those must have been the right words because the tension in her shoulders seemed to drain away as she leaned forward and kissed him.


  He deepened the kiss almost immediately, cupping her cheek and sliding his hand through the curtain of her thick hair. When she moaned into his mouth, he used superhuman strength to pull back. Because he’d promised Juan he’d stop by and he owed his friend at this point. He couldn’t just bail.


  “Do we really have to go inside?” Ivy murmured as she shifted in her seat, her eyes heavy-lidded with need.


  He bit back a groan. “Yes. I promised. Besides, we’ve got to take the desserts in.” They’d picked up a couple cakes and assorted pastries from Publix.


  “As soon as we can, we’re heading straight back to your place and getting naked.”


  Hell yeah. “We’ll stay an hour max.”


  She laughed and opened her door. “You’re such a liar.”


  She was probably right. He opened the back hatch and grabbed everything, and as they headed up the driveway, making their way through the plethora of vehicles, he turned at a screeching sound.


  A dark two-door car slammed to a halt behind his own SUV, inches from hitting it. What the hell?


  A woman jumped from the vehicle and he dropped the desserts—but she had a pistol trained on them in seconds, moving around the vehicle in quick, fluid motions.


  “I want that fucking painting,” Delilah snapped out, if that was even her real name.


  Nash kept Ivy behind him. “We don’t have the painting.”


  “Bullshit. And come out where I can see you,” the woman ordered. She held the pistol in her hands like a pro and sounded nothing like the woman they’d heard on the audio feeds.


  “Stay where you are.” He kept his hand on Ivy’s hip, holding her in place. This woman would have to get through him first.


  “Step out or I’ll put a bullet in your boyfriend. Tell me where the painting is, then we can all go our separate ways.”


  “I don’t have it,” Ivy said, a tremor lacing her words.


  “Don’t lie to me,” she snapped out. “It hasn’t been processed yet. I know for a fact that the company you work for doesn’t have it. And the Miami PD hasn’t logged it as evidence. Which tells me you’re holding on to it. I know how these things work.” She took a step forward, her boots clicking against the driveway. “You want your finder’s fee so you didn’t turn it over to the cops. I’m not stupid and this isn’t my first fucking rodeo.”


  They actually had turned it over, so whatever information she had, it was wrong.


  “Fine, I can take you to where it is,” Nash said. “But only if you let her go.”


  The woman laughed lightly, the sound grating. “You’re out of your mind.” She stepped forward, glancing around to see if anyone had noticed them.


  Nash could hear voices from the backyard, female laughter and children splashing around. He needed to get Delilah out of here before she really hurt someone. If he could just get close enough, he could disarm her.


  He took a step forward and she shook her head. “Stay where you are.” From where they stood, the vehicles provided cover, making it almost impossible for anyone to see that the woman had a weapon.


  But out of the corner of his eye, he saw Juan stepping out of the front door. He held his hands up slightly, hoping Juan realized something was off. “Look, you don’t want to do this.”


  “Don’t tell me what I want,” she snapped, all her focus on him. “You don’t know me. I infiltrated that crew and would have made off with the painting long ago but Noah made it impossible. So I had to keep screwing that moron Luka. I was so damn close to cashing in when the cops busted them. Give me what I want and I’ll let you live.”


  Nash knew that she’d only drugged Luka, she hadn’t killed him, but he didn’t have any faith that she’d actually let them go. “Fine. How do you want to do this? Take your vehicle or mine?”


  She motioned with her pistol. “You’re going to get in yours. Both of you in the front seat, unstrapped. So don’t get any ideas about crashing. I’ll be sitting right behind your girlfriend. All you have to do is take me to the painting. If you try to screw with me, I’ll shoot your girlfriend in the spine. Got it?”


  Ivy was tense behind him but otherwise quiet. He’d felt her pull his cell phone out of his back pocket and assumed she’d called 911.


  “I understand,” he said.


  Delilah turned slightly, backing out of the narrow walkway between the vehicles. Nash kept Ivy at his back, firmly blocked by his body where she would be safe even as he cursed the fact that he hadn’t brought a weapon with him. He didn’t make a habit of bringing his pistol to barbecues but now he was second-guessing his choice.


  “What the—” The blonde turned as Juan jumped up from behind the vehicle, rushing at her like a linebacker.


  He wasn’t fast enough.


  No!


  The pistol went off, echoing like a cannon blast in the neighborhood, even as Nash sprang into action, rushing her from behind.


  He rammed into her, grabbing onto her arm and twisting it even as she dropped the weapon. He wrenched it behind her back as he simultaneously body-slammed her.


  “I’ve got the police on the line!” Ivy shouted as she rushed toward Juan’s fallen body.


  As Ivy crouched next to Juan, Nash grabbed the woman’s other arm and yanked it behind her back as she thrashed around. He didn’t have any flex-cuffs on him so he made do with what he had and grabbed his belt, securing her wrists even as she continued kicking and cursing.


  “I’m going to kill you!” she screamed.


  Ivy was murmuring to Juan, who was conscious and groaning.


  People were rushing out of Juan’s house now, but Nash held up a hand, hoping to calm them. “The cops are on their way!”


  Ivy had her hands pressed against what looked to be a shoulder wound.


  “How’re you doing, man?” he called out, unable to clearly see Juan since Ivy was crouched in front of him. Nash stayed where he was, keeping the woman in place, because she would definitely run if given the chance.


  “I’m fine,” Juan’s voice shook slightly. “This is just a flesh wound.”


  “Oh my God!” The woman Nash knew was Angel from the billions of pictures Juan had showed him rushed forward, wearing only a bathing suit and a sarong. “Juan, mi amor!”


  Ivy moved out of the way as the woman took over, pressing onto his shoulder as she cried over him.


  “Yes, I can hear the sirens,” Ivy said into the phone she was still talking into, giving Nash a worried look. Someone handed her a towel and she started wiping off the blood as she continued responding to the operator.


  Delilah had finally stopped moving, but she was still cursing under her breath.


  “I’m fine, this is nothing,” Juan continued.


  “You’re not fine,” Angel answered, her voice growing high-pitched. “You’ve been shot.”


  Nash motioned for one of the women to come over as Ivy still spoke into the phone. As she approached, he said, “Can you grab Angel some clothes? I have no doubt she’s going to want to ride with Juan to the hospital. And please ask someone to get all the kids inside.”


  “I’m on it!” The curly-haired woman moved, shouting out orders to everyone, thankfully clearing the younger kids back inside right as multiple police cars screeched to a halt in front of the driveway.


  



  



  Chapter 27


  



  “You can kiss it and make me feel better,” Juan murmured, his words slightly sluggish as Ivy and Nash stepped into his hospital room.


  Relief punched through Nash to see his friend awake and talking. The doctors had already assured them he was fine, but he’d needed to see for himself. “I’m not kissing anything,” Nash said as they found Angel sitting in a chair next to Juan’s bed, leaning over him.


  “Good, because I’m certainly not asking you to kiss me. Perv.” Juan grinned, and yeah, he was definitely on something right now.


  Angel looked between the two of them and rolled her eyes. Her cousin or sister had grabbed a dress for her to throw on but she was still wearing flip-flops and her bathing suit straps were visible around her neck. “I’m giving you guys five minutes and that’s it. Then he needs his rest.”


  “I would’ve gotten shot a long time ago if I’d known you’d be taking care of me like this,” Juan told her dreamily.


  Angel just shook her head before she left the hospital room, her shoes making little snapping sounds.


  “How are you feeling?” Ivy asked, guilt lacing her voice. They’d been in the hospital for hours and Nash knew she was blaming herself for all of this.


  “Fine, thanks to some good drugs.” Juan’s mouth curved up.


  “The cops have the woman in custody and she’s being booked for attempted murder. It’s doubtful you’ll have to testify, considering the stuff they apparently have on her overseas already. She’s not going to see the light of day for a long time. If ever,” Nash said.


  “I’m not worried about it and I don’t mind testifying. How are you guys doing?” Juan’s voice slurred slightly at the end and Nash figured they better make this really quick.


  “We are more than good thanks to you. I owe you. You saved our lives.” He stood next to the bed and gently squeezed Juan’s hand.


  “Nah. You would’ve disarmed her once you got close enough. I was the dumbass who decided to charge in like a hero.”


  Nash shook his head. “No way. I owe you, seriously. Just let me know if there’s anything you need.”


  “You don’t owe me shit. But I might let you bring me a couple meals.”


  “You got it. And some beers.”


  Juan snort-laughed, his eyes starting to drift shut.


  Before either of them could say another word, Angel hurried back in the room. “All right, it’s time for you to leave. I appreciate you waiting around to see him, but Juan needs his rest.” She made a shooing motion, rushing them out. “I’ll text you and keep you updated.”


  As far as Nash knew, it was surprising they were letting Juan have visitors at all, but he had a feeling that one or two of the higher-ups at Red Stone had made some calls because some of upper management, including their direct boss Travis, had been out in the waiting room.


  “He looked way better than I thought he would,” Ivy murmured once they were in the hallway.


  Two nurses strode past them, deep in conversation.


  “The doctor said he was fine. The bullet went straight through and it doesn’t seem as if he is going to have any permanent nerve damage.” Though Nash knew that only time would tell for sure. Juan had some now, but the doctors were hopeful it was just temporary due to the nature of the wound.


  “I still can’t believe what happened. It all happened so fast. And…thank you, for protecting me. For keeping me tucked behind your body the whole time.” Her voice cracked at that, tears pooling in her eyes.


  He stared down at her incredulously. “You never have to thank me for that. I will always protect you, Ivy. I love you,” he blurted out. So much for holding on to that until a better time. He started to backtrack but screw it, he did love her. He was going to own it. Especially after what had happened. This was the best time he could think of.


  She stopped in the middle of the hallway and wrapped her arms tight around him. “I love you too. I’ve known for a long time and it terrifies me. But I love you so much, Nash.”


  Stunned at her admission, he cupped her cheeks and crushed his mouth to hers. They needed to get out of there as soon as possible because he wanted to show her all the ways he loved her, over and over.


  He could have lost her today, knew that nothing was guaranteed. So he was going to hold on to her for all he was worth.


  



  



  Chapter 28


  



  “So she drugged her boyfriend?” Ezra asked before taking a sip of his beer. He was sitting across from Ivy and Nash at Nash’s patio table. Ezra leaned back in his chair, the string of patio lights above them on the pergola and the streaming island-style music creating a relaxed atmosphere.


  After he and Ivy had gotten a full night of sleep—and other stuff—Nash had asked him over since he was the only one of Ivy’s family in town. He and Ivy were recapping everything for him—so Ezra could fill their family in without Ivy having to.


  “Yeah. She’d been running her own con on them. And apparently this wasn’t the first time she’s done it either. She has a lot of aliases. And according to the Green brothers, she’s the one who killed the museum curator’s wife. They don’t have any proof of it but all the brothers are testifying against her. Not that it will reduce their sentence any. But they blame her for ruining their little operation because they’d never planned to kill anyone.”


  “I’m just glad she’s caught,” Ivy murmured, setting her own glass down. “I can’t believe she tracked us to Juan’s.”


  Yeah, Nash was pissed about that too. But she’d seen Ivy and him talking to Commander Flores outside the hotel and had started digging into Ivy. From there, she’d figured out exactly who Ivy was.


  Nash reached out, took her hand in his and squeezed. “She’ll never be a threat to us again.”


  “It’s weird seeing you two together,” Ezra murmured. “Good weird though,” he clarified. “And I’m so glad y’all are okay. I just hope you don’t take any more dangerous jobs,” he said to Ivy. “Not that I don’t think you can handle it. Clearly you’re a fucking boss. Nash filled me in on how you knocked that woman out in the warehouse.”


  She grinned slightly. “I had good teachers.”


  Nash had talked with Ezra, even though he hadn’t been sure it had been his place. But he’d wanted her brother to back off and to start treating Ivy like the capable, kick-ass woman that she was. He knew that if one of her brothers stopped treating her like a teenager, the others would fall in line.


  “Yeah you did. Well, it’s getting late so I’m going to get out of here. I’ve gotta get up early.” Picking up his empty bottle, he gave both of them hugs before heading to the back door. “I’ll let myself out through the front and lock up.”


  “Thank you,” Ivy said.


  As soon as Ezra disappeared into Nash’s kitchen, Nash pulled Ivy into a big hug. They were still decompressing from everything, but he had a contract he was about to start and he wanted to soak up every second with her before then. Not to mention they were going to be picking up their new dog tomorrow morning. Everything in his life was changing and he was so ready for it.


  She buried her face against his chest. “I’m so damn exhausted.”


  “Me too.” Though, not too tired to get naked soon. He squeezed her tight before she pulled back. “I talked to Travis right before Ezra got here. I have a contract that starts next Tuesday. But if you need anything before then, I want to help you move into your place.”


  “Actually…my tenant will still be there for a few more weeks. She needed an extension while she closes on her new place, so I’m giving it to her.”


  “Why don’t you just move in with me?” She laughed lightly but he shrugged. “I’m not joking. Just temporarily so you don’t have to waste money on a rental.” Lies. Once he got her in here, he wasn’t letting her go. “And that way Bud will have company.” They’d already bought him a new bed, dog bowls, toys—so many toys.


  A gleam lit her blue eyes. “If you’re sure you don’t mind? I’m going to have a lot of clothes.”


  He pulled her close, sliding his hands down to her ass and squeezing. God, he loved everything about her. “I will have a lot of fun taking them off you.”


  Laughing, she leaned up on tiptoe, and they met halfway, their lips colliding in a rush of heat and hunger.


  “You’re not too tired?” he asked as he pulled back slightly. Because he knew where this was headed.


  She reached between their bodies and rubbed a hand over his erection. “I’m never too tired for you.”


  He captured her mouth with his again.


  



  



  Epilogue


  



  Four months later


  



  “I’m so excited you adopted this guy,” Mila said, crouching down next to Bud, their grumpy pug.


  Ivy and Nash had put a pool into their place and had decided to have a “pool warming” party to celebrate it, mainly just to have all their friends over. Now that she was in Miami full-time again, Ivy had been catching up with old friends and settling in to her new job as a consultant. Right now, a party was in full swing, complete with catered food and a mini bar.


  People were standing around the pool, drinking and talking while a silly game of volleyball was going on in the pool with some of the attendees’ kids. Nash had strung up a bunch of solar-powered Edison-style lights throughout the trees, over the pool and the patio, and even in the daylight they added a little extra flash. Ivy had decided to add two potted palm trees and half a dozen Hawaiian hibiscus plants and birds of paradise at the last minute. Everything was so colorful and welcoming.


  Bud gave her a baleful look before nuzzling against her outstretched hand, his little body wiggling in happiness.


  “He is the biggest cuddle bug. He gets right in between me and Nash every night,” Ivy said with a laugh. Nash called him a cockblock all the time—he’d bonded with both of them but Ivy took him to work with her at Genesis’s warehouse and he’d claimed her as his favorite fairly early on. And he sometimes tried to nudge Nash out of the way when he was cuddling with Ivy. So yeah, cockblock was about right.


  “Your aunt did a good job of running the place, so don’t get me wrong, but you are absolutely killing it. Everyone is saying so,” Mila added. “The social media campaigns you’ve launched? I’m surprised you have any available pets left at all.”


  She smiled, her cheeks warming slightly under the praise. “I can’t take all the credit.”


  “Heck yeah, you can. You hired some amazing people.”


  “Yeah, and they’re completely kicking ass right now. The adoption rates are up fifteen percent and climbing.” And Ivy had officially paid off all of the back mortgage and bought out her former partner so the place was hers, free and clear. A huge weight had been lifted, knowing that her aunt’s legacy would live on and that the shelter would be in place for a long time.


  “So I hear you’re working there one day a week. Any plans to take over?”


  “No. I like interacting with all the pets and I’m so glad to have Bud.” Hearing his name, he jumped to all fours, tail wagging as he nudged her ankle. He was always greedy for pets. “But I’m currently happy with my new job.” Settling back in Miami had been a huge whirlwind but it was definitely the right decision. Nash was a big part of that too—the best part of it.


  “You had better not be talking shop,” Angel said as she and Juan strode up to them.


  Over the last couple months Ivy had gotten to know Angel and adored her. She ran her own bakery and had a huge heart. She’d even started making dog treats and had a special section where she sold them at the bakery—and half the proceeds went to the shelter.


  “We’re just talking about adorable dogs,” Ivy said, unable to not notice the huge engagement ring on Angel’s left-hand ring finger that hadn’t been there just a couple days ago.


  Nash had told her that Juan was making his move soon and it looked as if he’d done it. She was happy for the couple, and really glad that Juan had bounced back relatively quickly. It had been months since he’d been shot, but he was officially back at work now. Thankfully there was no lasting damage to his nerves, something she was so grateful for. And the woman who’d shot him had been extradited to the UK where she’d been wanted for a lot of crimes. She would be in prison for a very long time—so would the Green brothers—something that helped Ivy sleep at night.


  Nash appeared as if out of nowhere, kissing the top of her head as he wrapped an arm around her, pulling her close. At the same time, so did Lyosha, wrapping his own arm around Mila. While Ivy adored Mila too, Lyosha was a bit hard to read—though he and Nash had hit it off big time.


  “Come on, I’ve got a couple people I want you to meet,” Nash murmured.


  She smiled at the others and let him lead her across the huge back deck they’d also had built. His boring backyard had been turned into a lush oasis of greenery and relaxation. After traveling nonstop for years, it was so wonderful to have a home to come to every day that she loved. And Bud certainly liked lounging on the tanning ledge in the pool on top of his pet pool lounger—oh yeah, their dog was beyond spoiled.


  The party they’d thrown today was in full swing, with people from his work, people from her work—Genesis and Bruno—and a handful of people from her life growing up in Miami. Some college friends, and of course her family. It was one of those perfect days that really drove home why she’d moved back. She finally felt as if she’d put roots down, could be part of a real community. And of course she had Nash, who was everything.


  Hours later, after everyone had finally left, and she and Nash had finished cleaning up the kitchen, Ivy was ready to slide into the hot tub and soak her tired body.


  “Why don’t you go kick your feet up on the back deck?” Nash kissed her soundly on the mouth before he loaded up the final plate in the dishwasher. “I’ll bring you a glass of wine. I know you didn’t get any today.”


  “I can’t think of one single reason to argue with you.” And they hadn’t done any arguing since they’d moved in together, which had been about a second after she’d officially settled back to Miami. She’d planned to move into the home she owned but they’d spent almost every night at Nash’s. And this place was closer to where she now worked as a consultant for Genesis. Plus his home was bigger and they’d had the space to build a pool. The pool had been the big seller for her—well, that and being with Nash full-time.


  Sometimes it was weird how quickly they’d moved from friends to being a couple, combining their home and lives. But it had happened so seamlessly, as if they had always been together. At least she felt that way.


  Instead of getting in the hot tub, she stretched out on one of the lounge chairs under the pergola, the hanging lights creating a soft glow over everything as she enjoyed the peace and quiet.


  As she stretched out, she heard Bud’s nails clicking across the patio deck. She grinned, holding out her hand, knowing he would immediately nuzzle his head right under it before jumping onto her lap and then nuzzling her face. He’d taken to living with them so well too, as if he’d always been part of their family. She liked to think that he’d just been waiting for them.


  “What’s that?” She opened her eyes as Bud dropped something into her lap.


  Then her heart skipped a beat as she realized it was a small jewelry box. Hoolllly. She sat up as Nash crouched next to her, his gaze intense as he watched her.


  Opening it up, he said, “Ivy Danger, I love you more than life itself. These past few months have been the best adventure and I want to keep having adventures with you every day. Marry me?”


  A burst of joy exploded inside her as she lunged at him. “Yes!” She threw her arms around him as Bud happily yipped next to them. Nash was right—this had been the best adventure ever and she was ready for more with him.


  Before settling back here, she never could have imagined this would be her life. Now she wouldn’t change it for anything.


  



  



  Dear Readers,


  



  Thank you for reading the latest Red Stone Security book! It’s been a lot of fun revisiting this world with Saving Danger and I’m excited to write more books in this series. If you’d like to stay in touch with me and be the first to learn about new releases you can:


  



  • Sign up for my monthly newsletter at: www.katiereus.com


  • Follow me on Bookbub: https://www.bookbub.com/profile/katie-reus


  • Find me on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/katiereusauthor


  • Follow me on Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/katiereusauthor/


  



  Also, please consider leaving a review at one of your favorite online retailers. It’s a great way to help other readers discover new books and I appreciate all reviews.


  



  Happy reading,


  Katie
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