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    Some fashion statements can kill...


    Mika Ito combines her two favorite things in life—textile design and live-action role-playing (LARP)—by creating costumes for her fellow Magic Battledome gamers. Lately, someone’s been assaulting LARPers and stealing their costumes. Concerned for the safety of her friends, Mika hires Maltese Security...only to discover that the lead investigator is the super-hot stranger she just hooked up with.


    Carlos Castillo is all too familiar with Magic Battledome. A former legend in role-playing circles, he was all about gaming, until things went very, very wrong for him. Now he’s forced to return to the game undercover—as Mika’s boyfriend—to find some answers. Only playing “boyfriend” with his gorgeous one-night stand is more temptation than a guy can withstand...


    Someone wants the costumes enough to kill for them. And when it comes to murder, nothing is what it seems...
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    Prologue


    Harbor City


    One Year Ago…


    A shot cracked through the air.


    “I don’t want to shoot you, Ivy, but I will,” Carlos Castillo called out from the room’s main entrance, swallowing back the bile brought up by seeing the woman he loved in the midst of a real-life murder spree. Or more truthfully, the real-life version of the woman he loved. Ivy was nothing like Scarlett, Ivy’s alter-identity and Carlos’s partner for the past three years in the online game Magic Battledome.


    Ivy turned toward him, her eyes wide. “Zephyr?” Her use of his code name was a shiv between the ribs. “What are— You aren’t supposed to be here.”


    He adjusted his aim. A red laser dot instantly appeared on her wrist above the gun. He didn’t want to shoot her, but she’d poisoned him and had her gun aimed at two innocent people. Killing Ivy might be his only option.


    “Yeah, as I recently learned, some surprises suck.” That was one word for her nearly murdering him. He moved his weapon, shifting the ominous red dot down to her hand, then back up her arm and chest until it slid to rest between her eyes. “I’m even better at this in the real world than in Magic Battledome. Put the gun down, Ivy. Game over.”


    Her left eye spasmed and her gun jiggled in her loose grip. “So do it, then.”


    Abruptly, she dropped to one knee, escaping Carlos’s aim, and fired off three rapid shots at Tony Falcon and Sylvie Bissette.


    Two of the bullets went wild.


    One pinged off the chair above Sylvie’s head and ricocheted back toward Ivy, only just missing her.


    Carlos didn’t think. He didn’t have time. His pulled the trigger, and the shot exploded through the room.


    An oomph sounded.


    Ivy crumbled to the ground.


    Carlos hustled over, kicked the pistol out of her reach, and kneeled down, feeling for a pulse beneath the red hair tangled around her neck.


    “Is she dead?” Tony asked, lowering Sylvie gently to the floor.


    “Yeah.” Carlos stood.


    “The ricochet?”


    “No.” Carlos wiped his bloody hands on his pants, but it just smeared the redness across his palm. He rubbed harder, but it wouldn’t come off. “I shot her.”


    “I’m sorry you had to do that, ’Los.”


    He looked up at the Maltese Security owner who held Sylvie in his arms. The woman Tony loved was alive only because Carlos had killed Ivy.


    “I’m not sorry.” And he almost meant it. He’d only known her as Ivy for a matter of days, but he’d loved her alter ego, Scarlett, in Magic Battledome for years. “Scarlett deserved more than to be Ivy in the real world.”


    There hadn’t been a choice about pulling that trigger, but that didn’t make the cold void in his chest shrink. He’d killed part of himself with that bullet. Now it was time to bury it forever.

  


  
    Chapter One


    “To be irreplaceable, one must always be different.”


    —Coco Chanel


    Harbor City


    Today…


    Carlos Castillo surveyed the Thursday-night crowd at Feeny’s hole-in-the-wall bar. It was a step above a dive bar and several stories below what most people in Harbor City would call a respectable establishment, which made it perfect for Carlos and the other guys from Maltese Security when they needed to blow off a little steam after closing a case. It also happened to be the site of his impending public humiliation at the hands of his fellow investigators who’d come to Feeny’s with him.


    “Don’t even think about pussying out, ’Los.” Cam Hardy tapped his shot glass against Carlos’s. “You lost the bet, you pay the price.”


    Fuck. What human being could eat fifteen pickled eggs that had been sitting in a jar on the bar for God knew how long? Apparently Cam, who’d knocked up his success to the fact that neither he nor his live-in girlfriend, Drea, could cook for shit and his taste buds had gone into hiding.


    “What about one of them?” Will Roscoe asked, nodding toward the trio of women in a corner booth.


    “The redhead’s hot,” said Alex Lee before taking a long draw from his beer.


    Carlos shot back the last of his shot before he said anything he’d regret about redheads. The last redhead he’d dated had nearly killed him—literally—and he’d had to return the favor.


    “Not his type,” Cam said.


    Unlike Roscoe and Alex, who were relative newbies to the team, Cam knew the real reason behind Carlos’s aversion to redheads. While Cam would shame Carlos into embarrassing himself in a bar full of people, he wouldn’t say anything about the shooting that had changed Carlos’s life forever.


    Cam nodded toward the women in the booth. “The girl on the end is more his speed.”


    Right at that moment, the woman in question slid out of the booth and stood up. She couldn’t be more than five-five even in the thigh-high leather boots with their wicked high heels. She wore skin-tight jeans that clung to her legs like they were made for her tight body and a top made out of some sort of shimmery material that caught the dim lights when she walked, drawing his attention to the way her tits moved as she strutted across the bar like she owned the joint.


    The full-body profile view was enough to make him reach for another shot, but then she pivoted at the bar, turning so she faced their table, and he couldn’t do a damn thing but stare. Almond-shaped brown eyes, full pink lips, and more than a hint of trouble in the way she tossed her long light brown hair and laughed at some undoubtedly lame joke from the bartender.


    “Roll your tongue back in your mouth, ’Los.” Cam shook his head and finished his shot. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you still spent all of your free time pretending to be a warlock or some shit on the computer.”


    The verbal nudge was more than enough to bring him back to reality. After the shooting, he’d replaced Magic Battledome role-play online gaming with the gym and had spent the past year working to make the team at Maltese realize there was more to him than just amazing computer geek skills. And as tonight’s celebration of a job well done proved, it had worked. He worked cases in real life now, not just at the keyboard.


    Carlos settled back in his seat, keeping his gaze locked on the woman as she carried three beers back to her booth. The change in direction gave him an ideal view of her curvy ass. “Like most of the guys in this bar wouldn’t pretend to be a wizard if that’s the game she wanted to play in the bedroom.”


    “I would find a cape right fast.” Roscoe raised his shot glass in salute before downing the whiskey.


    “Well then, I’d say you found your target.” Cam smirked. “Go get her, ’Los.”


    As far as challenges went, it was friendly. But it was still a challenge. And Carlos never backed down from a challenge.


    For the past year, there hadn’t been a single one the Maltese team had issued that he hadn’t met head-on—and he always would. This was who he was now; the former geek supreme didn’t exist anymore. He’d pushed that guy and his guilt for pulling the trigger so far into a closet that he would never see the light of day again.


    “One dance?” Carlos pushed back his chair and stood, already primed for action—just like any time Scarlett’s ghost came haunting.


    “Yep. The longest slow song you can find on the jukebox,” Alex said, barely keeping his laughter in check. “And then she has to buy you a beer.”


    Carlos took one last swig of his beer. “You’re all a bunch of assholes.”


    Not bothering to stick around to hear their responses, which no doubt would just be an agreement, he strode across the bar, his sights set on the hot brunette with a body made for the best kinds of trouble.


    


    Mika Ito set down the trio of beer bottles, making sure to keep her back turned to the hotties sitting at a table in the back of the bar with their chairs angled so each of them had his back to the wall. Not that it made a difference. The testosterone wafting out of that corner was thick enough to knock her flat and leave her begging for more, whether she was looking at them or not.


    “I still vote paid assassins,” she told her best friends, Kailer and Layla, who were already sitting at the table ready for girls’ night out to commence.


    “You have got to get a new hobby. All that Magic Battledome dress-up shit has twisted your brain,” Layla said as she shoved a stray purple hair back into her topknot.


    “It’s not dress up, it’s live-action role-playing.” She sat down. “LARPing if you’re cool.”


    “I could go for action of another kind.” Kailer clinked bottles with Layla. “I love working in the fashion world, but damn, the ratio of gay to straight men is killing me.”


    “Amen, sister,” she and Layla said at the same time.


    It wasn’t the first time she’d had that particular conversation with her jewelry designer and stylist best friends. Between her work as a textile designer and her alternate personality as the Silver Queen in Magic Battledome LARP events, Mika met a lot of people, but none quite as dangerously male as the group who’d been eyeballing them for the past half hour.


    Especially not like the one with the wavy dark hair so conservatively styled that she itched to run her fingers through it just to see if he’d look any sexier tousled. Her heartbeat sped up at the mental image. Yeah. He totally would. If she went for dudes with thick biceps and brooding dark eyes, which she normally didn’t—but tonight she could make an exception.


    “Looks like at least one of them has a pair of balls,” Layla said while looking over Mika’s shoulder.


    “Layla,” Kailer groaned under her breath, an embarrassed pink shading her cheeks.


    “What?” Layla shrugged. “They’ve only been staring at us for thirty minutes.”


    “Which one?” Mika asked, crossing her fingers for one in particular.


    But she didn’t need to hear her friends’ responses; a swift peek at the mirror behind the bar confirmed that for once Lady Luck was smiling in her direction. Awareness made her skin tingle in all the right places. She straightened in the booth, wishing that her family tree had included tall Samurai warriors instead of short accountants. The air moved around her and her heart kicked it up a notch or twenty.


    “Hi.” Low, warm, and with a hint of a Spanish accent, Mr. Dark and Brooding stood next to the table, looking at her like there wasn’t another person in the world.


    “Hi.” She sounded all breathy, like she’d just run a ten miler, was out of breath, and wholeheartedly grateful to still be alive.


    “Hi.” His nearness made her panties evaporate. “I’m Carlos.”


    It took her a second to come up with an appropriate response. “Mika.”


    “Nice to meet you, Mika. Do you want to dance?” he asked.


    She looked around, beginning to wonder if this was some kind of joke. “This is Feeny’s. There’s no dance floor. I don’t think you’re even allowed to dance in here.”


    “I’m willing to risk it.” His lips curled in a lazy one-sided smile that sent her pulse into medic-alert speed. “Are you?”


    Going with her gut, she decided she was and followed him out to a spot near the bar where the tables weren’t packed so close together near the jukebox. He found a song on the jukebox, something slow and mellow, then put one hand on her hip and held the other one in his. An electric awareness snapped, crackled, and popped along her skin.


    “This is nuts,” he mumbled as he shuffled his feet to the beat.


    Stiffening in his arms, she glared at him. “You’re the one who asked me. I can just go sit back down and you can go back to your no-neck friends.”


    He tightened his grip, pulling her closer. “Whoa, slow down there.”


    Too late. Annoyance, embarrassment, and something a little too close to hurt for comfort had put her on the fast track to pissed off. “Why should I?”


    “How else would I prove I’m not a total asshole if I don’t finish this dance?” He jerked his chin toward his table in the back. “See the idiots over there?”


    Like they could be missed. “Yeah.”


    “I lost a bet.”


    Heat beat against her cheeks as her feet turned to concrete. “You’re dancing with me because you lost a bet?”


    “No.” He pulled her closer and slid the hand on her hip to the small of her back. “I’m dancing with you because I’m the luckiest guy in this bar.”


    “Smooth.” Mika rolled her eyes but began to sway to the music again. For a muscle-bound guy who made stupid bets, he moved well on the dance floor, which boded well for how he moved elsewhere—like the bedroom. “So what else do you have to do to settle this bet?”


    “You have to buy me a beer.”


    If he’d looked away when he’d said it or tried to be all flirty, she would have said thank you and good night. Instead, he looked her straight in the eye—unabashed honesty got her every single time. Her stomach did a fluttery shimmy and she almost lost a step.


    Pull it together, girl.


    “I don’t know, it’s supposed to be an early night for me.” And maybe for him, too, if he played his cards right.


    He put her hand on his hard chest and dropped his to her other hip, bringing them into perfect alignment. “Big meeting tomorrow?”


    “Sort of.” The police weren’t going to do anything about the attacks, so she would do something herself, which was why she had an early appointment at one of the best investigative firms in Harbor City.


    “I’ll take you home later, if your friends are skipping out soon,” he said.


    Temptation, thy name is Carlos.


    He had a hard body, hot moves on the dance floor, and an underlying, panty-melting confidence that promised he knew what to do with both in other more private locations.


    “Who said I wanted to go home?” She looked up at him through her lashes.


    His lips curled in a slow smile as his gaze dropped to her mouth. “Who said it would be your home?”


    The song ended, leaving them standing with their arms wrapped around each other in the middle of the nonexistent dance floor. She’d come to Feeny’s to forget for a few hours and pretend that her world hadn’t gone crazy. What better way to do that than with Carlos?


    “So…” She stepped out of his embrace. “Can I get you that beer now?”


    


    Two hours—and the longest six-block cab ride ever—later, Carlos fumbled to unlock the front door of his apartment. It wasn’t normally a difficult task, but right now he was more focused on Mika’s lips and filling his hand with her ass than putting the key in the deadbolt, literally speaking. Finally, the metal slid home and the door swung inward, propelling them forward as they stumbled into his apartment.


    He wrapped his arm around her middle and held her close, righting them both. He wished he could blame the alcohol for the bumbling entrance, but he hadn’t had a drink since she agreed to join him on Feeny’s nonexistent dance floor. She’d bought him that beer, but he’d never had a sip. If he was drunk on anything, it was the taste of Mika’s lips.


    “My hero.” She steadied herself before stepping back out of his embrace.


    He couldn’t take his eyes off of her, but Mika looked around his utilitarian space—couch, TV, table with two chairs, neither of which got used often, since most of the time he ate standing up in the kitchen. Thank God the cleaning crew had been here this morning, otherwise she’d probably run screaming just from the recycling bin proof of his Mountain Dew habit, one of the few keepers from his past gamer habits.


    She turned on one of those super-high heels, spinning back into his orbit, and tugged the hem of his black T-shirt from his jeans. “Is this when I tell you that I’m not usually this kind of girl?”


    Her small hands snuck under the cotton and across his stomach, raising the material. It had been a while, but he knew where this was going and he was done dancing around it. He reached behind his head, grabbed his shirt collar, and yanked it over his head. Her quick intake of breath as she bit down on her bottom lip had his dick twitching to be let free.


    “What kind of girl is that?” He lowered his mouth to her jaw as his fingers went to work on freeing her shirt from her waistband.


    She buried her fingers in his hair and tilted her head back, exposing more of her neck to his touch. “The kind who goes home with a guy she just met.”


    Taking full advantage of her position, he kissed his way down the long, smooth column of her throat, licking the pulse point and grazing his teeth across the sensitive spot where her shoulder met her neck. She shivered against him, letting out the softest of moans. Even though it killed him a little, he paused in his downward trajectory.


    He twisted the shimmery material of her shirt around his fingers just enough so that the slightest of pulls would free it, giving him access to more of her soft skin. “So do you want me to call a cab for you?”


    She tightened her grip on his head and pushed him back so he had no choice but to look at her. The sight of her kiss-swollen mouth mesmerized him, so full and wet and pink; they were the kind of lips that gave him all sorts of ideas.


    She yanked his hair, and he shot his gaze up to hers. “You call a cab and I’ll kick you in the shins.”


    “We can’t have that.” He whipped her shirt up and off before lifting her so her center fit snug against his hard cock that was straining against his jeans. The move did more to drive up the tension revving through him than ease it, but a little bit of heaven was better than none. “I’m delicate.”


    She wrapped her lithe legs around his waist and undulated against him. “Doesn’t feel that way to me.”


    He strode over to the island dividing the living room from the kitchen and slipped his fingers up to her bra closure. The hook slipped free at the same moment he set her sweet ass down on the counter. The position had her snug up against him while leaving his hands free to push the black straps of her bra over her narrow shoulders. It was as close to perfect as they could get while still partially dressed. The lacy material dropped down her arms before getting hung up on the crook of her elbow. More than a handful but not by much, her tits were topped off by pale brown nipples that he couldn’t wait to taste.


    “Like what you see?” She let her bra fall to the floor and reached behind him so she could unzip her boots. The shift pressed her hard nipples against his pecs. “How about what you feel?”


    “Without a doubt.” He grabbed the island, needing something to hold on to so he didn’t rip her pants off and bury himself deep within her right fucking now. Control. He had to maintain control, even if there was something about Mika that pushed him right over the edge and into territory he wasn’t familiar with—all he knew was that he had to have her.


    “If you don’t take off your pants,” she said as one of her boots hit the floor with a thud, “bend me over this island…” The thunk announced her other boot had joined the first. “And fuck me until I can’t see…” She flicked open the top button of her jeans and wriggled them over her hips. “I’m going to call that cab back myself.”


    “You are nothing but trouble.” He got a condom out of his wallet and shucked off his jeans.


    “In all the best ways.” She hopped down from the island, turned, stood on her tiptoes, and bent over the granite surface before looking over her shoulder at him. “I promise.”


    Her ass had looked amazing in the jeans. Bent over his island, it looked even better.


    “Spread your legs.” He rolled on the condom as she complied.


    He sank one finger, then another between her slick folds, sliding in and out as he moved his other hand into position so he could rub her sensitive clit. His cock jumped when her walls closed tightly around his fingers and she arched her body, giving him the sexiest view of her back. “You like that?”


    “Yes.” She pushed back against his hand.


    He increased the speed, turning and twisting his fingers as he did so. The mewling, needy moan told him everything he needed to know. Delving deeper, he cupped his hand, letting his thumb rest in the crack of her ass and rubbed the back of his fingers hard against the bundle of nerves just inside her wet center.


    She trembled. “God, I’m coming.”


    Moisture coated his fingers, as sweet and hot as she was. She went limp against the granite, her eyes closed and her breathing fast. He glided his palms over the silky smooth globes of her ass, reveling in the fact that she rotated her hips in time with his gentle stroking even as she slowly came back to herself.


    “I can still see.” She delivered her complaint with a contented sigh.


    He gave her a soft smack on the ass. “Your eyes are closed.”


    She opened them, revealing their desire-darkened whiskey-brown color. “Better?”


    Carlos didn’t answer with words. Instead, he did what he’d wanted to do since she’d walked across the bar in those painted-on jeans: he sank himself deep within her and didn’t stop until she sheathed his entire length.


    Tight and warm, she took hold of him and didn’t let go, lifting her hips to meet his every thrust and crying out her pleasure. The sound made his balls tighten almost as much as the feel of her against him. Grasping her hips, he tilted them up just enough to change the angle so that with every plunge forward he would hit her G-spot, and then he reached forward with one hand so the tip of his middle finger pressed against her clit, tapping out a rhythmic beat. She cried out his name and tightened around him, pushing him over the edge and into oblivion as he came hard enough to make the world disappear.


    The temptation to collapse right there on the kitchen floor was powerful, but he had plans for the rest of the night—just as soon as he caught his breath. Bracing his weight on his forearms so he didn’t crush Mika beneath him, he slowly came back to the world. He blinked open his eyes to see her staring at him over her shoulder with a satisfied smile on her face.


    She sighed and let her eyelids droop lower. “I might never see again.”


    Feeling more relaxed and at ease than he had in longer than he could remember, Carlos laughed. “What good would I be if I couldn’t fuck you back to seeing?”


    “No good at all.” She nibbled on her bottom lip.


    His cock stirred. Damn. The need to watch her face as she came next time nearly edged out breathing on his priority list.


    “I’d better show you what I can do, then.” He scooped her up into his arms, carrying her down the hall and to his bedroom, where he proceeded to do exactly that.


    


    The next morning, Carlos woke up on a pillow that smelled like Mika’s rich, spicy perfume and the best sex of his life. Friday mornings were slow at Maltese Security. Maybe he could talk her into breakfast and a repeat performance. Then he had the weekend off, thanks to the Humbert case finishing up early. Really, the possibilities for all the trouble they could get up to during the next few days were endless.


    A soft click sounded in his apartment. Still half asleep, he rolled over and reached out for her, but the only thing his fingers encountered was the cold sheet. He threw off the covers. His feet hit the icy floor in the next heartbeat and he spun around, searching for her boots, clothes, or any other sign that she was still here. All he saw was a note on his dresser. He slipped on his boxers and padded over to it.


    CARLOS, SORRY TO DASH WITHOUT SAYING GOOD-BYE BUT I HAVE AN EARLY MEETING. HOPE TO SEE YOU AT FEENY’S AGAIN. XOXO, MIKA


    Hope to see you at Feeny’s again?


    That hit him like a sucker punch to the nose. He crumpled the note up and shot it basketball style into the garbage can. It hit the rim and bounced out. He snorted.


    Typical.


    Mika leaving shouldn’t have stung. He couldn’t imagine Roscoe or Alex getting bent out of shape over a one-night stand dipping out at dawn. So why did he? Because he was a moron when it came to women—of course, at least this one hadn’t tried to poison him during a murder spree. That was a move in the right direction compared to the last woman in his life.


    He crossed the room and picked up the wadded-up note. Oh, he might see her at Feeny’s again, but that would be it. He didn’t have time in his life for hot little numbers like Mika who were nothing but trouble. After Ivy, his rule was to never see the same woman twice. The fact that he’d even half considered following his impulse to spend a whole weekend with Mika told him just how much he needed to stay the hell away from her.


    His life had one purpose only—to prove to the rest of the Maltese Security team that he wasn’t just the nerdy computer geek who played online role-playing games any more. That guy might have wanted more than a one-night stand, but not him. He compressed the note into an even tighter ball and dropped it in the bin.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    “Real style is never right or wrong. It’s a matter of being yourself on purpose.”


    —G. Bruce Boyer


    This wasn’t good. Not. At. All.


    Mika straightened in her seat at the end of the conference table at Maltese Security and tried to ignore the fact that she was wearing yesterday’s clothes to a business meeting. A fact made harder because one of the men from last night’s testosterone table sat opposite her, grinning like he knew exactly what had happened when she’d left Feeny’s with his friend Carlos.


    Her cheeks turned another shade of pink, and she fought to keep her hands in her lap instead of endlessly twirling the end of her fishtail braid like she normally did when she was so far out of her element. Dancing with a hot guy at the bar? Ordering her Magic Battledome troops into battle? Creating the perfect pattern on the ideal fabric to fit a fashion designer’s mental image? All of that fit nicely within her wheelhouse. Sitting across from two men so muscular they barely had necks? Yeah, not her jam.


    “So four people you know have been mugged recently,” said Tony Falcon, Maltese Security’s owner.


    “More than mugged—they were attacked,” Mika said. “Two of the guys only had a few bumps and bruises from getting smacked around. Chuck ended up with a broken wrist when he refused to give up his costume. He wouldn’t let go, lost his footing on the slick pavement, and stopped his fall with his wrist. Josh ended up with a badly sprained ankle when he fought back.”


    “What makes you think it’s the same guy targeting your friends?” Tony asked.


    “Everyone gives the same description. Tall guy, muscular, black ski mask. Plus all he wants is our costumes. It’s weird enough for one person to want our Magic Battledome costumes, but four different muggers? That wouldn’t make any sense.”


    “What’s so special about these…” Tony looked down at the sheet of paper in front of him. “Halloween costumes?”


    She blinked back the red creeping into her vision and inhaled a deep breath before she unleashed her frustration on Tony—something she’d failed to do with the cops when they interviewed her last week, if two minutes of bored uh-huhs could be called a police interview. Controlling her impulsive streak took practice and patience. Right now she was short on both, but she needed Maltese Security’s help. Giving Tony a snarky lesson in LARPing, like she’d done with the officers, wasn’t going to accomplish anything. She slowly let the air out of her lungs.


    “Not Halloween costumes,” she said, proud her voice came out calm. “LARPing costumes.”


    “What’s lurping?” asked the guy from the bar who’d introduced himself as Cam.


    She swallowed her groan. Okay, she was going to have to start from scratch here. “With an A, L-A-R-P-ing. It stands for live-action role-playing.”


    “Like at a Renaissance Faire?” Tony asked, his tone even and without the mocking judgment she was used to when she talked about her favorite hobby in front of non-players.


    “Sort of,” she replied. “It’s a game based on the characters from the online version of Magic Battledome. You create a character, dress up like her, and then go out and physically act out the game according to a plot written by the game masters.”


    “And the costumes? What’s so special about them?” Tony asked.


    “Players work for months on their costumes. They build suits of armor, create custom-made character outfits, and forge their own weapons. My court all has matching vestments that I designed and sewed. I’m a textile designer, so it’s not that much of a stretch to create a vestment.”


    Cam pointed at his plain black T-shirt. “This is about as design as I get. What’s a textile designer do?”


    “I work with fashion designers to create textiles that they’ll use to take their designs from paper to real life. They imagine it, and I make the perfect pattern happen.”


    “So how does that translate into these costumes?” Tony asked.


    “I get fabric at cost because of all of the designers and textile wholesalers and importers I work with, which allows me to produce the patterns for less than my court could on their own,” she said. “The vestments are a deep aubergine purple with threads of real silver sewn in to form the Silver Queen’s crest. That’s what the thief keeps taking. He leaves the rest of the costume.”


    “Real silver,” Cam said. “Could he be targeting them for that?”


    “That’s a lot of work for minimal payout.” Tony looked down at the initial police report she’d filed last week before turning to Cam. “You know who we need on this.”


    “Not sure if he’s gotten here yet.” Cam gave her a pointed stare. “He had an exciting night. I’ll go look.”


    The blond giant stood up and strutted out the conference room door.


    “You’ll like this guy. He’s one of our lead investigators,” Tony said. “With his background, he’ll be a perfect fit for your case.”


    “What kind of backgrou—” The word died on her lips when Carlos walked in the room, looking just as delicious in the black T-shirt and dark-wash jeans he wore now as he had this morning with his white sheets twisted around his lean hips.


    Tony stood up and handed the case file to Carlos. “Mika, this is Carlos Castillo.”


    If her brain had hiccupped when Carlos had walked into the room, it went into hyperdrive when Tony said Carlos’s full name. Anyone with the slightest affiliation with Magic Battledome knew exactly who he was.


    “The Carlos Castillo?” She nearly fell out of her chair. Every community had its heroes, its best-of-the-best. For Magic Battledome players and LARPers, that person stood before her. The guy’s legend had grown even larger when he’d suddenly vanished a year ago. She’d spent the night with him and hadn’t known… Of course, it wasn’t like they’d done much talking. Shit, she hadn’t even known his last name. “You’re Zephyr?”


    “Not anymore.” His jaw hardened and he turned away as if he’d never seen her before in his life. “Tony, Cam, can I talk to you outside?”


    Ouch.


    She flinched as if he’d slapped her, but she wasn’t about to sit quietly and politely like he obviously expected.


    “Is this because of last night?” Mika sipped her steaming cup of coffee as if her temper hadn’t gone from zero to a bazillion in the past eight seconds. “You don’t have to worry, I’m not a stage-six clinger or anything.”


    “Last night?” Tony asked, a confused wrinkle forming between his eyes.


    Cam jerked his chin toward the door. “It might be better—”


    “We had sex,” she interrupted. “A one-night stand. It was hot and fun and not something that’s going to cloud my ability to work with Carlos. You’re right, not having to explain every aspect of the LARP world would be helpful for the investigation.” She stared at the trio of men, refusing to kowtow to the muscle-bound bros packing heat. “Look, I have bigger problems to deal with than any kind of weird funkiness you three want to put on a woman who is perfectly comfortable with her sexuality. I’ve seen his dick, but that’s not going to blind me to what we really need to be focusing on: finding out who’s stealing my court’s costumes. The police aren’t taking it seriously, but I thought that you would. Was I wrong?”


    


    Carlos was fucked.


    He’d known it as soon as he’d walked into the conference room and spotted Mika looking sexy as hell in last night’s shirt, her hair twisted into some kind of messy bun thing. Of course, he should have realized who she was last night when he’d used his tongue to trace the intricate sword tattoo down Mika’s spine. If he’d been thinking with his big head instead of the little one, he would have recognized Dyrnwyn, the legendary sword of Rhydderch Hael. It was the most coveted treasure in Magic Battledome and the symbol for his very real brush with death in the real world. He’d turned his back on that world, and case or no case, there was no way in hell he was getting dragged back into it.


    “No, you weren’t wrong, Maltese can help,” he said. “But I’m not the best choice for the case.”


    Mika raised her chin, the look of disgust written in the arch of her dark eyebrows and the twist of her red lips. “Then who is? Because I’d like to speak to him or her instead of sitting here wasting my time.”


    Tension stretched between them, a taut electric wire stinging his fingertips where he had stroked her soft, smooth skin only a few hours before. He shoved his hands in his pockets, the scratch of denim minimizing the buzzing need eating away at him to touch her again.


    “It’s not your choice to make, ’Los,” Tony said, jerking his chin downward in a nonverbal order. “Last time I checked, I signed your paycheck.”


    Carlos sat down in the chair farthest from Mika, which gave him the distance he needed but also provided an unobstructed view of her as she sipped her coffee. She didn’t look like a cold-blooded killer, but neither had Ivy. The reminder of the redheaded supermodel turned his gut to lead.


    He tore his gaze from Mika and turned toward his boss—the very man whose life he’d saved by shooting Ivy. “You know exactly why I’m not right for this.”


    “What I know is that you’re the only one here with the background necessary to work this case the way it needs to be done,” Tony said. “Are you really willing to walk away from a case just because of a little ancient history?”


    Carlos got it. He’d worked too hard for the past year proving and re-proving himself to miss the man-up message behind Tony’s words. As much as he didn’t want to, he didn’t have a choice. He was going back in…but he’d make sure it was only temporarily.


    “Fine,” he said. “So what’s the plan?”


    Tony shuffled the papers in front of him and stuffed them back into the folder, slapping it shut with authority. “That’s for you two to figure out.”


    “With your history, you can easily come back into the Magic Battledome fold,” Mika said.


    Like that was ever going to be the case. Too much had happened, and he was a different man now. “It’s gotta be an inside job. It’s not like anyone else would ever think LARP costumes were valuable.”


    “Wow.” Mika exhaled in a frustrated huff. “You have gone totally mundane, haven’t you?”


    “Mundane?” Cam asked.


    “Someone who doesn’t play the game,” Carlos answered. It was the LARP equivalent of a muggle and was usually used with total derision. Except now being a mundane was a point of pride for him. “Someone like me.”


    Cam gave him a questioning look. Carlos knew he was being an ass, but he’d promised himself he’d never go back into that world. If being forced to do what he’d promised himself he’d never do again made him act like a dick, then so be it. He’d go in, figure out who was stealing the costumes, and get the hell out of there before he got in too deep. What the hell did he care if Mika liked him or not? He was who he was now, not who he had been.


    “Just in case it is someone on the inside doing this,” Tony said, “you need to keep your investigation on the down low.”


    “You can go in as her one-night stand,” Cam said. “What?” He looked around, a shit-ass grin on his face. He knew exactly what he was doing; he always did. “Sticking as close to the truth as possible is always the best plan. He goes home with her, finds out she’s into Magic Battledome, and decides to give it another try.”


    Simple. Almost honest. It would work. “It’ll get the job done,” Carlos said.


    “Not with your douchetastic attitude.” Mika stared at him, challenge burning in her eyes.


    “You don’t think I can pull it off?” They were fighting, but it wasn’t only annoyance he was feeling. Blood that normally went north was heading due south.


    Mika gave him a cool head-to-toe review before shrugging her delicate shoulders. For someone who had been so hot for him only a few hours ago, she sure was ice-cold now—which was good. If he was stuck taking this case, the last thing he needed was someone who wanted more from him than just a mystery solved, no matter what his half-hard cock argued.


    “You can use your…attitude in your favor,” Cam mused. “A dude will do a lot to get with a woman as hot as Mika—no offense.”


    She laughed. “There is no filter between your brain and your mouth, is there?”


    “Not that I’ve found,” Cam said.


    Carlos pressed against his fingers, popping the knuckles one at a time until eight loud cracks had boomed in the suddenly quiet conference room. He looked up and found three sets of eyes on him, two curious and one totally unimpressed. He cleared his throat. “Okay, so when do we get started?”


    Mika consulted her phone. “I have a meeting with my court tonight at six.”


    “Your court?” Tony asked.


    “That’s what my character, the Silver Queen, calls her team,” Mika explained. “They’re the ones who fight under the Silver banner and are being stalked by this thief.”


    Carlos swiped the case file from in front of Tony and scooted his chair back from the table. “I’ll pick you up before the meeting.” Discussion over, he stood and took three steps toward the door before his sixth sense made him stop and turn.


    Mika was shaking her head. The move made her dangling earrings swing and drew his attention to her jaw, the smooth line of which he’d traced with his tongue last night. He could still taste her on his lips without even concentrating. The vanilla of her lotion, the hoppy beer she’d been drinking, and the intoxicating promise of something more amazing than a regular bar hookup.


    “You don’t have to pick me up,” she said. “There’s no need.”


    “There is if we’re going to make this cover seem legit.”


    Mika had narrowed her eyes. “And we can’t let anyone think you’re just a big old fake, now can we?”


    Cam tried to disguise his laugh with a cough.


    Tony sighed. “Are you two going to be able to play nice together? If not, we need to figure out another plan.”


    Mika rolled back her chair and then strutted over, stopping right in front of Carlos. “I always play nice.” Her whole demeanor changed. All the fight melted away from her, replaced by a flirty look promising a good time and the teasing hint of hot sex. She pursed her red lips together and blew him a playful kiss before patting his cheek with stinging force. “Until I don’t. Pick me up at five forty-five.”


    Carlos rubbed his cheek as he watched her stroll out of the conference room, her head held high like the queen she pretended to be in Magic Battledome.


    Cam let out a low whistle. “’Los, you are so fucked.”


    Tony shot his second-in-command a hard glare before turning his attention onto Carlos. “Just make sure that isn’t literally. This needs to remain just a cover. Last night was last night, but moving forward, keep your zipper shut. You can’t afford to lose focus.”


    “Not a problem.” He wouldn’t let that happen ever again.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    “I’m very much down to earth, just not this earth.”


    —Karl Lagerfeld


    Of course Mika lived in a loft. All open spaces. No walls. Random floor-to-ceiling columns. It was architectural chaos and it gave Carlos the shakes. His apartment might be smaller than hers, but at least there was order…and walls.


    “One more minute,” Mika called out from behind an opaque silver screen.


    He didn’t have to look at his watch to know the reality of their schedule, but he did anyway. “You’re going to be late.”


    “So you’ve said…several times.”


    She emerged from behind the partition dressed in an oversize bright green shirt and reading Players Do It In Costume. The thin material hung off one bare shoulder, disguising yet highlighting her petite curves. Her shredded jeans, on the other hand, showed more skin than they hid. Looking at her, he wanted to cover her up and strip her down at the same time, and the longer he looked, the less clothing he wanted to see her wearing.


    He cracked his knuckles. “You’re going in that?”


    “Wow. Judge much?” She batted her long eyelashes and blew him a sarcastic kiss as she strutted past the soft dark leather couch, her spiked heels not making a sound on the thick Oriental rug covering the bamboo floor. “Unlike some people, I proudly fly my freak flag.”


    “Is that a dig?”


    “Just an observation.” She smirked. “Bro.”


    He reached out as she brushed past, his fingers curling around her bared shoulder. The contact singed his skin, but he couldn’t seem to make himself let go. “If you want to come up with another cover story, now is the time to do it.”


    She tugged the corner of her bottom lip between her teeth and let out a shaky breath. Looked like he wasn’t the only one still fighting an inconvenient attraction.


    “The Thor lookalike was right; the truth—or at least the almost truth—is the best,” Mika said, her voice the same breathy whisper she’d used last night when her legs had been wrapped around his hips.


    “You have something you want to say?” he asked, never letting his gaze flicker away from her sexy mouth.


    “Nothing that would make a difference.” She shook off his hold on her shoulder, strutted to the door, and began to turn the trio of deadbolts. “I’m just the nerd queen, and you’re the newly crowned super-stud without a geeky bone in your body. The fact that our paths even crossed is a freak occurrence, but let’s go play pretend, because there’s more at stake than what you’re hiding in your closet.”


    Anger and denial twisted his gut into a knot. “You don’t even know me.”


    “Looks like we’re even on that score.” She grabbed her keys and shoved her phone into her back pocket. “Come on, the coffee shop is right around the corner.”


    


    Mika nearly had her runaway pulse back to normal by the time the barista at Grounded Coffee handed her the double espresso hazelnut mocha with a splash of soy milk. She smiled at the butchered spelling of her name on the side of the cup, shook her head, and then saw that Carlos’s cup of plain black coffee didn’t have his name scrawled across the side of it. Instead, it had the barista’s phone number.


    Figures.


    “Come on, stud.” She weaved her way through the two-person tables and past the Burberry plaid loveseats by the bakery window. They went to the back room that her group rented once a month for strategy sessions. The room had a large coffee table big enough to spread out their map of Central Square Park, two couches, a few ottomans, and a fireplace for atmosphere. It looked like the gang was all here, judging by the mostly good-natured bickering about the supremacy of snow elves compared to desert trolls when it came to long-term game strategy.


    Carlos mumbled something that sounded a lot like “snow elves, obviously” before wrapping his fingers around her elbow, pulling her close, and leaning down to whisper in her ear. To an outsider, they’d look like a couple who couldn’t get enough of each other. Hell, to her mutinous body, it sure felt that way as awareness kicked in and desire threaded its way through her, making her brain fuzzy and her belly light.


    His breath warmed her ear before he spoke. “We can’t let anyone know what we’re really doing.”


    She smiled up at him, making sure to keep her no shit reaction from showing on her face. “They must call you Sherlock at the office.”


    “You sure weren’t so sharp-tongued last night.” He trailed his fingers down her spine before he stopped at her lower back and spread his fingers wide, the possessive touch adding to the image of early infatuation for any casual onlooker.


    “We weren’t exactly doing a lot of talking,” she said, hoping like hell Carlos missed the hungry hitch in her voice.


    “True.” His gaze dropped to her mouth, lingering for a few heartbeats before rising to look her in the eye without any flirtatious pretense. “But one snide remark is all it will take to let whoever is behind this know we’re on to him…” His jaw tightened. “Or her. The attacks are getting more violent; we need to catch this guy before someone gets really hurt.”


    And that brought everything home like a lead weight in her stomach. Boisterous laughter filtered out of the back room. These people were more than just her court. They were her family. After what happened to her sister, Hana, they’d circled around her and kept her from falling into depression’s deep black hole. Blame, regret, and guilt burned a hole through her heart every time she thought of her little sister, but she’d learned how to cope thanks to the members of her court. She’d do whatever it took to protect them. She wouldn’t fail them like she had Hana.


    Mika forced her lips to curl into a flirtatious smile, praying it was good enough to fool anyone watching with a suspicious eye. “You don’t have to worry about me.”


    “I worry about everything. That’s my job.”


    “Come on.” She walked to the back room. “Everyone’s back here.”


    Everyone in this case consisted of three of her four-person royal guard and all of her ten-person court, not that they looked like the Silver Queen’s entourage right now, since they were dressed in their mundane clothes. She worked in a design world where Chanel, Dior, Prada, Gucci, and Armani were the labels of choice, but she played in a world where a worn T-shirt with Yoda on it beat out a designer label any day of the week. The irony wasn’t lost on her.


    She sat down on the single ottoman available, scooting as far over to one side as possible so Carlos would have a place to sit. As soon as he did, her heart rate kicked back up as awareness of him sizzled against her skin. Inching away wasn’t an option on the small piece of real estate they shared, so she stiffened her spine and tried to ignore the way being this close to him magically made her lungs two sizes too small.


    “Sorry I’m late,” said Ryan Hasley, the fourth member of her royal guard, as he hustled into the room wearing the silver vestment that marked him as loyal to the Silver Queen. In his rush, he accidentally nudged Carlos’s elbow. Coffee sloshed out of the opening in the lid. “Oh man, I’m really sorry— Holy shit, ’Los?”


    “Ryan? Man, it is good to see you.” Carlos stood up and hugged the tardy member of Mika’s court, clapping him on the back. “It’s been what, a year?”


    “There about,” Ryan said. “Good to see you back in the fold. Are you playing again?”


    Carlos sat back down beside Mika and threw his arm around her waist, tugging her closer. “Let’s just say someone is working to change my mind.”


    Her breath caught and she fought the urge to mold herself to his side. Just a cover, she repeated in her head, wishing her body would stop responding to his every touch like she’d spent the past six months in a sensory deprivation chamber.


    “Mika, you have outdone yourself. There is no way we won’t get the Dyrnwyn sword now.” Ryan looked around at the others. “Don’t you guys know who this is? This is Zephyr.”


    There was half a beat of silence before insanity ensued. Everyone started talking at once and trying to shake Carlos’s hand. Mika backed off, giving the others plenty of room to press the flesh with the man many of them considered a god. Many knew his stats by heart, others had virtually lived or died because of Zephyr’s game play. When he’d disappeared, the rumors in the community had ranged from him dying in real life to the theory that he had been a figment of the game and had never been real. From the corner, she watched Carlos’s initial surprise turn to embarrassment and then relax into the good-natured awkwardness of an introvert pushed into the spotlight.


    If only her friends knew that he’d abandoned nerd heaven for a place at the jock’s table. Carlos was good, she’d give him that. He hid that little tidbit of truth so far below the surface that no one would be the wiser. The ease of his duplicity made her palms sweat. She’d never seen Keenan’s true side until his hands were soaked in Hana’s blood, and here she was foisting another liar with an ulterior motive on her family. If the stakes weren’t so high, she’d listen to the voice in her head telling her to blow his cover and order him to get the fuck out of here. Instead she smiled like an infatuated girlfriend and sipped her coffee while Carlos’s fans adored him.


    It took ten minutes before things settled down and she took her seat next to her “boyfriend” on the ottoman. Her court and guard resumed their seats around the coffee table with the map of Central Square Park that had been divided into five sections. Each was shaded a different color. The purple represented the Silver Queen’s kingdom, the red was the Crimson Widow’s, the blue was the Cerulean Monk’s, and the green represented the Jade Emperor’s. All of those sections could easily fit inside the silver-shaded section in the middle. That was unclaimed territory. Somewhere within it was the Dyrnwyn sword. During the upcoming Battle Ultimate, all four kingdoms would search for the sword and battle to hold onto it. Whatever kingdom possessed the sword at sunset would reign supreme over the others for the coming LARP season. It was the Super Bowl of Harbor City’s LARPing community.


    Ryan turned to Carlos. “So you’re going to fight alongside us at the Battle Ultimate?”


    Mika chewed the inside of her cheek, and the sharp pain stopped her from voicing her dislike of Ryan’s idea. Why get her court’s hopes up for something that wasn’t going to happen?


    Carlos shrugged.


    “Oh, come on. You’d be a huge strategy help. We’ll have to get you your own vestment.” Ryan flapped the long tail of his three-inch-wide, long, flat scarf-type accessory hanging around his shoulders so it hung down both sides of the front of his chest. “You could add it to the list of replacements you need to make, Mika.”


    “Replacements?” Carlos asked, as if he had no idea about the muggings.


    If she didn’t know better, Mika would think he was completely sincere. An uneasy silence fell over the room, the kind that screamed with tension. Carlos laid his palm on her thigh, right above her knee, and squeezed. Unbidden, desire sizzled its way up her inner thigh like she’d touched a live wire instead of a man—the absolute last man who should be able to make her feel this way. Liars as accomplished as he was didn’t just fib about one thing.


    Sick of the deception even though it had barely begun, Mika flung out as much of the truth as she could. “It’s okay, he knows about the muggings.”


    “Is that what we’re calling it?” Ryan scoffed. “More like sabotage.”


    “What makes you say that?” Carlos asked.


    Josh Cloak, second-in-command of her royal guard, waved his hand over the map of Central Square Park. “It has to be one of the other factions trying to mess with our headspace before the Battle Ultimate.”


    “But people have gotten hurt,” Mika cut in. “Do you really think a player would do that?”


    “People do bad things for all sorts of reasons,” Josh said and shrugged with his typical nerve-grating cynicism before sitting down and propping his ankle, injured in one of the muggings, on a stool. “It happens.”


    Mika sought out Hadley and Misha. The two members of her court sat next to each other on the couch holding hands, their still-bruised-up faces angled toward the floor. Hadley was blinking like mad, no doubt trying to keep from crying. They’d been the first to get mugged, and while they hadn’t been seriously injured, it hadn’t been a cakewalk. There was no way the attacks felt like people getting carried away to them.


    Eager to change the subject before Hadley’s tears won out, Mika cleared her throat. “Okay, enough about that. Let’s focus on something we can control—kicking everyone’s ass at the Battle Ultimate.”


    Mika spent the next hour and a half talking strategy while trying not to melt under the constant heat of Carlos’s hand on her thigh. His thumb stroked the bare skin peeking through the hole in her jeans, making it hard to concentrate on their plans for the Battle Ultimate next weekend. Luckily the baristas started flickering the lights before her panties caught fire. Time to end this farce for the night—but not before everyone filed by to tell Carlos how much they hoped he’d be by their side at the Battle Ultimate.


    Watching him smile and issue noncommittal promises effectively doused the desire heating her up. Even worse, she was a part of this whole charade, lying to the people she loved even though it was the very thing she’d promised herself she’d never do. She couldn’t deny it was for the right reason, but doing the wrong thing for the right reason was still doing the wrong thing. It ate away at her, the resulting guilt and anger scratching against the wall she’d built to keep the memories away.


    By the time the drawn-out good-byes were over and everyone had filed out of Grounded Coffee, her insides were a big ball of free-floating frustration looking for a Carlos-shaped target.


    “Don’t get their hopes up that you’re actually going to participate at the Battle Ultimate.” She didn’t bother to keep the disgust out of her voice—he didn’t need to know that some of it was self-directed. “It may be stupid geekery to you now that you’re Mr. Super Stud, but it matters to them.”


    “You knew what this cover would entail.” Carlos pivoted, not entering her personal space but crowding the fuck out of it. “Why are you on my ass about it now?”


    “Knowing what needs to be done and liking it are two different things.” Her heartbeat turned erratic and fast as her body reacted to what her mind rejected. Her body was used to getting who and what it wanted. Well, this was one time it wasn’t going to happen. “The ease with which you pretend to be something you’re not disturbs me.”


    He pushed past the invisible bubble society demanded, getting so close that the heat from his body pressed against her, seeping through the barrier of her clothing and right to her core. “Does this feel like I’m just pretending?”


    “Depends on what kind of games you’re into.” That sounded a hell of a lot steadier than her shaky nerves felt from his full-frontal pheromone attack.


    He leaned down, his lips brushing against her ear, and whispered, “Why do you even care?”


    “I don’t.” She shifted her stance, giving her the fraction of an inch of space between her skin and his lips that she desperately needed before she lost herself to the hungry need he inspired.


    He chuckled. “Now who’s pretending?”


    Spooked and unsure of how long she could resist, or even if she wanted to, Mika ducked under Carlos’s arm and hustled out of the closest exit, Grounded Coffee’s back door. She strode halfway down the well-lit alley, oblivious to anything except the angry mix of emotions swirling inside her.


    A hand clapped down on her shoulder and spun her around, the motion sending her flailing into the building’s brick wall.


    “Hand it over and you won’t get hurt,” the man in the black ski mask snarled.


    A scream tore from her throat and echoed in the deserted alley.

  


  
    Chapter Four


    “Fashion is about suspense and surprise and fantasy. It’s not about rules.”


    —Wolfgang Joop


    Carlos banged the back of his head hard against the coffee shop’s interior wall, hoping the dull pain would rattle his brain until he was thinking straight again. Mika was going to make him nuts. Hell, she was already making him nuts. It was the only explanation for how he fell so easily back into the old rhythms of Magic Battledome. The strategy. The excitement. The promise of victory. He hadn’t promised he’d be at Battle Ultimate, but he wanted to be. So much for burying that part of himself along with Ivy.


    Meeting Mika and hearing her sweet moans when she’d come last night had brought everything back to the surface. He fisted his hands. If he didn’t watch it, he’d lose the edge he’d gained by giving up the nerdy nice guy he used to be, and he couldn’t afford that if he was going to solve this case and prove to the Maltese team that he was good for something besides hacking into impenetrable computer systems.


    His gaze dropped to Grounded Coffee’s back door. He’d wanted to give Mika a couple of steps’ head start to give her some breathing space, but enough time had passed that he could shadow her home without tipping her off. He pushed off the wall and gave the hot barista with the low-cut shirt a wink, then opened the back door and stepped outside just as a woman’s scream cut through the night.


    Mika.


    Instinct took over and he took off without a second thought.


    


    Fear ate away at Mika’s brain, making it impossible to do more than stare, transfixed by the matte black handgun pointed straight at her.


    “Where is it?” The man’s voice was muffled by his black ski mask, but there was no mistaking his intent.


    “My wallet’s in my purse,” she managed to whisper.


    He ripped the small clutch from her grasp and let it drop, then he pushed her against the hard brick of the building and shoved his right forearm against her throat. The attacker pressed hard, not even bothering to fend off Mika’s ineffective blows to his hard chest. The twin demons of panic and lack of oxygen turned the edges of her vision gray.


    He lifted his left hand and pressed the gun to her temple. “Where is it?”


    “Right here.” A man’s voice cut through Mika’s desperation.


    Startled by the newcomer, the attacker released his hold on her and spun around. Air rushed into Mika’s burning lungs as she slid down the wall. The uneven brick scraped her skin through the thin material of her shirt as she tried to make sense of the scene in front of her.


    Carlos stood in the middle of the alley. He rushed the other man and slammed him against the building. He wrapped his fingers around the mugger’s left wrist and pounded the back of his hand against the unyielding brick until the gun fell from the mugger’s grasp. It clanked against the concrete and skittered into the middle of the alley. The two men grappled with each other, fighting their way toward the gun.


    Adrenaline screaming through her veins, Mika scurried across the alley—staying low as she scrambled for the gun and the upper hand. She kept her gaze focused on the black metal, refusing to give in to the fear that left the taste of bile on her tongue. This wasn’t like before. It wasn’t Keenan and Hana. This time she wouldn’t be too late. She wouldn’t let Carlos end up dead like her little sister.


    She wrapped her fingers around the textured gun grip and looked up in time to see the two men locked in battle coming straight at her. She dodged left. The mugger landed a solid right jab to Carlos’s face, and the momentum knocked him into Mika. She sailed back, the gun flew from her grasp, and she landed in a heap on the concrete hard enough that all the air left her lungs, leaving only the helpless panic she knew too well. It swallowed her up and dragged her under.


    The fight went on in her periphery as she sucked in oxygen and tried to banish the memory of the red-splattered room and her little sister’s lifeless body in the middle of it. The metallic smell of blood so thick she could taste it. The coldness when she’d touched her sister’s broken body. The guilt that took up residence in her belly and never left—not really. Lightning bolts of agony ripping her heart apart again.


    Don’t lose it now, Mika. Come on.


    The past had to stay there if she and Carlos were going to get out of this.


    Breathe in.


    Breathe out.


    Each shallow breath brought her closer to the here and now until again she looked around and saw the alley. The oil-stained concrete. The red brick. The dented Dumpsters. And the two men trading blows like prizefighters in the thirteenth round when hate and determination mattered more than style or skill. Looking left and right, she searched for the gun while trying to stay out of the fighters’ way but didn’t see it.


    The mugger swung big. Carlos blocked the punch with his forearm and landed a hard right to the other man’s chin, knocking him off his feet. The attacker landed face-first and let out a wheezy umph before going so still she had to watch his chest rise and fall a few times to convince herself that he wasn’t dead.


    Carlos nudged the mugger with his foot. No reaction.


    Breathing heavily, Carlos looked over at her. He was a little battered but looked pretty damn good for an unarmed guy who’d taken on a gun-wielding mugger. She shook her head in amazement and rushed over to where he stood looming over her attacker.


    “You okay?” he asked.


    “I’m fine.” She wasn’t, but that didn’t have anything to do with the guy who was face-planted in the alley. The mix of old memories and new questions had her off balance.


    Carlos bent and picked up her black leather clutch. “Your phone in here? We need to call the cops.”


    “Yeah, it’s—” A flash in her peripheral vision. The mugger rolled up and rushed forward. “Carlos!”


    He glanced back, but it was too late. The mugger swung. Her warning gave Carlos just enough time to dodge the full impact, but the mugger made contact. The sucker punch knocked Carlos back on his heels. Taking advantage of the moment, the attacker landed a one-two combination, and in the moment when Carlos was reeling, the mugger sprinted down the alley and disappeared around the corner.


    “Are you okay?” Mika ran to Carlos’s side, sweeping her gaze over his face and chest for signs of fatal injury before grabbing her purse from the ground and fishing out her phone. “I’m calling an ambulance.”


    “It’s just a couple of bruises. I’ll be fine.” He popped a knuckle on his battered right hand and winced. “He got away.”


    And so had they. It could have gone so differently.


    “He would have done a lot worse if you hadn’t come along when you did.” She brushed her fingers softly across the purple already showing up on his cheekbone. “Thank you.”


    Carlos shrugged. “It’s what I do.”


    “Are you really Batman?”


    He chuckled. “Not even close.”


    The sound of sirens filled the alley. Someone must have called 911. It would have been nice if the caller had offered some in-person help, but she’d take what she could get.


    This whole thing was getting out of hand. Four times in two weeks. There was no way her mugging had been coincidental. Her hands shook with pent-up adrenaline desperate for an outlet.


    A police cruiser screeched to a stop at the front of the alley.


    “Let me talk to them,” Carlos said as he used his thumb to brush blood off the corner of his mouth.


    Her temper flared. “What, you think I’m too delicate to give a statement?”


    “No.” He jerked his chin toward the plainclothes detective headed their way. “I just happen to know the really pissed-off-looking guy hauling ass toward us, and if he’s going to take someone’s head off, I’d rather it be mine.”


    


    Square, tall, and with muscles so thick you could barely tell he had a neck, Harbor City police detective Reggie Watts probably ate metal Corn Flakes for breakfast and snapped felons in half to pick out the crumbs from between his teeth. Watts stormed across the alley, his glare visible even in the dim light. Since that was the same expression the detective wore while scarfing down hot dogs at a Maltese Security barbecue, bluffing at Tuesday night poker, and ordering a beer at the Salty Dog, Carlos didn’t even blink.


    Reggie stopped just short of Carlos’s toes. “You know how much I love showing up at a crime scene and finding one of you Maltese guys here?” he asked.


    Well versed in Reggie-ese, Carlos translated that to: Is everything okay?


    Carlos flipped him off. “Bite me.”


    Translation: All well.


    “You’re not my type,” Reggie replied.


    Translation? Good.


    Mika cut him a questioning look, the skittish nervousness hanging like a tarnished halo around her head. The image was ridiculous. There was nothing angelic about Mika. She was a pain in his ass, but until this case was over, she was his pain in the ass, and he didn’t want her to worry. He moved a step closer to her—not touching but near enough that she couldn’t miss his message: He was here.


    She relaxed a fraction as she watched the formerly deserted alley entrance now blocked by a black-and-white unit—its cherries blinking even if the siren was off—and Reggie’s unmarked black sedan.


    A uniformed cop joined them, a clipboard in hand and the peach fuzz of his first beard covering his chin. “Ma’am, can you step over here? I need to get your initial statement.”


    Mika glanced over at him, not exactly a question in her eyes, but not the normal 189 percent confidence, either. Normally he’d go with her, but he needed to figure out what had brought Reggie to what was probably called in as an ordinary mugging. The detective only worked major cases. Having him show up set off every single one of Carlos’s oh-shit alarm bells.


    “Go ahead.” Carlos nodded at Mika. “I’ll wait for you.”


    “Actually, sir,” the young uniformed cop said, “I’ll need to talk to you next.”


    Reggie flashed his badge at Officer Puberty. “I got this one.”


    The officer nodded. “Yes sir.”


    He and Mika headed a few feet away and sat down on the employee smoking bench outside of Grounded Coffee’s back door. She toyed with a long strand of brown hair that had come loose from her thick braid during the attack, then tucked it behind her ear. Carlos couldn’t hear what she was telling the officer, but his fingers flew over the police-issued laptop propped on his knees as he took down every word.


    It was a lot of immediate attention for a mugging. Something was up.


    “What brings you down to a mugging?” Carlos asked.


    “Bad luck.” Reggie scanned the brick backs of the buildings lining the alley, no doubt taking inventory of all the Lookie Lous peeking out of windows or brazenly watching the proceedings from the vantage point of their fire escapes. “I’m doing a rotation in robbery and was picking up Chinese on the corner when I heard the call come over the radio.”


    Carlos managed not to laugh out loud. “Bullshit.”


    Reggie glanced around, making sure none of the civilians was close enough to overhear. “There’s been a sudden drop in cocaine supply and prices have skyrocketed for what’s left out on the street, which has been cut with enough rat poison and other shit to make people nuts—literally. We’re getting a dozen calls a night that would normally be addicts committing no-harm muggings, but instead the purse snatcher ends up bashing Granny’s brains in for ten bucks and a subway card.”


    “Diamond Tommy Houston?” Just saying the name made his stomach churn.


    Harbor City’s most infamous crime boss was a favorite target at Maltese. After framing Cam’s girlfriend, Drea, for killing her high-society makeup client, Tommy had moved to the top of their Most Wanted list. Alex Lee spent nearly all of his free time looking for a way to nail the man who had more corrupt judges, cops, and politicians on his payroll than any other scumbag in Harbor City. Of course, Alex had his own reasons for wanting to see Tommy in state-issued orange. The bastard had killed Alex’s mom, a prosecuting attorney, in broad daylight, and the police hadn’t even brought him in for questioning.


    “Good old Tommy boy.” The detective snorted. “More than likely he’s involved somewhere along the line. He’s got a finger in about a billion rotten pies in this city, but good luck actually tying him to any of it.”


    The news sat like poisoned fruit in Carlos’s stomach. “That explains your sudden rotation out of major crimes and into robbery.”


    “I always knew you were the smart one over at Maltese.” Reggie shrugged. “So what’s the situation here?”


    He looked over at Mika in her bright green Geeks Do It In Costume T-shirt as she gave her side of the events to the uniformed cop. “It’s not your kind of case.”


    “Why’s that?”


    Quid pro quo time.


    “Mika Ito is a Maltese client,” Carlos said. “A man in a black ski mask has been targeting her friends. Not like your ultra-violent junkies mugging people. This guy is more of a run-of-the-mill mugger, except for what he’s after.”


    The detective raised an eyebrow. “What’s he after?”


    “LARPing costumes.” He felt like an idiot just saying the words. The city was on the verge of a poisoned cocaine tsunami of violence, and he was looking for fucking purple and silver vestments.


    “What-ing costumes?”


    “LARP. It stands for live-action role-playing.”


    “Like D&D but with costumes?”


    Dungeons and Dragons was the gateway drug to LARPing and other role-playing games. Carlos tried to picture the beefy guy in front of him calling out spells and couldn’t make the image hold. “Reggie, I’m seeing a whole new side to you.”


    “What, you think there aren’t any black geeks in the world?” He said it with just enough gravel in his voice that men who didn’t know the detective better would have taken a few steps back.


    It just made Carlos want to nudge him further down the annoyed path. “Geeks who look like you and eat felons for breakfast?”


    “You’d be surprised, ’Los. I was once a young nerd, too.” He unwrapped a piece of cinnamon gum and popped it in his mouth. “Anyone hurt tonight?”


    Carlos popped the sore knuckles on his right hand, the ache from pummeling the attacker increasing with each snap. “No, but he had a gun.”


    “That new?”


    Carlos nodded. “According to the reports I’ve read and what Mika has told us.”


    They both turned to look at Mika. Officer Puberty towered over her, but she still managed to seem like the bigger presence as she waved her hands around her like a flock of drunk geese to make a point. She must have felt him watching her, because she stopped her hands in mid-swoop and looked at him. The air sizzled between them. He inhaled and smelled her spicy perfume. Licked his lips and tasted her creamy flesh. Fisted his hands and felt the soft silk of her hair.


    Reggie pulled out his radio and messaged the uniforms who’d just pulled to a stop at the alley’s entrance to do a sweep for the attacker’s gun, lost somewhere in the trash and debris littering the alley. Then he turned his attention back to Carlos.


    “He’s upping his game,” Reggie said.


    Carlos averted his gaze from Mika before his mind got lost going down a road he couldn’t travel. “Seems like it.”


    “Any ideas why?”


    “Would have a much better one if we could figure out why he’s taking the costumes.” Figuring that out had been the main reason for coming with Mika tonight, but all he’d gotten from her Magic Battledome court was reinforcement for his existing sabotage theory and a lingering discomfort with the ease that he’d fit back into the world he’d shunned so completely.


    “If your girl’s got one that’s the same as the others, I might be able to pull a few strings and get the crime lab to take a look,” Reggie said.


    Using the police lab sure as hell beat begging help from the few private labs that would do the occasional favor for Maltese Security. Of course, he knew Reggie was about as altruistic as a prowling wolf.


    “I appreciate that,” Carlos said. “So much so that I won’t even mention the fact that doing so gives you the perfect opportunity to chat up that new lab tech.”


    “Dom?” Reggie chomped on his gum and didn’t bother to hide his grin. “Isn’t that just a happy coincidence that he’s on shift tonight?”


    “You’re pathetic.” He laughed.


    “No, I just don’t ignore the front door when opportunity comes knocking.” Reggie cut a glance at Mika. “You’d be wise to follow in my footsteps.”


    The sound of Mika practically purring with satisfaction and the sight of her blissed-out expression as she collapsed against his chest flashed in his mind.


    Carlos shook the image out of his head. “Nothing but trouble doing that.”


    “Your loss.” Reggie shrugged. “So introduce me to Little Miss Trouble and let’s find out if she has any more costumes.”


    Officer Puberty was just finishing up when Carlos and Reggie made their way over. As soon as he drew near, Mika turned his way and looked at him with the slightest hint of relief in her eyes.


    “Mika,” he said. “This is Reggie Watts. He’s a friend and a police detective.”


    “Are you doing okay, ma’am?” Reggie asked as he pulled out a small notebook from his inside jacket pocket.


    “I’m a little shook up, but yeah.” She gave Reggie a considering look tinged with annoyance. “A detective, huh? Does that mean you guys are finally going to investigate these muggings?”


    Carlos chuckled. He probably should have warned Reggie that Mika didn’t have a problem unsheathing her claws.


    “The Harbor City Police Department takes all criminal activity seriously,” Reggie said, smooth as peanut butter on burned toast.


    She gave the big cop a dirty look that would make weaker men beg for mercy.


    “Was anything taken?” Reggie asked, unperturbed.


    “I just told the other officer all of this,” she said, frustration eating away at the edges of her words.


    Reggie waited.


    She rolled her eyes in annoyance. “He had my purse, but he dropped it right before Carlos started kicking his ass.”


    “Did he say anything?” Reggie asked. “Make any direct threats?”


    “He just said, “Where is it?’”


    “Where is what?” Reggie asked, as if he didn’t know exactly what the asshole wanted.


    “I’m assuming the same LARP costume that he’s strong-armed away from four other people in my court.”


    Reggie arched an eyebrow but let the court comment slide. “And you didn’t have it on you?”


    She shook her head. “We were having a planning meeting. There wasn’t a reason to have it.”


    Reggie pocketed his notebook. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to let me borrow your costume so the lab can take a look at it and see why someone is going to all this trouble to steal it.”


    “I’ll do whatever it takes to help catch this guy.” No hesitation.


    At that moment, if Reggie had asked her to act as bait and walk down the darkened alleys of Harbor City wearing the vestment around her neck like a noose, she probably would have said yes. That kind of impulsiveness had Carlos popping his sore knuckles again. He’d need to find a way to curb her act-first, think-second reaction if he was going to solve this case without her going off half-cocked and getting hurt.


    “Hey, Detective,” a uniformed officer called out. “We found the weapon.”


    Carlos pivoted on his heel and took a step toward the officer, but then a large hand clapped down on his shoulder, stopping him.


    “I don’t think so,” Reggie said. “This is my crime scene. You two stay put and I’ll send a unit over to take your statement, ’Los. After that, you two head back to Mika’s. I’ll be by later to pick up that costume.”


    


    Thirty minutes and one short walk later, Carlos stopped at the front entrance to Mika’s building down the block from the Grounded Coffee. He didn’t know anything more about the perp’s handgun than he had before the cops had found it, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that the addition of bullets meant only one thing: trouble.


    Mika stopped on the stoop’s top step, put one hand on her hip, and gave him a hard once-over. “What is it?”


    “Hold on.” He hustled over to his jet-black Dodge Challenger SRT Hellcat and popped the trunk. His nine-millimeter was in a small safe under a false bottom along with a go-bag packed with a week’s work of necessities. He slipped on his shoulder holster, secured the gun into place in it, and closed the trunk.


    Mika stared at him from the stairs, the streetlight illuminating her like a spotlight. “Ready for round two?”


    “I’m ready for anything.” He meant the gun, but seeing her like that brought back the sight of her last night with the soft light leaking into his bedroom from the hallway, letting him see just enough of her bare flesh to desperately want to see the rest. Heat and hunger strengthened his craving for her even as his mind rebelled. He’d already traveled down that path, ignoring his internal warnings and falling for a woman who tempted him into forgetting his objective. Two people had almost died then. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—let that happen again.


    Gritting his teeth, he strode forward and brushed past Mika on the stoop. His step may have faltered for a millisecond when her spicy perfume wrapped around him like an invitation he couldn’t accept, but he pushed the door open and walked into her building’s tiny lobby and headed up the stairs to her third floor walk-up loft apartment. He didn’t have to wonder if she was right behind him; her glare burned a hole through the back of his head. Good. The more she hated him, the less of a distraction she’d be. That’s all that mattered.


    He stopped in front of her door and held out his hand. “Keys.”


    “You’re shitting me, right?”


    “You hired me for my expertise, so let me do my job.”


    She rolled her eyes but handed over her keys.


    The metal slid silently into the lock, so much easier than when he’d tried to unlock his own front door last night. He turned the knob with more force than necessary.


    Focus, ’Los. You can’t fail again because you can’t stop thinking with your dick instead of your brain.


    The door swung inward, but only halfway. One quick glance inside and he knew why. A chair had been tossed to the side and blocked the door’s path.


    Glad he’d thought ahead, he drew the nine millimeter from his shoulder holster. “Go to a neighbor’s.”


    “Why?”


    “Do you have to argue about everything?” he asked in a harsh whisper.


    She smirked unapologetically at him. “Yes.”


    “He could still be here.” And with all the time he was having to spend arguing with her, the mugger had plenty of time to arm himself with a kitchen knife or something else to replace the gun he’d lost in the alley.


    Mika squeezed through the small space between Carlos and the doorjamb. He hustled in after her and found her pulling a two-and-a-half-foot-long curved Japanese tachi sword from a display rack on the wall. “I sure hope he’s still here.”


    He scanned the loft, glad for the first time that it was one open, airy space. “We don’t have time—”


    “Exactly.” She didn’t even bother to look his way. “So are you going to lead this sweep or am I?”


    “This isn’t Magic Battledome.” Her impulsiveness could get them both hurt. He knew the truth of that a little too well. “This isn’t make believe.”


    “No shit. It’s my life.” The sword sat light in her grip, and her stance spoke of her mastery with the weapon. “So let’s do this.”


    Due to the small loft’s design, the sweep took about two minutes. Unless Mika’s attacker from the alley was clinging Spiderman-style to the ceiling, he wasn’t here. But he had been. The formerly neat interior was trashed.


    “What. The. Fuck.” A familiar voice sighed.


    Carlos whipped around, gun at the ready.


    Reggie stood in the doorway, his own gun drawn and angled down so the muzzle pointed at the floor. He picked his way through the debris-strewn floor of Mika’s loft. “This guy is starting to really piss me off.”


    “Welcome to the club,” Mika said as she hung her sword back up on the display case.


    Reggie used his radio to call in the break-in, then returned to Carlos and Mika. “Okay, bring me up to speed.”


    He and Mika did, interrupting each other and finishing each other’s sentences like this was their normal routine. By the time they’d reached the end, Reggie looked a few decades older and Carlos had popped his knuckles so many times they were starting to ache—even on the hand he hadn’t used to punch Mika’s attacker.


    “You have somewhere else you can stay?” the detective asked.


    “My studio space,” said Mika. “I signed the lease a few weeks ago. I moved my materials in there, but I haven’t unpacked. I haven’t even told anyone I have the space.”


    “Sounds perfect.” Reggie nodded. “You’re staying with her, ’Los?”


    “Of course,” he said without hesitation.


    “No,” she said at the same time.


    “Yes, I am.” A ribbon of irritation a mile wide wound around Carlos’s lungs, squeezing them tight. After tonight, there was no way Mika was going anywhere that would take her out of his direct line of sight. “You hired Maltese to catch this guy, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. And since he seems to have his eyes set on you now, I’ll give you three guesses as to where I’ll be.”


    He stared her down, but she didn’t budge. Hell, she didn’t even blink. But he wasn’t giving in on this. No one was getting hurt again under his watch.


    “Fine,” she huffed.


    “Weeeell.” Reggie drew out the word as he withdrew a large plastic bag from his jacket. “Since that’s settled, do you still have that costume I can give to the crime lab? Or did he swipe it?”


    Mika was all attitude and stiff movements as she strutted over to a large wooden box inlaid with ebony. She ran her hands over the top, popping open a hidden lock, then opened it, removed the long purple vestment, and dropped it into Reggie’s plastic bag.


    She pivoted on her heel and looked Carlos dead in the eye. Challenge. Anticipation. Anger. He watched each emotion flitter across her face and braced for the boom sure to follow, but the explosion never hit. Instead, worry lined her smooth forehead, and her bottom lip quivered just the slightest bit. Mika wasn’t about to explode, she was going to implode, and he had a feeling the blast would be much more devastating.


    “So what now?” she asked, managing to mask the tremble in her voice with enough bravado to fool most people.


    Following her lead, he clamped his hands into fists to better fight off the unexpected instinct to gather her in his arms. “We figure out who in the hell this asshole is.”

  


  
    Chapter Five


    “Conformity is the only real fashion crime.”


    —Simon Doonan


    Mika’s design studio inhabited a small corner of a no-frills building in Harbor City’s fashion district, six blocks from her apartment. Earlier in the week, she’d walked the distance, soaking in the city’s early morning hustle and bustle before meeting the movers who had delivered her boxes, furniture, and equipment. The twenty-story glass and steel building had seemed cool and sleek in the daylight. Tonight, after everything that had happened, its stark industrial accents gave off a distinctly cold and creepy vibe.


    Holding her breath as her heart clanged against her ribs, she slid open the metal door to her design studio, half expecting her attacker to jump out at the last moment. She peered into her studio’s inky darkness, but she could barely make out the closest stack of boxes, let alone the bogeyman lurking in the dark.


    Carlos walked past her into the loft and flicked on the lights, dropped his black duffel bag and a sack of necessities from the drug store to the side, and started a quick sweep of her studio—not that you couldn’t see everything in the thirty-by-thirty room from the door. He must have come to the same conclusion, since his inspection of the studio and its small bathroom took about a minute before he waved her inside.


    “You’re the only one who knows about this place?” Carlos asked.


    “The building manager and me.” She walked in and closed the door behind her, locking the deadbolt and adding the chair for good measure.


    “Anything look out of place?”


    She scanned the large room. Everything was where it should be. Boxes of material samples stood stacked in the corner. Her desk and computer took up space in the center of the room, close enough to the wall-to-ceiling windows that she could get the full effect of the tenth-floor view. The cabinets on the east side of the room remained shut, as did the mini-fridge tucked away under the counter next to the sink. The world’s most comfortable couch sat on the other side of the room, perfect for crashing when she’d be spending long hours working in the studio—or hiding out from a psycho mugger with a hard-on for LARPing costumes.


    “The only thing out of place is the fact that we’re here.”


    He laughed, a deep, genuine sound that bounced around the studio. For the first time since he’d strutted into the Maltese Security conference room that morning like just another alpha-hole from the assembly line, he was the man she’d met at Feeny’s the night before: sexy, confident, and relaxed like a man comfortable in his own skin.


    An electric frisson danced across her skin, and she sank her teeth into her bottom lip to keep from demanding that they reenact exactly what was going through her head at that moment.


    Standing in the middle of the studio, Carlos untied his shoes and then reached behind his head, pulled off his T-shirt, and dropped it on top of his discarded shoes. She took in his broad shoulders, muscular chest, and abs no man who’d ever played Magic Battledome should have.


    Oh God, I didn’t say that out loud, did I?


    It sounded like something she’d do, but judging by the sharp stabs of pain where her teeth impaled her lip, she was pretty damn sure she hadn’t.


    Before she could begin to imagine what workout routine had given him the V indentations inside his narrow hips, he dropped to the floor and started doing pushups.


    “So what’s so important about the costumes?” He went down and pushed back up in a steady rhythm. “What would make someone go to so much trouble for LARPing gear?”


    She would have answered if her brain could form words. She forced her gaze away in an attempt to cool off her overheating imagination and looked at the tin ceiling, the slate-gray wood floor, the deep purple couch big enough for two…


    Her nipples puckered underneath the smooth silk of her bra. Damn, the things she could do to him on that couch.


    “Mika…” he prompted.


    Returning her focus to him, she said the first thing to pop into her head. “You’re doing pushups.”


    “What? I think better when I work out,” he said without slowing. “It’s a right brain, left brain thing.”


    “Like the Arrow.” That didn’t sound like she was about to pass out from hotness.


    Not. At. All.


    He paused mid-pushup, the stillness emphasizing the way his biceps bulged in the position, then continued the downward movement without commenting on the superhero comparison. “Another LARPer is the obvious choice, but what if it’s not about the LARP but about you? Has this asshole broken into anyone else’s apartment?”


    She shook her head. “I guess I’m special.”


    He adjusted his hands to form a diamond and continued with his next set of pushups, setting off a wave of movement in a different section of his back muscles. “Why?”


    “Don’t use up all your charm,” she managed to get out, even though her mouth had turned to chalk.


    “You know what I mean.” He jumped to his feet and shook out his arms. “Why you? What is your connection to the vestments that’s different than the others?”


    Not for the first time since the muggings had started, she asked herself that question. Unfortunately, the only answer she ever came up with was pretty damn lame. “I made them.”


    He paced the room, alternating between swinging his arms and popping his knuckles, which had to be arthritic considering how much he abused them. “Okay, but then you gave them out to the rest of your court.”


    Mika mmm-hmmed “Everything but the leftover material.”


    “Leftover?” Carlos stopped in his tracks, turned to face her, and rested his hands on his lean hips.


    She nodded.


    “How much is left?”


    Mika crossed over to the stack of boxes and trailed her finger down the labels until she hit the one that read mbdv. She reached up to remove the boxes on top of it, but Carlos reached over her and moved them. For the briefest of seconds, his arms surrounded her, and she watched the byplay of the muscles in his forearms as he plucked three boxes from the stack.


    Any other circumstance—any other man—and she would have followed her natural impulses, just like she always did when it came to fashion or fun. But this time it was different. It wasn’t just the danger presented by the mugger, it was the threat lurking in her mind’s shadow of trusting a man who hid behind false pretenses. She’d made that mistake with Keenan, and her little sister had paid the price. Carlos wasn’t a killer, but he wasn’t the über alpha-hole he was pretending to be, either.


    Her hands shook the slightest bit as she took the mbdv box down. Inside was the large spool of silver thread that she’d woven into her court’s vestments.


    Carlos peeked over her shoulder. “What about the material?”


    She didn’t trust herself not to lean back against his bare chest, so she ducked under his arm and walked to the east side of the room. The mini kitchenette took up half the wall. Eight-feet-high pantry doors dominated the rest, but instead of canned goods, her pantry held bolts of fabric. She moved a few bolts of yellow cotton, black silk, and antique ivory chiffon over to reveal the dark purple aubergine of the broadcloth she’d used to make her court’s vestments.


    “What’s so special about this material?” Carlos asked.


    “Nothing really.” She ran her palm down its smooth surface. “It’s my favorite color, and I have a fabric importer I work with who gives me a discount. I was looking for a fabric that would be stiff enough to give the feel of a kind of armor in the decorative vestment. It wasn’t exactly what I’d wanted, but it was close enough that I wasn’t about to pitch a fit, considering he sold it to me at cost.”


    “Is it valuable?”


    She shrugged, unable to come up with anything special about the fabric. “It’s not fast-fashion priced, but it’s not couture, either.”


    Carlos leaned against the kitchenette’s counter and crossed his arms. The move did everything to draw her eyes to the arm porn on display. Damn, it was her trigger. She clamped her hand down on the bolt of stiff broadcloth, less than satisfied with the tactile sensation it offered. Keyed up by the mix of an adrenaline rush from the alley encounter and the attraction tugging her closer to Carlos, she chewed the inside of her cheek.


    Maybe that will bring me back to reality.


    “You can’t think of any reason why someone would want this specific material?” he asked.


    “Not unless the person is expecting a run on purple broadcloth.” Which had happened before, but with a specific pattern of black lace that everyone and their mom was using for designs that walked the runway during Paris Fashion Week. But purple broadcloth was a helluva lot different than handmade Italian lace designed in honor of Princess Diana.


    “Okay, what about you?”


    All thoughts of biceps, black lace, and stiff broadcloth disintegrated at his question. “Me?” Her voice had gone up half an octave between the single word’s first and second letter.


    “Yes, who hates you enough to fuck with you this hard?”


    Unease prickled her skin. “Keenan Galligan’s parents, but it’s not them.” Just saying his name out loud turned her stomach.


    It took every ounce of concentration to push the bolt of purple broadcloth back into place in the back of the cabinet and shut the tall door. She wiped her clammy palms across her jeans and turned to walk away, but she couldn’t quite take those first few steps—they were always the hardest.


    “Who are they and why not?” Carlos’s voice was as soft as his questions were hard.


    Oh, they were easy to answer, but they brought with them the difficult truth that if she’d only listened to her gut about Keenan then, Hana would be alive today.


    “Their son killed my little sister, and my testimony landed him on death row.”


    Her words floated in the air like an ugly black cloud, heavy and oppressive. She tried to avoid this conversation at all costs, because when forced to tell it, this was the part when the hugging or the words of condolence came out. People were well meaning, but their sympathy only deepened her shame.


    “You want to tell me the story?”


    Her gut cramped. “No.”


    “That’s fine, but you need to explain why it couldn’t be them.”


    “After the trial, they moved to Europe—Switzerland, I think.”


    This time it was Mika who needed the movement, the physical activity, to maintain her equilibrium. She reached up and twisted the unfettered hair at the end of her braid around her finger. The silky texture smoothed away the rough edges of her emotions.


    Carlos reached out, but she avoided his touch, swerving around him and getting a glass from the cabinet. Her hand shook only the slightest bit as she filled it with water.


    He didn’t follow her, seeming to understand her need not to be touched at the moment. “Is the son still on death row?”


    “He is.” She downed the full glass of water like a college kid chugging a red Solo cup of beer.


    “And they don’t visit him there?”


    She flipped the glass upside down and placed it in the sink. The memories of the police investigation, the trial, and the sentencing hearing whipped around her, threatening to knock her down. “Turns out they’re not that kind of family.”


    “What kind is that?” he asked.


    “A family.” The loss of her own tore at her, ripping through the protective fabric of her made-up LARPing family. After Hana had died, her parents had divorced. Her dad had moved to Japan, supposedly for business, but she knew the real reason. It was because he couldn’t stand to see her and not think of Hana. Her mom lived in Harbor City, but she rarely left her Upper East Side apartment.


    All of it could have been avoided, if only…


    She shook the never-ending argument out of her head. Regret and guilt, like scar tissue, thickened with age but never went away. “Look, I’m exhausted, and unless you put dibs on the couch, I’m claiming it.”


    It was large enough to stretch out on and comfy enough to make her forget the world, but she wouldn’t be sleeping tonight. New battles and old troubles would see to that.


    “Nah.” Carlos shrugged in that easy way of his. “My duffel has a sleeping bag in it.”


    “Aren’t you a Boy Scout.”


    “Computer club,” he deadpanned.


    She chuckled, the joke lifting some of the misery from her shoulders. “Close enough.”


    “Do you mind if I use your computer?”


    She nodded and glanced over at the desktop outfitted with the latest textile design software and more bells and whistles than she’d ever use. “Knock yourself out.”


    


    Carlos settled in behind the computer. It was a decent setup—not what he was used to back at Maltese, but he’d make do. The to-do list unfolded in his mind. He needed to track down this Keenan kid’s parents, do a little background snooping on Mika to see what she was leaving out, and hack his way into the police server to track the lab results for the LARP costume.


    The bathroom door opened and Mika emerged in an oversize Harbor City University T-shirt they’d gotten at the drug store along with a toothbrush. The T-shirt stopped mid-thigh, and the extra material gave just enough of a tease about what lay underneath to make Carlos pop the knuckles on his right hand.


    “You should stop that,” Mika said as she curled up on the couch directly across from the desk and pulled down the blanket draped across the couch’s back. “You’re going to get arthritis.”


    It took a second for her words to compute. He looked down at his hands. “Old habits.”


    After shooting Ivy, the snap, crackle, pop of abusing his knuckles had eased the pressure of knowing he’d curled his finger around the trigger and taken her life. He hadn’t had a choice, but shooting the woman you loved—even when she was a stone-cold killer—took a toll.


    “You do it when you’re thinking too hard.” Mika snuggled underneath the silver blanket.


    Just to be contradictory, he popped the knuckles on his left hand. “Is that so?”


    Mika shook her head and closed her eyes. “You just need to relax and trust your instincts.”


    Had he ever been that naive, that impulsive…that optimistic? An image of Ivy handing him a glass of poisoned Red Bull flashed in his mind. Yeah, he had, and two people had nearly died. “I’d rather go by logic.”


    Mika didn’t respond. Her breathing had turned steady. No doubt the adrenaline had drained out of her system and she was crashing. Sleep was the best thing for her. Now he could put in his headphones and get to work.


    Two hours later and he was reading the preliminary report from the Harbor City crime lab, what little there was of it. The vestment had been logged in.


    Rush Case: Yes


    Color: Purple With Silver Thread


    Length: One Yard


    Weight: Three pounds


    Notes: Light scent of mothballs. Material has little give, stiff to the touch.


    He dragged his thumb across the middle knuckle of his pointer finger as he contemplated the scant information. Something was off. The weight seemed excessive, and the tidbit about the mothballs scratched at a deeply buried factoid. Right as he applied pressure to the finger joint, Mika mumbled in her sleep, yanking his attention toward her.


    Damn it. She’d been right. He was popping his knuckles a lot lately. He flexed his fingers instead and rolled his neck from side to side before searching for more information on the crime lab’s network and coming up with nada.


    His stomach rumbled. What he wouldn’t do for a tray of his mom’s enchiladas right about now. Or a chorizo on a hot-dog bun—a combination that made her turn up her nose in disgust. His mother had immigrated to Harbor City when she was three, but you’d never guess it by the way she clung to her Castillo Mexican roots. At his cousin Gabe’s wedding to Keisha a few months ago, his mother had cornered him and told him in no uncertain terms that she was too fabulous not be an abuela, so he needed to get moving on that pronto.


    Not for the first time in his life, he was glad his cousin was a billionaire, because the custom fireworks show over the Harbor City Bay that had boomed to life at that exact moment had provided the perfect interruption, freeing him from having to explain to his mother for the fiftieth time since he’d shot Ivy that he wasn’t the marrying kind. That part of him had died when he’d fired that bullet.


    Grabbing ahold of his focus with both hands before it spiraled into the darkness, he exited out of the crime lab’s network, careful to cover his virtual tracks. There’d be more tomorrow. Crime labs weren’t as fast as they showed on television, but the fact that Reggie had gotten a rush label put on the case meant preliminary results would be in sometime tomorrow. They wouldn’t be specific enough to take to court, but they’d steer the detectives—and Carlos—in the right direction.


    His gaze wandered away from the screen, landing on Mika on the couch. She’d undone her thick braid, and her long brown hair tangled around her face. The blanket covering her moved up and down in a steady rhythm, and her face had relaxed into deep sleep. Like this, in the moonlight’s soft glow, she looked less like temptation personified and more like a dream—one he couldn’t let himself fall into.


    Without thinking, he clicked the laptop’s touchpad mouse. Mika’s Internet history popped up on the screen. He gulped. There was plenty of what he’d expected—fashion blogs, design associations, LARP news—and then there was the porn. He shouldn’t click, but he did anyway.


    He’d heard of female-friendly porn. He didn’t know if this was it, but the woman in the camera’s focus sure was enjoying herself. The man with his face buried between her legs was making her thighs tremble while the man playing with her tits narrated the experience, whispering exactly what was going on into the moaning woman’s ear. By the time she came, Carlos was ready to follow her lead.


    Movement off-screen caught his attention. Mika had rolled so her back was to him. The move had drawn the blanket partially off her and the oversize T-shirt so he could see the dark green panties hugging her round ass. It was too much and too little at the same damn time—not that it mattered. She was off-limits. Even if she wasn’t the client, there was something about Mika that snuck through the chinks in his armor and got to his soft center. He’d sworn he’d never again be the sucker he’d been with Ivy, and he wouldn’t be.


    Carlos exited out of the porn video, adjusted her Internet browser history so it didn’t look like he’d ever accessed it, and pulled the headphones from his ears. Time for sleep. The hard floor wouldn’t feel good, but it was probably what he needed.


    He stripped off his jeans, dropped them by the pile created by his shoes and T-shirt, then got into the sleeping bag. Closing his eyes, he tried to think of what would explain the vestment’s mothball smell but came up with zilch. Especially not when images of Mika with her legs spread wide before him crowded out any other thoughts. He could feel the smooth silk of her legs, smell her desire, and see the evidence of how much she wanted him in the way her slick folds were dewy and plump.


    His dick bypassed iron and went straight to a call-your-doctor level of hardness, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. No matter how tempting, he couldn’t jerk off with Mika only a few feet away. Gritting his teeth, he resigned himself to the fact that it was going to be a long and miserable night.


    “Hey Carlos.” Mika’s sultry voice floated across the space between them. “Did you like what you saw on my computer?”


    His eyes snapped open. That’s when he noticed the large mirror on the wall right behind the computer desk.


    Fuck.


    “Did you?” The sound of the blanket sliding off of her and hitting the floor accompanied her question.


    “Yes.” No point in lying now, especially when he was pitching a tent in a sleeping bag.


    The flutter of something hitting the floor pulled his focus toward her. Mika stood by the couch in only her green panties. Her tousled hair fell across her bare shoulders, the longest strands brushing against the pale brown of her hard nipples.


    “Show me how much you liked it.” She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her panties and slipped them off.


    He didn’t need a second invitation.

  


  
    Chapter Six


    “A dress makes no sense unless it inspires me to want to take it off you.”


    —Francoise Sagan


    The cool night air slid over Mika’s overheated bare skin. Watching him watching her favorite porn videos had turned her on more than she realized it could. When the three-way first reflected in the mirror behind the desk, a flash of embarrassment flared in her cheeks. But when Carlos didn’t turn it off…didn’t turn away…her core tightened in response to seeing the way he squirmed in his seat, how his jaw had tensed and his hands had tightened into fists as the scene played. By the time he’d ripped the earbuds out, she knew exactly what was going to happen next.


    So here she stood, naked and aching for his touch to banish her personal demons and make her forget for a few hours that bad things happened. Their arguments had been foreplay, and now she wanted the main event. But he had on too many clothes. It might just be his boxer briefs, but it was too much. His hard length was outlined against tight cotton, the head pointing downward but straining against it. She hadn’t gotten the chance to take her time tasting his cock last night. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.


    Carlos trailed a finger across her collarbone, tracing it from shoulder to chest and leaving a steaming line of desire in its wake. “This will complicate things.”


    “No.” She drew his hand lower so he palmed her breast, and the friction of his palm against her hard nipple was equal parts relief and teasing agony. “It simplifies everything.”


    He cupped her soft flesh, then rotated his hand and rolled her nipple between his thumb and finger with just enough sharp pressure to make her knees weak. The temptation to close her eyes and just feel overwhelmed her, but she couldn’t. Not yet. Instead, she stared up at him, taking in the way his brown eyes had darkened to nearly black with desire as the hunger for her built.


    “I can’t afford to lose focus.” His laser-beam attention was centered on her breasts, but judging by the tightness in his jaw, he wasn’t in danger of losing focus on her tits. “Not again.”


    “So don’t.” It was a plea. It was a challenge. It was a prayer.


    “We can’t let this affect the case,” he said, his voice straining with need as his hands slid down her sides to rest on the swell of her hips.


    “You said you liked to work out while you thought.” Holding his face between her hands, she raised herself up on her toes and tilted her face so her lips were an inch from his. So close she could feel him without touching, an undeniable electricity tingling between them. “Neither of us is sleeping tonight anyway, so we might as well…think.”


    She brought her parted lips to his, the need to taste him, all of him, taking the place of whatever need had taken her this far. Now it wasn’t about anything but Carlos. She swept her tongue across his bottom lip, and he teased it with his own. There was always an undercurrent of challenge with him, always a promise of something more. It’s what had drawn her to him at Feeny’s and what made arguing with him so exhilarating. He pressed turn-on buttons she hadn’t known she’d had.


    She broke the kiss and lowered her heels back to the ground. She ran her hands down his chest, the springy curls of his hair prickly against her palms as she let gravity do its job and sank until her knees touched the ground between his feet.


    Echoing her movements from earlier, she curled her fingers around the elastic of his boxers’ waistband and inched them down with a slowness that tested her own patience as much as his. He fisted his hands by his hips and inhaled sharply when she stopped just as the base of his hard cock appeared.


    “Are you trying to tease me?” he groaned.


    She wet her lips and then blew softly against the tight curls surrounding his thick base as she slid her hands around so she cupped the perfect curves of his ass. She squeezed, then slid his boxer briefs down at a glacial pace while her nails lightly scraped his sensitive skin. His ass tightened under her touch.


    When only the head of his dick remained trapped underneath the cotton, she stopped, leaned forward, and extended her tongue until the tip barely touched his heated flesh and began a deliberate journey upward. On her reverse trip, she took his boxer briefs the rest of the way down and shoved them to the floor before taking him in her mouth and sliding forward until her nose brushed his tight curls and she could reach out the tip of her tongue and lap at his balls.


    Carlos wrapped his hand in her hair and pulled her back. “Mika, what are you doing?”


    “I’m trying to help you think. Remember? It’s a right brain, left brain thing.”


    She licked his salty pre-come from her lips and wrapped her fingers around his thick girth, sliding her hand up and down his length. He’d closed his eyes and thrown back his head in abandon.


    “The problem is…” he panted as he rocked his hips forward and back. “I’m not thinking with my brain at all right now.”


    “Oops.” She kissed the head before taking him in her mouth again and watched him through her eyelashes. He was at the mercy of whatever it was that drew them together just as much as she was. They might be at opposite sides of everything else, but in this they were perfectly aligned.


    “You look so good with my dick in your mouth,” he groaned. “Fuck, I’m about to come just from watching your pink lips wrapped around it—and I’m not nearly ready for that yet.”


    The words flipped a switch inside her, made her breasts grow heavy with wanting, and sent a wave of thick lust through her core that made it clench in anticipation. Of course he’d watched the video, known she’d want to hear that, and he’d made it happen—for her.


    A nearly desperate need overcame her. She didn’t want him to come, but she wanted him so close to the edge that he couldn’t think about anything else. She sucked him in deeper and squeezed his ass and pushed his hips forward until the head of his cock hit the back of her throat. Any difficulty she had breathing at the moment was more than made up for by the ripple of pleasure that made him shiver beneath her touch.


    He tangled his hands in her hair and pulled her off his cock with just enough force to let her know that playtime was over. “I want to see you on your back with your legs spread wide.” Desire thickened his Spanish accent and added a slight growl to the tone. “I’m going to lick you and slide my fingers inside you until you’re begging me to let you come.”


    After one last lick from the base of his cock to the tip, she stood. “Where do you want me?”


    His large hand cupped the back of her head, and he pulled her closer, tilting her face so all she could see was him—the heat and need palpable in what little amount of air there was between them. “Everywhere.”


    His lips crashed down on hers, and Mika gave herself up to the moment, to the pleasure, to the sanctuary she found in Carlos’s arms.


    


    Mika tasted like the sweetest forbidden fruit, and Carlos couldn’t get enough.


    He glided his hands from among the long strands of her silky hair, down the smooth expanse of her back, and over the soft rise of her ass, letting her mounds fill his hands as he lifted her up. She wrapped her legs around his hips, bringing her soft and wet center against his hardness. The temptation to slip inside her and feel her warmth wrap around him as tight as her legs encircling his hips was nearly overwhelming. He hadn’t been kidding with his answer. He wanted—no, needed—her everywhere.


    But not yet. He wanted to hear his name on her lips before she broke apart—the first time.


    He pulled her close against him, turned on his heel, and sat down on the oversize monstrosity of a purple couch so she straddled his lap. He slouched down, keeping her upright above him, as he dragged his lips along the line of her throat. He took his body lower so that his ass was barely on the couch, then stopped at her peaked nipples.


    God, her tits were perfect, small, round, and high, topped off with pale brown nipples. He drew one hard tip into his mouth, grazing his teeth across the tender flesh. Mika inhaled sharply and shivered in his arms. Switching his attention to the other side, he repeated his moves, this time increasing the pull as he sucked the bud with just enough pressure that she dug her fingernails into his shoulders and threw back her head in ecstasy.


    “You like it when I do that, don’t you, mi cielo?” He tugged her nipple lightly with his teeth, then lapped at it with the flat of his tongue. “This is just the beginning.” He squeezed her firm ass in his hands and pulled her round globes apart. “I can’t wait to get down here and taste just how sweet you are.”


    She arched her back, moaning her agreement to his plan.


    He slid farther down underneath her, licking his way south across her flat stomach until he was low enough that the tip of his tongue parted through her tight curly hair to lap against her clit. His position below her while she kneeled on the cushion, leaning forward slightly and gripping the back of the couch, gave him the perfect view of her swinging tits and the way she bit down on her lip every time he curled his tongue around her most sensitive spot. So fucking hot.


    Taking his time, he explored her slick folds—licking, nibbling, sucking—as her thighs quaked on either side of his head. She was close. So fucking close. He licked the underside of her clit while tilting his head so his chin rubbed against her opening. God, she was sweet against his tongue. Tasting her was like getting a glimpse at the Dyrnwyn sword—he wanted to beat his chest in celebration and drop to his knees in amazement at the same time.


    “More,” she pleaded. “I want your cock inside me.”


    He relinquished her, missing her taste even though his lips were wet with it. “Not until you come.”


    The near desperate look on her face would be comical if he hadn’t been skating on that same edge between building pleasure and being denied bliss. She undulated her hips, skimming her center across his lips, a silent appeal—one he heard but purposefully ignored. Wanting was half the fun.


    She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth. “Are you going to make me beg?”


    “No.” He let his tongue drift once across her soft, plump folds. “I’m going to make you scream.”


    Not waiting for her response, he sucked her clit into his mouth and slid two fingers inside her, rubbing against the bundle of nerves at the front of her entrance. He could stay here, feel her grip him tight as she came, but that wasn’t enough. She needed to come so hard that it shook her free of everything that had haunted and hunted her today. So he withdrew and brushed his middle finger, wet with her juices, along the crack of her ass, then circled her asshole. Her legs tensed on either side of his face before she moaned, high and loud, then increased the speed of her hips until she was riding his mouth, hard and needy. At the same time as he sank his tongue into her wet center, he slipped the tip of his finger into her asshole, then rocked it in and out until her core clenched and she came screaming his name.


    Watching her break apart was good, but it was just the beginning.


    He pushed his feet against the floor and slid back up the couch until he sat once again on it, then pulled her down so her core fit snug against his hard cock. She dropped her head to his shoulders, and an orgasm aftershock rippled through her body.


    Her breath, warm and damp, tickled his skin. “That doesn’t make up for snooping on my computer history when you shouldn’t.”


    “I’m an investigator; snooping is a professional hazard.” He rotated his hips, wetting his stiff prick with her juices without sliding home inside her walls. Not yet. “Anyway, what I saw wasn’t something to be self-conscious about.”


    “I’m not embarrassed.” She sat up, pink blooming on her cheeks. “I’m hot and I’m done waiting for you to fuck me hard with that big cock of yours.”


    He filled his hands with her ass, tilting her so he rubbed against her clit, the island of hardness in the sea of slick velvet. The contrast, so much like her, kept him coming back for more, stroke after stroke. “Patience, mi cielo.”


    The words were aimed at her, but he needed to hear them as well. The urge to bury himself so deep his aching balls bounced against her was so strong he barely had any control left.


    “What is that?” She arched her back, giving him the perfect view of her tits as they swayed with each undulation of her hips.


    “Patience?” Fuck if he could remember right now.


    “Smartass.” She leaned down and nipped at the base of his neck. “Mi cielo, what’s it mean?”


    “Stubborn woman.” He arched against her, squeezing her ass and grinding her softness against his hardness.


    “Liar.” She lifted her hips and cool air swept across his cock. She hovered above him, her warm entrance millimeters from the head of his straining dick pointed straight up at where it wanted to go. “Tell me.”


    He slid one hand around the luscious swell of her hip and up her smooth body until he could roll her nipple between his finger and thumb. “It’s nothing, just a word.” He pulled the sensitive nub taut, increasing the pressure of his pinch as he watched the blissful agony wash over her.


    Playtime was over. He needed to have her wrapped around him. He dipped his head and grazed her nipple with his teeth before sucking it hard into his mouth. She shivered in his arms and sank low enough that just the tip of his cock slid inside her. A lightning rod of pleasure shot straight down his dick to his balls, and he clenched his eyes closed. It took everything he had not to grab her hips and shove her all the way down.


    He stretched one leg as much as he could, snagged a toe on his jeans, and pulled them close enough that he could swipe them off the floor without losing contact with Mika. Somehow he managed to free his wallet from the back pocket and fish out a condom.


    “Thank God.” Her thighs lifted, pulling her nipple from his mouth and releasing the head of his dick.


    He ripped the foil open and rolled the condom on in what had to be a land speed record.


    “Who’s impatient now?” she teased.


    Carlos gripped her hips tight. “Both of us.” Then he yanked her downward, sheathing himself between her slick folds in one long stroke.


    She wrapped around him tight as a glove and rocked against him.


    “That’s right, fuck me, mi cielo, show me how deep you can take that dick.” He bottomed out, nearly losing it when she took him so deep that her ass brushed his balls with every downward thrust. That wouldn’t do. He wanted to feel her pussy clamp around him and squeeze every drop from his cock.


    He dragged his thumb across her bottom lip before pushing it inside her mouth. “That’s it, get it nice and wet.”


    Her eyes were hazy with lust, and she did exactly as told. Watching her lick and suck on his thumb made his balls tighten. “Lean back, mi cielo, I want to watch you take my dick into that juicy pussy of yours.”


    She did, bending backward and bracing her hands on his thighs above his knees as she continued riding him hard and fast and sending them both hurtling toward the edge. Unsure how much longer he could take it, he withdrew his thumb and lowered it to where their bodies joined, stroking her clit and pressing against the side of the nub each time she pushed downward and engulfed his cock.


    Blood pounded against his ears as he fought off the climax building in the base of his spine. A sheen of sweat covered her body, making her glisten in the moonlight as she rocked and swirled around his dick.


    The sound of their panting filled the air around them. He was too close to form words and push her higher. Instead, he alternated the soft and hard pressure of his thumb on her clit as he circled around it. She moaned, tightening around him as her fingernails dug into his thighs.


    “Fuck,” she cried as she undulated in a wave motion, massaging his dick as she slammed down on him. “Carlos. Hard. Now.”


    Her words severed the tentative hold he had on his self-control. “Whatever you want, mi cielo.”


    He pressed hard against her clit and thrust upward. Once. Twice. On the third time she snapped forward out of her backward arch, and her entire body tensed into one straight line as she clenched around him.


    Using both hands, he clamped down on her hips, forcing his way into her tightness in one final balls-deep thrust, and his orgasm exploded, taking away the entire world except for Mika as the last ripples of her climax shook her.


    She collapsed on top of him, every soft curve fitting against him. “Mi cielo. What does it mean?” she whispered against his skin.


    “Heaven.” High on post-orgasmic euphoria, he couldn’t keep his eyes open, let alone spar with Mika or his own good sense. Tomorrow would be soon enough for that. “It means my heaven.”

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    “It’s not money that makes you well dressed, it’s understanding.”


    —Christian Dior


    Carlos woke up in a tangle of soft blanket and Mika’s smooth legs, both of which were wrapped tightly around him. The sun was peeking around the skyscrapers, sending in rays of light through the studio’s large windows and hitting him right in the eyes. He shifted and Mika mumbled her sleepy protest. He unwound himself from her legs and the temptation of an early morning replay of the night before and slipped from beneath the blanket. After pulling on his jeans, he padded across the cool floor to the computer.


    The lab results had to be logged into the police system by now. The sooner he found out what was so damn special about the material, the sooner he could figure out how to keep Mika safe from whomever was after her. Breaking into the Harbor City Police Department’s system had become second nature, allowing him to execute the keystrokes as he watched Mika burrow deeper under the blanket until only the long strands of her silky hair could be seen. Even that little bit was enough to grab his dick’s attention and send his thoughts skittering off to fantasies of wrapping her hair around the base of his cock as she lapped at the tip with her pink tongue.


    The computer binged, announcing his successful breach of the police department’s system and yanking his dirty mind back before his big head followed the little one right back to the couch and the warm woman snuggled under the blanket.


    Come on, man, pull it together.


    He couldn’t let his dick overshadow his mission. Not again.


    His fingers flew over the keys, banging down on them until he found where the crime lab’s preliminary report was logged…or more correctly, where it should have been. Instead, there was a note.


    PAPER RESULTS DELIVERED TO DET. REGGIE WATTS, WHO REQUESTED THEY BE FILED BUT NOT ENTERED INTO THE COMPUTER SYSTEM UNTIL FINAL RESULTS WERE IN.


    “Well played, Detective,” Carlos muttered.


    Final results. That could be weeks.


    Carlos turned the note’s meaning over in his head. Whatever the preliminary test results were, Reggie didn’t want him to see them. The detective was extended Maltese Security family, but he was a cop first—one who didn’t feel like sharing.


    Stymied by an old-school move, Carlos stared at the computer screen. If he couldn’t access one avenue, maybe it was time to go down another virtual path. He exited out of the police system and accessed the district attorney’s records. He entered Mika’s name and witness into the closed case file search engine. Thirty seconds later he had access to everything pertaining to her sister’s murder trial—and there was a lot.


    He skimmed the reports, searching for information about the perp’s parents. Like Mika had said, they were in Switzerland and hadn’t come back for any of the post-trial hearings. Of course, out of the country didn’t mean they couldn’t hire someone. It was a hypothesis, and a pretty damn shaky one considering that Mika wasn’t the only one targeted. Hell, she hadn’t even been at the front of the line…unless the parents were using the attacks on the other LARP members as a way to cover up their purpose.


    Next up in the file were the crime scene photos. They were horror-movie bloody.


    “What in the hell are you doing?”


    He jerked his head up. Mika was sitting up, the blanket wrapped around her, and the color had drained from her face. She stared at a spot just over his left shoulder.


    The mirror. Fuck.


    “Why are you looking at those?” A brittle hardness turned her voice cold, and she gathered the blanket tighter around her bare shoulders.


    The horrified look on her face ripped a hole in him. He exited out of the DA’s system as fast as possible. “Research. We haven’t ruled out Keenan’s parents.”


    “And you thought you’d get more information about them by looking at…those?”


    “I had to know the facts.” That’s what had gotten him in trouble with Ivy. Going with his gut instead of digging deeper.


    “The facts?” Mika laughed, if you could call the strangled sound a laugh. “You really want to know what happened?”


    He nodded, his empty stomach turning in on itself.


    “Hana and I were both at the University of Harbor City. She was a sophomore. I was a senior. I introduced her to Keenan. He was a friend of a friend, a lacrosse player, a nice guy from a good family. At least that’s what I thought.” She paused, turning her face away from him. Her jaw hardened, and she wiped the back of her hand across one cheek and turned back toward him. “I was wrong. I was so wrapped up in my own little world that I didn’t even realize he had managed to isolate Hana until they’d already been going out for six months. That’s the first time I saw one of the bruises. I wish I could say it was the last, but…she always had an explanation, and I was too involved in my own stuff to see through the lies.”


    Her chin trembled. She squeezed her eyes shut and seemed to shrink inside the blanket.


    Regret ate the edges of his stomach. He’d done this to her. Brought all of the memories back. His chair screeched when he pushed it back and went to her. Her eyes snapped open, and she held up her hand, holding him back without touching him.


    “When she supposedly fell down the stairs and broke her wrist, that’s when everything clicked into place. I confronted her about it. I told her to break up with him. I told her I was going to go to the cops or kill him with my bare hands. She begged me not to. She said it wasn’t what it looked like. She promised everything was fine. I didn’t believe her, but I didn’t know what else to do. So I did nothing.” Her voice broke and tears flowed down her cheeks.


    Seeing her break down was like being pummeled by an invisible giant. He felt the blows, but there was nothing for him to strike out at. He was as helpless as he’d been in the last moments before he’d passed out from the poison Ivy had given him.


    “But Hana did something.” Mika took in a shaky breath. “She found a counselor on campus and…well…she tried to leave Keenan. When she didn’t call home for our mom’s birthday, I went to her dorm room. Her roommates hadn’t seen her. I went to Keenan’s apartment. He wasn’t home, but the door was unlocked. I went in. That’s when I found her.”


    She shivered under the blanket, and he couldn’t stand back any longer. He sat down, wrapped his arms around her, and tugged her close. It was the only thing he could do, and it wasn’t enough.


    “It took the cops a week to track him down,” she said. “If I’d never introduced them, if I’d told someone, if I’d killed him with my bare hands, if I’d done something—anything—she’d still be alive. The fact is that any man who’d kill the woman he professed to love is a monster, and I introduced that monster to my sister.”


    Carlos’s blood turned to ice. A monster. Was he a monster? The circumstances couldn’t be more different, but Mika wouldn’t see it that way. The wound was too fresh, her pain too close to the surface. He’d loved Ivy and he’d killed her. If…when…Mika found out, she’d put him in the same category as an abuser like Keenan. He swallowed back bile.


    Not that it mattered what she thought of him. After this case was over, it was doubtful their paths would ever cross again, and that was for the best. No matter the connection between them, he was the last guy she needed in her life.


    He kissed the top of her head. “I’m so sorry.”


    “It’s not your fault.” She inhaled a sniffly breath and straightened her shoulders. “You didn’t kill her.”


    “Mika, you don’t have to pretend—”


    “The only place I pretend is when I’m dressed up as the Silver Queen.” She pushed out of his embrace and let the blanket fall as she stood up. “I hate lies and fake fronts and people who pretend to be what they aren’t. And yet here I am lying to the people closest to me about you.”


    He couldn’t afford to get attached. How she felt shouldn’t matter to him. This was about the case. That’s what they both needed to remember. “You’re doing it for the right reasons.”


    She grabbed her clothes off the floor. “But that doesn’t make it any less wrong.” She sighed and pulled the oversize T-shirt over her head, then reached for her jeans. “Come on, we need to go get something to eat and figure out how to catch this asshole before he pulls his next move and hurts someone else.”


    


    Tourists and Harbor City locals crowded Pippy’s Pancakes looking for a cheap, carb-heavy meal. Chatter filled the restaurant along with the smell of maple syrup and fresh coffee. The service was fast, and they expected you to inhale your food and get out the door to free up the table for the next person in line. The waitresses were crabby, there were timers on the table to motivate people to keep it moving, and the food was divine. It was Mika’s favorite place to eat.


    There wouldn’t be any lingering over coffee or deep chats at Pippy’s. Not that she thought Carlos was that guy, but after everything she’d just told him about Hana, she needed a breather from her own emotions.


    The waitress hustled over as soon as they sat down, order pad at the ready.


    A quick glance at the menu and Mika knew. “I’ll go with the blueberry pancakes, eggs over easy, and a hot chocolate.”


    Carlos sat across from her, the six-page menu with its description of more than four hundred kinds of pancakes in hand and a blank look on his face. She’d seen it before. The menu was all kinds of crazy with everything from Hawaiian pancakes to plain pancakes to Sarachi pancakes dusted with cayenne pepper.


    “How about you?” the waitress asked, annoyance bleeding through her question.


    “I’m gonna need a minute,” he said.


    Mika sat up. That was the kiss of death at Pippy’s. You couldn’t mess with the flow. They’d probably spit in their syrup now. “Everything’s good; which one calls out to you?”


    “There are a billion choices,” he mumbled.


    “Four hundred and eighty-two, and not a stack of plain pancakes anywhere to be found,” the waitress said before popping her gum. “So what’ll it be?”


    Carlos flipped the menu pages, eyeballing it like he could memorize it, analyze it, and then determine the best course of action.


    “It’s just breakfast.” Mika giggled. “Go with your gut.”


    He shot her a teasing glare. “Squealing pig bacon pancakes with scrambled eggs and orange juice.” He slapped the menu shut and held it out to the waitress, who took it and hustled off to the kitchen. “If those suck I’m going to blame you.”


    “Nothing sucks here. It’s Pippy’s Pancakes.”


    He looked around at the packed restaurant. “It’s a tourist trap.”


    “Exactly, the people-watching is amazing.” Of course, the only person she was watching was him.


    His brown hair had gotten away from him this morning, and waves curled around the top of his ears, giving him a messy, just-got-out-of-bed-after-being-fucked-well hotness that couldn’t be manufactured. Damn, the man was panty melting. She slipped off a shoe and slid her foot up the inside of his muscular thigh.


    “The waitresses are rude.” He captured her foot with his hand before she could hit her target. But instead of pushing her away, he rubbed his thumb into her arch, stroking and caressing in a way that made it hard not to moan out loud.


    “It’s part of Pippy’s charm.”


    If covert, under-the-table foot rubs was how Mr. By the Book did breakfast, she was going to have to talk him into making this a regular thing after they’d wrapped up the case.


    His talented fingers moved to the ball of her foot, rubbing in circular motions. “Who needs five hundred pancake choices?”


    “I do.” She sighed. She couldn’t help herself. He really was good with his hands.


    “Why?” He released her foot and laid it against his thigh.


    “Because it’s fun.” She extended her leg until her toes moved up to brush against his dick, which twitched under her touch. “I like to come in here and play pancake roulette. Sometimes I love it, sometimes I don’t, but I always try something new.”


    He spread his legs, giving her better access. Oh yes, he might be all rules and regulations, but he still liked to break them every once in a while. “How do you pick?”


    “Whatever catches my eye in the moment.” She rubbed her foot across the now semi-hard bulge in his jeans, loving the way his breath caught as his gaze darkened with desire. “Welcome to the wild side of impulsive food choices. Next thing you know, you’ll be getting grapefruit juice instead of orange. It’ll be anarchy.”


    His hand clamped down on her foot, holding it tight against his cock before he pushed it away and closed his legs as best he could in his condition. “Are you busting my chops?”


    “I am.” Mika slid her foot back into her shoe while trying to ignore the dampness in her panties.


    Carlos’s hungry gaze dropped to her mouth. “I’ll make you pay for that later.”


    She shivered in the best way and pressed her thighs together. “Promise?”

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    “Style is primarily a matter of instinct.”


    —Bill Blass


    Twenty-three minutes later, according to the ridiculous timer at their table, Carlos put his fork down on his empty plate. It was hard to go wrong with bacon, and Pippy’s sure hadn’t.


    His phone vibrated in his pocket. “Yeah,” he answered.


    “You need to bring her down to the station,” Reggie said, his voice sounding as tired as Carlos suddenly felt.


    “What did the lab say?”


    Mika perked up at his words, and she shot him a questioning glance.


    “You’ll find out when you get here, but don’t let her out of your sight.” Reggie paused. “I don’t have anything solid, but this case just went D-bag.”


    Carlos hung up without bothering to say good-bye. If Reggie was using the Maltese Security code words for Diamond Tommy Houston being involved, that meant other ears were probably listening in. Harbor City’s biggest crime boss had a bunch of dirty cops in his pocket—not to mention judges and politicians. If he was involved, Mika wasn’t just running from a random whack job, she was fighting for her life.


    Playtime at Pippy’s was over. He grabbed the check and stood up. “Come on, we gotta go.”


    


    The drive to the station with Mika was shrouded in silence punctuated by the satisfying snap as Carlos popped his knuckles. Reggie’s cryptic warning continued to run on a loop in his head while he parked the car in the lot and walked to the front entrance. The station loomed above them, worn gray stone and grimy windows.


    Mika jolted to a stop at the doors. Color drained out of her face. Either she was still riding the roller coaster of emotion from talking about her sister’s death or she was an even better actress than Ivy. Even thinking of the two of them in the same sentence made his stomach turn. Mika was nothing like Ivy.


    “You okay?” Carlos asked, unable to stop himself from reaching out and tucking a stray hair behind her ear.


    “I’ll live.” She shrugged off his touch. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”


    After giving their names to the bored officer sitting behind the front desk, they were hustled into a small room and the door was shut behind them. There was a coffee pot, a small sink, and cabinets on one wall along with a corkboard with a sign-up sheet for the police vs. firefighters hockey game. They had obviously decorated to look as little like an interrogation room as possible and had missed the mark by a mile.


    A narrow table sat in the middle of the room—two chairs on one side and a single chair with an opening cut into the arm that was the perfect size to slip through the chain on a pair of handcuffs. A two-way mirror took up half of the wall across from the single chair. A small surveillance camera stood sentinel near the ceiling on the wall opposite the two chairs. The green light blinking above the lens testified to its operational capabilities.


    This was not going to be a friendly chat.


    The door opened and Reggie walked in. He wasn’t smiling.


    “Thanks for coming in so quickly, Mika. We appreciate it.” Reggie turned to face Carlos. “Why don’t you wait in the break room? This shouldn’t take long.”


    That would totally explain the ice in the air.


    Every nerve in Carlos’s body was on full alert. “I think I’ll stay.”


    “But I don’t need any information from you,” Reggie said.


    The emphasis on from was slight, but it was there. He didn’t need information from Carlos, but he had it for him. Why keep the information off the police department’s computer system if he was going to share it now? Who else was snooping for the same information? There was more going on here than just a strong whiff of Diamond Tommy. Reggie might be alone, but the setup in the interrogation room that wasn’t an interrogation room had Carlos’s skin crawling.


    He wasn’t alone. Mika looked as nervous as a three-legged cat trapped in a cage with a pack of junkyard dogs. If she twisted her fingers around her hair any harder she was going to break the silky strands in half.


    “I want Carlos to stay,” she said.


    “That shouldn’t be a problem, unless this isn’t just a friendly chat, right, Reggie?”


    The detective eyeballed him, sending a less than subtle fuck-you message before curling his lips into a big fake smile and dropping a folder marked preliminary results on the table. “Knock yourself out, ’Los. We’re all friends here.”


    There it was again. Just enough of a push on the word all to communicate that it wasn’t just the three of them. The light on the camera stopped blinking and turned a solid green.


    Carlos gave Reggie as small of a nod as possible and sat down in one of the chairs on the left. Following his lead, Mika sat beside him. The move left only one option for Reggie unless he was going to prowl the room. Narrowing his eyes at Carlos, he sat in the suspect’s chair. The detective was playing the part of bad cop to the hilt.


    “Thank you for coming in today, Miss Ito. We appreciate your cooperation.”


    She curled her fingers around the arms of the chair, her knuckles nearly white. “I’m glad you guys are finally looking into this.”


    “I’m sure you are,” Reggie said. “You’re a textile designer, is that right?”


    Mika nodded.


    “I’m not much of a fashionable guy myself. Does that mean that you import fabrics?”


    “No. Designers come to me with a vision of what a garment will look like and a fabric preference. I design the pattern and work with manufacturers to get the fabric created.”


    Reggie took down a few notes on his yellow notepad. “Is that done here in the U.S.?” he asked without looking up.


    “Not usually,” she said.


    Carlos sat back and forced himself into stillness even as the urge to snatch the preliminary results folder up off the table ate at him. This was going somewhere. He hated not knowing exactly where, but he didn’t have much of a choice other than to sit back and watch the action bounce between the two of them. A year ago, being in the background wouldn’t have bothered him—amazing how falling in love with a psycho killer changed things.


    “How often do you get together with your LARP group for an event?” Reggie asked, his tone a little too calm for comfort.


    Mika felt it. He could tell by the way her back was ramrod straight and the way her nails dug into the chair’s battered Naugahyde arm.


    “It depends on the season, but every weekend when it’s nice.”


    “And there’s lots of people and commotion at these events?”


    “Sometimes as many as a hundred,” Mika said.


    “But no outsiders?” Reggie asked. “Only fellow LARPers?”


    “We hold the weekends at Central Square Park. The park rangers don’t close it down for us, so there’re usually other people around. Sometimes they end up in the middle of a battle, which is a real pain in the ass.”


    “Interesting.” Reggie flipped open the preliminary results folder. “And you made all of the vestments?”


    Mika nodded.


    Reggie turned over a page in the folder, his finger tracing a line down the middle as if he was looking for a specific bit of information. Finally, he tapped the bottom right-hand corner of the paper and pushed it so it accidentally-on-purpose faced Carlos. Lt. Tom Kilburn. That was the name typed on the bottom of the report, and he knew it well. The Maltese team had identified him as a Diamond Tommy’s probable stooge on the force.


    Reggie steepled his fingers and brought them to his mouth as if he were deep in thought. “How long have you been a drug mule?”


    The world screeched to a halt.


    “What?” Mika’s voice went up an octave.


    “The material was soaked in liquid cocaine—the latest way that scumbags are getting drugs across the border.” Reggie stood up, all righteous fury. But in this case, the manufactured kind that allowed him to stand in the surveillance camera’s line of sight and push the open folder toward Carlos without it seeming obvious. “But you know all about that, don’t you?”


    Carlos scanned the report, trying to take in as much as he could before Reggie picked it up. His brain spun into action. He’d read about this in one of the forensic science journals at the office. The cocaine was mixed into alcohol until it dissolved. The material was then soaked in the tainted liquid, and by the time the alcohol evaporated, the cocaine remained behind in the fabric. It was stiff, like Mika’s vestments, and a good 30 to 40 percent heavier than it was before, but unless customs inspectors knew what they were looking for, they never noticed.


    “This doesn’t make any sense.” Mika’s voice wavered. “Why would I do that to my friends? They were hurt.”


    “An accident? A way to cover your tracks? Hell, maybe you have a real sick sense of humor.” Reggie pulled out a single sheet from the folder and pushed it toward them. “Money troubles do crazy things to people.”


    Carlos glanced down at the paper. It was Mika’s financials. Maxed credit cards. A bank balance that was circling zero. Her car had been repossessed. Totally circumstantial, but with the right judge, her financials combined with the fact that she’d made the vestments could be enough for a search warrant.


    Reggie planted his hands on the table and loomed over Mika. “Where’s the rest of the tainted fabric, Miss Ito?”


    Carlos jumped in before she could answer. “If you had any proof that she was a drug mule, she’d be sitting in that chair.” He nodded toward the suspect chair where Reggie had sat.


    Reggie lifted his palms off the table and stood straight, letting his bulk do part of the talking for him. “You have motive and opportunity, Miss Ito. The LARP events are the perfect opportunity for a little dealing, but my guess is that your buyer got anxious and couldn’t wait. Demand is up and supply is low, except for what your court is wearing. My lieutenant likes you for this, and I have a line of six more open cases waiting for my attention. There’s not time for you to waffle on this. Help me and I’ll talk to the DA about a deal.”


    Instead of shrinking under the onslaught, she lifted her chin and glared at the detective, but the jiggle in her knee gave her away. “I don’t know anything.”


    “No one believes that, Miss Ito.”


    Even when he was faking it, the detective was damn good at his job. He’d rattled Mika’s cage hard. It was an old interrogation technique—push and prod until you found a weak spot, and then go in for the kill. It wasn’t a finesse move, but it worked. Mika’s knee was bouncing like a jackhammer, and she was going to chew a hole into her lip if she kept worrying it like she was. He needed to get her the hell out of here.


    “Enough, Reggie.” Carlos pushed up from his chair. “We’re out of here, Mika.”


    He helped her up and led her to the door.


    “This is a one-time offer, Miss Ito,” Reggie said. “Think about it before you walk out that door.”


    “I don’t know anything.” Mika strode out.


    Carlos lingered halfway out the door, patting his pockets as if he was looking for his keys. The green light on the camera clicked off. “How bad?”


    “It’s coming from up on high from someone above Kilburn, and it’s rolling down like a massive mudslide,” Reggie whispered.


    Carlos needed to get Mika out in front of it, before they got caught up in the downhill slide. Until this case was over, she was his responsibility. “Thanks.”


    “’Los.” Reggie rubbed the back of his neck. “Be careful. This thing stinks, but that doesn’t mean she’s not in on it.”


    He’d like to think he didn’t need the reminder, but after last night, maybe he did. If he didn’t want to get duped for a second time by a hot woman with a penchant for Magic Battledome, he needed to stop thinking with his dick and instead use his head to solve this case so he could get back to his new life.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    “Beauty begins the moment you decide to be yourself.”


    —Coco Chanel


    Mika couldn’t breath. She’d made it out of the police station, into Carlos’s car, and put the seat belt on before her lungs gave out and her vision turned blurry. A drug mule. A drug mule! It was crazy. The most illegal thing she’d ever done was drink underage, and even that hadn’t been until college. The pinch in her chest made her wince. She sucked in a thin breath, then another and another until her vision cleared.


    Carlos steered his car through Harbor City’s streets, his hands on ten and two. He didn’t even slide a sideways glance her way as the vein in his temple bulged against his skin. It was as good as a blinking neon sign over his head to denote his mistrust.


    It shouldn’t hurt…but it did.


    She twisted in her seat and looked at him, willing him to believe her. “I’m not a drug mule.”


    “Okay.” But his hard tone signaled his suspicion.


    She laid her palm on his thigh. “Really.”


    He pulled the car over and parked in the back corner of a bank on the edge of Harbor City’s fashion district. The lunch hour had just started, and the sidewalk was crowded with designers, seamstresses, interns, and others in the business who were hurrying to the many bistros lining the street. Carlos picked up her arm by the wrist and moved it back to her own lap.


    Embarrassment burned her cheeks. She’d rather screaming fury than this cold detachment. Especially after last night. Not that she expected a proposal, but there had been something extra to how he’d touched her—something almost reverent that she’d never experienced before. Mi cielo. My heaven. Right now, it felt like hell.


    Keeping his gaze focused on the people filing past, he popped the knuckles on his left hand. “If it’s not you, then we need to figure out who it is.”


    She pressed her hand to her stomach. “You don’t believe me.”


    He turned to face her. Where last night there had been a warmth in his chocolate brown eyes, now there only remained a dull lukewarm flatness. “I don’t believe most of what people tell me.”


    It was like he was a rule-book-following, just-the-facts vampire—except at sunset he turned into a human being instead of a bloodsucker. The realization set her heart hammering against her ribs as the fury she’d been craving from him rushed through her veins. The asshole. She hadn’t done a damn thing wrong, and sitting on the bench, acting like her judge and jury, had obviously given him a butt full of splinters.


    “Who peed on your cornflakes?”


    Not even a flicker of emotion crossed his face. “It doesn’t matter.”


    Her hand was on the door latch before she realized what she was doing. The metal latch felt cool against her overheated skin. All she wanted to do was break free from the oppressive atmosphere in the car, but it wasn’t the right move. She could feel it in her gut as sure as she knew the moment she’d started dancing with Carlos at Feeny’s that he wasn’t just an ordinary guy. The stakes were beyond higher now. The people she loved needed her—and she needed him to figure out who was behind the attacks. Total jerkface or not, she needed him to solve this case before more of her friends got hurt—or worse. No one knew better than her that blood didn’t wash away easily from responsible hands.


    She released the latch, one finger at a time. “So what now?”


    “Where did you get the material for the vestments?”


    “Durning Imports.”


    “You know them well?” he asked.


    “I worked for them as an in-house designer before I branched out on my own. I’d design the fabric and it would be manufactured outside of the U.S. and shipped in. They still give me the employee discount, so I get most of my material from there.” She paused, remembering the detective sliding the paper showing the pitiful financial picture of her life. “Money’s tight.”


    Carlos looked at her, really looked at her, and censure snapped in his eyes. “Why is that?”


    “You ever started a business? It’s not cheap.” Not when measured in blood, sweat, tears, and money. She’d put everything she had into starting her own textile design studio, plus a lot that she didn’t in the form of credit cards. That was a year ago. Money was finally rolling back into the business. It wasn’t a flood, but it wasn’t a constant drain anymore, either.


    The pop-pop-pop of Carlos snapping his way toward knuckle arthritis broke the silence in the car before he turned the key in the ignition and the motor purred to life. “Let’s go chat up the good people at Durning Imports before the cops do. Where’s it at?”


    “Not far. Fifty-eighth and Alexander.”


    He pulled out of the bank parking lot and took a right onto Fifty-eighth street. It was a sixteen-block drive, but traffic was streaming along. After a few blocks, they went from a mix of residential and commercial to the solely commercial fashion district with its large industrial buildings that had been divided up decades ago and refurbished into sewing rooms, design studios, and import business headquarters. Durning Imports was in a ten-story brick building a few blocks down.


    “Tell me about them.”


    “It’s a family business run by a father-and-son team, Horace and Roger Durning. They’ve been in business forever.” She tried to picture the cue-ball-bald Horace and harmlessly preppy Roger as evil drug lords. The image would have made her giggle if she hadn’t been stuck in the car with the one man in the world who was so damned determined to think the worst of her at every turn. “There’s nothing hinky about them at all.”


    They passed by the brick building with the Durning Imports sign and he maneuvered the car into a tight parallel spot half a block away. “What about the employees?”


    “They’re all long-term people. I was the first person to quit in, like, fifteen years.”


    “What are they, a cult?”


    She snorted, offended on the Durnings’ behalf. “No, they’re good people, which maybe you’d see if you didn’t just look for the negative in everything.”


    “We’ll see.”


    He reached across the car to the passenger side, leaning so close to her that she couldn’t help but inhale his warm, inviting scent, and popped open the glove box. While she tried to rein in all the hormones that had woken up and decided that assholes made the best lovers, he fished out a small case the size of a slim deck of cards, seemingly unaffected by being near her. It wasn’t until he leaned back against his own seat and slipped the case in his pocket that his words penetrated.


    “What do you mean, ‘we’ll see’?”


    “You keep father and son busy; I’m going to take a look around, see what I can find.”


    The Durnings had hired her straight out of fashion school. They’d given her a chance. Snooping around their office seemed a lot like betrayal. If there was any other choice…


    “This is ridiculous.”


    “It’s what I do,” he said. “So you’re going to have to trust me.”


    Like he trusted her not to be involved in a drug scheme that was hurting her friends? “Do as I say and not as I do, huh?”


    “Don’t take it personally.” Carlos took the key out of the ignition and reached for the door.


    “Are you kidding me?” How could she not? Everything about this was personal. Her friends were getting hurt. Her apartment had been broken into and trashed. She’d been attacked. The police had accused her of being a drug mule. She nearly vibrated in her seat with barely repressed frustration and red-hot anger. “Don’t take it personally?”


    He flushed. “Look, last night—”


    “Didn’t mean anything.” She forced a coldness into her tone to cover the hurt piercing her chest and pulled down the visor mirror to check her hair and give herself an excuse not to look at him. “Look, there’s an attraction. So what? I’m comfortable with my sexuality. We’re grown-ups here. It’s just fucking. We had an impulse and we went with it. We know better than to think it’s anything more than that.” She flipped the visor closed. “So what’s your plan?”


    He winced, but the twisted expression was gone almost as soon as it appeared. “You distract them so they don’t notice when I slip away that I’ve been gone for a while.”


    “Got it.” She opened the passenger door and stepped out into the fall sunshine, glad for a simple pleasure in a day that had gone straight to shit.


    Carlos looked at her over the top of his car. “Just be careful.”


    “Don’t worry.” Pulling on her best tough-chick persona, the one she relied on as the Silver Queen during battles in Central Square Park, she leveled an ice-cold bitch glare at him. “I’m not a girl who lets herself get hurt.”


    


    There hadn’t been time to fix what he’d said to piss her off, even if Carlos had known how to do that. Truth was, he had a damn good reason for why he went from one warm bed to another without bothering to learn last names or much of anything besides what made the nearly anonymous women come—until he’d woken up with a note from Mika on his pillow. She brought it all back, everything he’d spent the past year trying to forget.


    Being around her was like having an itch between your shoulder blades far enough down that there wasn’t any way to reach it on your own.


    The door buzzed and Mika shot him a narrow glare as she wrapped her delicate fingers around the handle. “Be nice.”


    “Aren’t I always?”


    She didn’t bother to respond, just yanked open the door and walked into the lobby. The receptionist informed them that the elder Durning wasn’t in today, but the son was on his way out to see them. A set of double doors swished open, and a man who must be Roger walked out. It took about two seconds to peg the son in his artfully aged jeans, white dress shirt, loosened tie, and tight-fitting baby blue sport coat as being of the douchetastic variety—especially with the six-hundred-dollar haircut of a young politician in the making.


    Roger strode across the lobby and took both of Mika’s hands in his, kissing her palms like a man who had a fucking prayer of a chance. Carlos hated him on sight. Mika giggled at something the guy had whispered, and he hated the guy even more.


    A good two inches taller than Carlos, Roger towered over Mika as they stood together off to the side in the sandstone and wood lobby and exchanged air kisses. She curled her delicate hand into the other guy’s maw and led him over to where Carlos stood, silently planning how to accidentally dropkick the dude.


    “Roger,” Mika said, smiling up at him. “I want to introduce you to my friend, Carlos Castillo.”


    “Hola, my hermano.” He slapped a hand on Carlos’s back. It was a friendly gesture, but the excessive force said otherwise, and his smile was wide and full of malice. “How’s it going?”


    At least they were on the same page here, even if Mika was blissfully unaware of the pissing match going on right in front of her.


    Ignoring the butchered Spanish accent and the pat meant to knock him off his feet, Carlos smiled without any warmth and took his proffered hand for a handshake. “Great, man.” He squeezed, hard.


    Roger’s eyes widened. Carlos winked at him before releasing the other man’s hand. The logical side of him sent a cease-and-desist order, but the caveman inside him who’d spent the past two nights losing himself between Mika’s sweet legs wouldn’t listen. Carlos might not get to keep Mika, but for as long as they were together during this case, no one else was getting close.


    “So what brings you down here?” Roger flexed his hand and pivoted his body so he effectively cut Carlos out of the conversation. “You didn’t use up the whole bolt we gave you a few weeks ago already, did you?”


    “Nah, I’ve got close to half of it left, but I wanted to bounce some ideas about a textile that a client wants and hoped you’d have some samples I could look at for inspiration.” She looked up at him with just enough interest to make Carlos’s pulse thrum against his temple.


    She was distracting Roger, just like they’d talked about, but it turned him all growly. If he didn’t watch it, he’d be puffing out his chest next. Not exactly the reaction he wanted to have about a client who could well be up to her pretty neck in drug dealers. He doubted it, but he couldn’t discount it completely. Not yet.


    “Excellent.” Roger practically preened. “Let me take you in the back and show you what we’ve got and you can tell me all about your new digs. I hear you’re not having to work out of your living room anymore.”


    “No, thank God.” She slipped her hand into the crook of Roger’s arm before turning to Carlos. “I know you’ll be bored out of your mind with all of our shop talk. Do you want to hang out up here? I promise we won’t be long.”


    They disappeared behind the inner doors. Pushing back his knee-jerk need to follow, he focused on the point of this whole exercise: getting a peek at Durning Imports’ records and leaving behind a few tiny presents. The wireless listening devices in his pocket were top of the line, remote controlled and motion activated. A little addition he’d added was the ability to feed the overheard conversations to Maltese Security, where they could be recorded and analyzed. He just needed to figure out how to get inside the Durning inner sanctum.


    “Stupid computer,” the receptionist grumbled.


    He gritted his teeth to stop from grinning at the piece of luck. There was a God, and He was looking out for Carlos today. “Something I can help with?”


    “Not unless you can make this POS stop acting like it’s possessed. It keeps freezing up.”


    “That’s my specialty.” He walked behind the receptionist’s desk. Her hardware was about five years out of date, which usually translated to the operating system being just as old. He went with the go-to fix for a glitchy computer, powered it down, and then leaned against her desk. “Let’s give it a second.” He held out his hand. “Carlos.”


    “I know.” She drooped her eyelids to half staff and shook his hand, lingering a little longer than necessary. “Kimmie.”


    Uncertainty shifted his stomach. Okay. This was not normally his area. Cam was the resident flirt at Maltese, not Carlos, and as his interactions with Mika had proved, he was better with software than people. “Does it always act like this?”


    Kimmie rolled her eyes. “Only on a day that ends in Y.”


    He pressed the power button. “Let’s try now.” The screen came back on.


    “Yes,” she said, a pink flush bringing color to her pale cheeks. “How can I thank you for working your magic?”


    A few days ago, he might have taken her up on her unspoken offer, but it didn’t do a thing for him today. “This is embarrassing, but is there a bathroom I can use?”


    “Sure. I can let you use Mr. Durning’s private bathroom, since he’s out today.” She wrote her number down on a card and handed it to him. “Just in case we don’t get a chance to chat again before your friend gets back.”


    “I appreciate that.” He slipped it into his pocket, right next to the small case holding the listening devices. “So where should I go?”


    She hit a button under her desk and the inner doors to the rest of the office slid open. “Take a left at the first hallway. His office is the second door on the right.”


    He gave her a wink and strolled through the open doors, careful to maintain a slow pace until he turned in to the empty hallway. Then it was all hustle as he got to the office without being seen and closed the door behind him. The computer on the elder Durning’s desk was just as old as the hunk of junk the receptionist had. Bypassing it for the moment, Carlos sat down behind the desk and pulled open a file drawer.


    Bingo. Bank records.


    He plucked them out and hurriedly thumbed through the contents. It didn’t take long to realize that the business’s finances were in trouble. Durning Imports was just the type of target Diamond Tommy Houston looked for. Lots of goods from all over the world going in and out so as to avoid suspicion and a major financial drain that needed to be plugged or the whole business would go under. He slapped the folder shut and replaced it.


    Glancing at the analog clock hanging on the wall, he figured he’d been gone from the front lobby for about five minutes. Not a lot of time left if he didn’t want to attract the wrong kind of attention from Kimmie. He withdrew the case from his pocket. The listening devices were about the size of a single caramel chew. He secured one behind a dusty fake fern that probably hadn’t been looked at, let alone moved, in a decade. Then he got the hell out of there.


    The hallway was empty as he started for the front lobby. Mission accomplished, he had time to take a better look at his surroundings. Surveillance cameras were secured to the ceiling at both ends of the short hallway. That along with the locked doors between the lobby and the inner sanctum had him popping his knuckles trying to figure out what was going on. The importers weren’t set up like a regular business pushed into illegal dealings because of Diamond Tommy’s influence. By the fifth knuckle, his certainty had gone from a state of fluidity to being as solid as concrete. The place was rotten, and it may not even have a damn thing to do with Harbor City’s biggest scumbag.


    He passed by a door marked Roger Durning. Not stopping to think, he changed course and ducked inside. This office was the polar opposite of the elder Durning’s office. Pristine. Painfully organized. A brand-new laptop on the uncluttered desk. There wasn’t a single place Carlos could see to hide the listening device.


    He spun around on his heel, doing a three-sixty inventory. If it weren’t for the fact that Roger’s name was outside the door, Carlos would think the office was abandoned. The digital clock on the wall told him he’d been gone for nearly ten minutes. He didn’t have time to futz around here. Grabbing a piece of gum from his pocket, he walked to the desk. He popped the gum in his mouth and started chewing as he checked the desk’s underside. There was a notch in the wood where the side met the back that was the perfect size for the listening device. He slid the case out of his pocket and withdrew one of the devices. He squished the chewed gum to the back of the device and pressed the whole gooey mess into the notch under the desk.


    It wouldn’t hold forever, but it wouldn’t need to. Between the devices and what he could dig up online, if During Imports was as dirty as he figured, he’d know soon enough.


    He made it down the hall without seeing anyone, but Mika’s giggle stopped him as he approached the turn that would take him back to the lobby. He peeked around the corner and saw her standing with Roger in front of the doors leading to the lobby. She was facing the hallway where Carlos stood, but Roger had his back to him.


    Fuck. The last thing they needed was for Captain Douchetastic to realize he’d left the lobby.


    Mika must have spotted him, because her almond-shaped eyes widened for a second before she grabbed Roger’s hand and leaned in close. The way she looked up at the jerk reminded Carlos a little too much of how she’d watched him through her thick eyelashes while they’d danced at Feeny’s. That look had gotten him harder than a railroad spike on the frozen tundra. Judging by the way Roger adjusted his stance and the subtle way he swept his gaze across her every delectable curve, there was no way he wasn’t having the same reaction.


    Mika giggled. She never fucking giggled.


    “Roger, you have to show me the chiffon you brought in for BC Designs. Rumor is, it’s gorgeous.”


    “Anything for you.” Captain Douchetastic tucked Mika’s hand back in his elbow and led her toward the back, away from Carlos.


    Carlos was going to have to kill him. Not literally, of course, but that man’s face was going on every shooting target at the practice range for a good long time. No one got to look at Mika like that but Carlos.


    He gave it to the count of ten and then double-timed it to the lobby doors and strode into the lobby.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    “Fashion is about having a fantasy.”


    —Alber Elbaz


    Thirty minutes later, Carlos was back in Mika’s design studio, and all he wanted to do was touch her—drag her back over to the couch and make her forget she’d ever smiled at the douche Roger. Wanting her was the last thing he needed in his life right now and the one thing that pushed through everything else crowding the front of his brain to take center stage. Wanting didn’t matter, though. He couldn’t have her.


    Mika was the Silver Queen LARPer, a Magic Battledome player, and a nerd sex goddess. She represented everything he’d left behind after he’d killed Ivy and walked away from the man he’d been. Falling back into that world wasn’t an option, no matter how much he wanted to fall into her.


    Also not an option was sitting around on his ass waiting for something bad to happen. Something was off at Durning Imports, and it was his job to figure out what so he could solve this case and get away from Mika before he forgot the lesson Ivy had taught him. He opened her laptop, dragging his fingers across the touchpad to bring it to life as he watched her pace in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. The sun was setting behind the Faversham Building, throwing a skyscraper-size shadow across most of the fashion district. The golden light put a halo around her when he knew that she was anything but an angel. Wearing the skin-tight jeans from yesterday and a drugstore T-shirt with a V-neck that dipped between her tits, she was all temptation. The sooner he got away from the source, the better.


    Hands on her hips, she stopped in the middle of her pacing. “So what now?”


    “I call Reggie.” Sharing information had been the entire point of the farce of an interrogation this morning. Carlos needed to hold up his end of the unspoken bargain and bring the detective up to speed.


    “He thinks I’m a drug mule!”


    “No. His bosses want him to think you’re a drug mule. There’s a difference. Someone in the department is pushing an agenda.” He scrolled through his contact list and tapped Reggie’s name.


    “Dirty cops?” she asked as she started pacing again, her ass swaying from side to side as she strutted across the studio.


    The phone on the other end rang, buzzing in Carlos’s ear. “Either that or overworked pencil-pushing supervisors who have to close cases or get their asses handed to them by the mayor and the press. Crime is up in Harbor City and everyone wants it down now. A closed case is a closed case.”


    “That’s comforting.”


    “That’s life.” The call clicked over to voicemail. He hung up without leaving a message. Reggie would know it was him by the caller ID. “He’s not answering.”


    “What did you find at Durning Imports?” She toyed with the end of her braid and walked close to him, worrying her full bottom lip.


    It was mesmerizing, and his cock was officially hypnotized. It twitched behind his zipper.


    “Your old employer isn’t as squeaky clean as you’d like them to be. Large sums are coming in and going out just as fast.” Glad for an excuse to look at something besides the way she chewed her bottom lip, he sat down at the computer and brought up Harbor City Federal Bank’s website.


    “So?” she huffed. “They have bills, plus the economy is still recovering.”


    Carlos logged in with the password he’d seen the elder Durning had helpfully written on the outside of the bank statement folder. “Did you look at that place? There were security cameras, high-end sensors around the entry points, and those locked lobby doors that would look at home at an off-site betting facility where the need to keep someone out was of vital importance. There aren’t any dangerous fabric thieves armed to the teeth that you know too much about, are there?”


    She flipped him the bird. “No.”


    Mika moved to his blind spot behind his left shoulder, placed her hand on his shoulder, and leaned forward to get a better look at the screen. Her spicy perfume wrapped around him. If he turned his head even the slightest bit, he’d get an eyeful of her luscious tits. His dick fully endorsed that idea, and the rest of him was warming up to it.


    Focus, ’Los.


    Grinding his teeth together, he clicked on the tab for past statements. A minute later, he had the importer’s past year’s bank statements laid out in front of him. The numbers didn’t add up. There were a lot of transactions, but they usually weren’t consistent in both amount and timing—except for a nine-thousand-dollar deposit that came in on the tenth of every month and went back out on the eleventh. The dollar amount would keep it under the federal limit that would have required the bank to report it to the authorities.


    “What happens on the tenth of each month?” he asked.


    Mika reached past him to run her finger over the touchpad and scroll the screen down. “Deliveries.”


    “Every month?” That would provide cover and ensure a regular supply of drugs coming in.


    “Occasionally the shipment will get held at customs, but Mr. Durning has built a solid relationship with customs, so that rarely happens.”


    “How rare?” he asked, forcing his gaze to stay on the screen instead of straying toward her.


    “Maybe once in the five years I was with them.” She straightened and stepped back away from him. “But he doesn’t have that good of a relationship. They still inspect the goods to make sure they’re all fabric and whatever else is on the manifest.”


    “Exactly.” Really, it was the perfect cover. “So a few special bolts of fabric wouldn’t even raise an eyebrow. The nine grand is courier charges. The dirty drug money goes into the business account one day and gets withdrawn as clean funds the next day.” His gut twisted when he looked at the cabinet holding the tainted fabric she’d used to make the vestments for her court. As long as she still had the fabric, she wasn’t safe. “What you’ve got there is worth half a million on the street, probably more right now with the city experiencing a cocaine drought.”


    “Fuck.” Mika groaned.


    That was the understatement of the year. He texted Reggie.


    CARLOS: 911


    “We need to stay here until Reggie calls back and we can arrange a handoff. We can’t risk taking it to the police department and it getting into the wrong hands.”


    “Or them arresting us for possession with intent to distribute.”


    “That too,” he said.


    He checked out the studio’s setup. Thick metal door. Three deadbolt locks. No outside entrance. It wasn’t Fort Knox, but it was pretty damn secure. And if their luck held, no one had discovered that Mika had a new design studio. The realization jarred a memory loose.


    “This afternoon, Roger mentioned that he’d heard you weren’t working out of your living room anymore. I thought you said no one knew you had the studio.”


    “No one does.”


    “So how would he know you weren’t working in your living room anymore if he hadn’t found that out himself when he broke in yesterday?”


    “Roger is the mugger? No way.”


    A mental side-by-side comparison said differently. “They’re the same size, same build, and if the muggings were all about retrieving the cocaine-tainted material, then he has motive.” Everything fell into place, all the more trustworthy because he wasn’t just following his gut. He had clues, and damn if they didn’t fit together. “Looks like you won’t be dating Captain Douchetastic after all this is over.”


    Mika grabbed the back of his chair and spun it around so he faced her. “What are you talking about?”


    “You were pretty convincing flirting with him this afternoon.” He clamped his mouth shut before anything else came out before he could filter it. Fuck. If he had a time-travel remote control, now would be the time to use it.


    “Oh my God. What is your deal?” She jabbed a finger into his chest. “I was helping. I think you need to find another line of work. This one has fucked you in the head. Not everyone is lying to you all the time.”


    “It wasn’t the job that taught me that.” The words were out before he could stop them. He’d never talked about the reason for turning his back on his old life. He hadn’t thought twice about his decision—not until he met Mika. “Does the name Ivy Rhodes ring a bell?”


    It had been a year since he’d said her name out loud. It tasted sour in his mouth.


    “Yeah, she’s the supermodel who tried to kill that fashion blogger.”


    His skin crawled as his nerves fired up all at once. Sitting still wasn’t an option. He had to move or implode. “Sylvie.”


    “That’s right, she runs the High-Heeled Wonder site.”


    He nodded and got up, rubbing his palm across the back of his neck as he strode to the large window. The sunset had turned everything gold and pink, but all he could see was red. “Ivy was Scarlett in Magic Battledome.”


    Mika blinked rapidly several times. “Zephyr’s partner? She was with you at the gargoyle uprising. Players still talk about that. It’s legendary.”


    The pain had gone from sharp slice to dull ache over the past year, but it was still there any time he thought of the battles he’d won with Scarlett while playing Magic Battledome online.


    “You guys were together?” she asked.


    That line between online world and real world had always been so clear to him, and then Ivy had appeared in his life and everything blurred. “I didn’t know it was her in the beginning. I was helping Tony investigate Sylvie’s stalker and Ivy was a person of interest. I went with him to talk to her. She let me take a look at her computer, and that’s when I realized she was Scarlett. I’d known her online for years before we’d ever met in person.”


    The memory rushed over him like a toxic wave.

    With data streaming across his laptop, Carlos was in his element. The others at Maltese Security may have the brawn, but when he flexed his brain, the pieces always came together. He’d find the missing byte floating out there on the grid and solve the case. Couldn’t be any easier than if he was on the Magic Battledome dunes with his partner, Scarlett, huntress of the night and the hottest warrior goddess in any role-playing online game.


    The air shifted around him and a crisp grapefruit scent descended. A steaming cup of coffee appeared on the edge of his vision.


    “I added a half shot of Red Bull.” Ivy placed the mug on the desk and curled into the chair next to him.


    His thumb hit the wrong key. Act cool, man. She’s just a supermodel slash possible stalker and you’re…the short, geeky IT guy.


    “Thanks.” He copied the set of numbers and plugged them into a finder program, then minimized it so it dropped into the task bar, revealing Ivy’s screen saver.


    Carlos’s jaw hit the desk and his spine snapped straight. “Dios mío.”


    Staring at a picture of himself on Ivy’s screen, his heart screeched to a dead stop before revving up again. Well, not exactly him as he appeared in real life. His Magic Battledome avatar, Zephyr, stood seven feet high, holding a monstrous scythe with a four-foot-long curved blade. Scarlett stood next to him, pulling back her bow’s string and aiming the fire arrow at an unseen enemy. The new information did not compute with the leggy redhead next to him. She’d dated rock stars and posed half naked in fashion magazines. Not the kind of woman who kicked ass in online role-playing games with the efficiency of Scarlett.


    “You’re not going to give me crap for playing Magic Battledome, are you?” Ivy’s tough tone didn’t quite cover the quiver underneath.


    He shot out of his chair. It couldn’t be. His brain blanked out as surely as the blue screen of death. “Scarlett?”


    She froze.


    They stared at each other while his brain rebooted with the speed of a cheap computer.


    “Oh my God, Zephyr?” Her brain obviously had a better microprocessor, because he could only nod. “Zephyr!” She jumped up from her chair and flung her arms around him.


    As the air whooshed out of him, reality filled the vacuum: Scarlett was a former supermodel and current stalker suspect. Though someone had used a proxy server to control her computer, she wasn’t in the clear yet. She still could be the crazy hot on Sylvie’s trail.


    Who just happened to be Scarlett, his constant companion and object of online desire.


    Who, most days, was the last person he spoke with at night and the first he wanted to tell when something happened.


    Who happened to have a picture of the two of them as her screen saver.


    He tried to talk, but his mind worked at half capacity and his tongue had given up the ghost.


    “I can’t believe it.” Excitement punched her pitch higher and she ended her iron-armed hug. Her hands slid up his arms, over his shoulders, and to his face, her palms cool against his overheated cheeks. “It’s you.”


    On the next breath, she lowered her mouth to his. The world didn’t just tilt on its axis, it tumbled off and rolled across the universe like a marble gone rogue. Her supple lips moved against his, warm honey sweetening the moment. Before the shock of it all could dissipate, Ivy released him.


    Her long fingers traced a path across her now-fuller bottom lip. “Sorry. I know I shouldn’t have done that, but I’d always promised myself that if we ever met for real that I would.” She collapsed into her chair, a bemused smile crinkling the corner of her eyes. “Zephyr in the flesh. Wow.”


    Carlos’s phone vibrated and the Star Wars theme sounded. Mind reeling, he yanked it out of his pocket. Tony’s number came up on caller ID. “What’s up, boss?”


    “Are you still at Ivy’s place?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “She’s just moved up to the front of the suspect line.”


    The phone slipped in Carlos’s suddenly clammy hand as he paced. “I don’t think so.”


    “Why?”


    He couldn’t tell his boss, the man who controlled who became partner, that it couldn’t be Ivy because she was Scarlett. “Gut feeling.”


    “I need more than that.”


    Normally so would he, but Carlos couldn’t ignore the intangible this time.


    Tony sighed into the phone. “How much time do you need to prove it?”


    Carlos fist-pumped the air. “Forty-eight hours.”


    “You have twenty-four. And ’Los?”


    “Yeah?” A sudden uncertainty formed a concrete brick in his intestines.


    “There’s a lot riding on this case. Don’t fuck it up.”


    Carlos popped his knuckles as he paced Mika’s design studio. He had fucked up the case. He’d fucked it up royally. All he wanted was to forget, but he couldn’t. Not with Magic Battledome reminders taunting him every time he turned around. Especially not with Mika. Being with her cracked open the closet door he’d shut on everything Ivy-related, and now it was all rushing out. He closed his eyes and was back in Ivy’s apartment.


    Ivy sauntered in and flopped down beside him on the couch and handed him a Red Bull. “I promise I didn’t poison the drink. Much.”


    He took a swig of the liquid, gulping it down without even tasting it.


    Ivy snagged her laptop from the coffee table. The program tasked with finding the stalker troll’s proxy server identification continued to roll through the options. “How about some Magic Battledome? Imagine how effective we’d be when we’re in the same room for once.”


    How could he say no to that? “Sure, but I need to use your laptop.”


    “You trying to mess with my mojo?”


    He chuckled. Gamers were as superstitious as baseball players. A change in equipment was not undertaken lightly. “Nah, I just have to monitor the proxy program.”


    Ivy twisted her mouth and handed over her laptop before grabbing his and settling back. “I say we go for the Dyrnwyn.”


    His pulse quickened. “The blazing sword?”


    The legendary sword was the most-coveted treasure in Magic Battledome and had never been captured. Any player could storm White Hilt castle and claim the prize. The catch? Only one player—supposedly chosen by a complex, secret algorithm—could ever claim the Dyrnwyn and live to play another day. When anyone else touched the sword, white flames engulfed it, eating their way up the player’s arm and destroying him.


    “It’s suicide.” Not to mention he’d never play with Scarlett again.


    She clicked on her on-screen tool belt. “Not if you have Rhiannon’s gold silk brocade.”


    A golden cape enlarged on her screen, glimmering in the CGI animated sunlight.


    “It’s only a theory that the cape would protect you,” he said.


    “It’ll work.”


    “How do you know?”


    “Going with my gut.” She winked at him. “Drink up, Zephyr. Adventure awaits.”


    He downed the rest of the Red Bull. With no need for headsets to talk to each other, they dove into the world of Magic Battledome. The castle stood dark and gloomy against the bright CGI blue sky.


    “The front door’s open.”


    “Of course.” He snorted. “No one but us is crazy enough to try a stunt like this.”


    He rushed into the castle. The sword lay on a thirty-foot-long oak table, illuminated by the skylight above.


    Blood rushed in his ears and his suddenly sweaty fingers slipped on the controls.


    His vision turned blurry.


    Once he grasped the sword, the game wouldn’t allow him to let go. Holding his breath, he wrapped his fingers around its silver hilt and lifted it into the air. “Dyrnwyn, I make my claim.” White fire cascaded up the blade like a raging river. In a blink it covered his hand. “Scarlett, the cape.” His fingertips tingled as he fumbled with the controls.


    His ever-loyal battle partner stood outside of his reach as the flames crawled up his arm. She made no move to toss the cape over him.


    The cotton of his T-shirt clung to his sweat-covered back and his breaths came in shallow gasps as he tried to understand what was happening.


    The proxy program binged and automatically opened a window on his screen. Though covered in data that wavered in his blurry vision, two words came through with clarity. Ivy Rhodes. No one else had set up the proxy server. She’d done it herself to confuse her trail. She was the stalker.


    The laptop slid from his grasp, landing with a thunk on the floor. In the next heartbeat, he did the same.


    The last thing he saw was Zephyr onscreen engulfed in white flames from head to toe before exploding into nothing. Then the world went black.


    He blinked away the memory and Mika’s studio came back into focus.


    “Carlos.” Mika brushed her palm down his cheek, bringing him back to the here and now. “You don’t have to tell me. It’s okay.”


    He pulled away from her touch. She didn’t even know the worst of it. “She fooled me. I thought we were on the same side in real life, just like in Magic Battledome, but we weren’t. She drugged me and almost killed Sylvie and Tony.” Blood rushed in his ears and his chest tightened, but he had to tell her. He had to show her who he really was. “I found the three of them at the Harbor City Museum. Ivy was going to shoot them, but I fired first. She was dead before she even hit the floor. I killed my girlfriend, just like Keenan killed your sister. I’m as bad as he is.”


    And he’d put as much distance between that guy and the new Carlos as he could, giving up any part of his life that Ivy had tainted as his penance for being so blind to the truth and nearly getting his friends killed. His life had become perfectly divided into before and after Ivy. But it hadn’t been enough. It would never be enough to pay for his sins.


    “No.” Mika took his face between her palms, forcing him to look at her. “I’m sorry that happened to you, and I totally understand why you’ve turned your back on Magic Battledome. Taking this case couldn’t have been easy. But you’re not Keenan, and I’m not Ivy. Not everyone out there is Ivy. You have to learn to trust people again—to trust yourself again.”


    It would be so easy to follow his impulses and sink into Mika’s warmth, block out his own failings. Isn’t that what he’d been doing for the past year—trying to forget? It hadn’t worked. It never would. This was the life he’d chosen when he’d fired that bullet, and he needed to stop being such a wimp and accept that.


    “It doesn’t matter.” He stepped out of her grasp, hardening himself against the hurt that flashed in her eyes. “No matter how badly I want you, when this case is over, we’ll go our separate ways. I’ll never get to touch you again.”


    She scraped her teeth across her bottom lip, then looked up at him through her thick lashes. “And you want to?”


    Heat seared his skin and he shoved his hands in his pockets to stop himself from reaching out to touch her smooth skin. “So much that it took everything I had not to dropkick Captain Douchetastic this afternoon.”


    Her hands went to the top button of her jeans, and she slipped it free before pushing them down over her round hips. Gravity pulled them down her lean legs, and she stepped out of the puddle of denim. Standing before him in just her T-shirt and low-slung hip-hugger panties, she raised her chin. There was no mistaking the hunger—the need—in her eyes, because it burned in his own.


    She toyed with the hem of her shirt. “Then you’d better touch me while you can.”


    A better man would resist. A better man would walk away. But Carlos wasn’t a better man.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    “The prettiest dresses are worn to be taken off.”


    —Jean Cocteau


    If there was a chill in the air, Mika couldn’t feel it. Hot desire licked at her skin everywhere Carlos looked as his focus traveled across her nearly naked body. Never had a plain white T-shirt made her feel as sexy as right now. Under his hot gaze, her nipples pebbled under the thin material and dampness grew between her legs. He wasn’t like Keenan. What had happened with Ivy had shredded but hadn’t broken him. If it had, he wouldn’t be here with her, making her want tomorrows instead of just tonights. She couldn’t convince him of that with words, but her body knew a language her tongue couldn’t form.


    “You’re impossible to resist.” He grabbed her hips, whipping her around so her back was against the windowpane.


    She was between a glass wall and a hard man—one who, despite all the reasons why she shouldn’t have, she’d fallen for. No one had ever just gotten her like he did. He was the one; she’d known it the moment he’d touched her on the nonexistent dance floor at Feeny’s.


    Carlos’s eyes darkened to nearly black as he watched her—not touching anywhere but his fingers on her hips, but the intensity of his gaze branded her, marked her as his. The air sizzled between them, and she forgot how to breathe, how to think, how to do anything but want this man. Her man. Carlos.


    Her breath hitched as she fought to control the lust lapping against her as palpable as the air on a hot summer day when there was 90 percent humidity. “So why try to resist me?”


    He laughed, a low rumble that did something to weaken her knees, and he twisted his fingers around the simple cotton of her panties, drawing them tight against her wet core. “Is this how you do everything in life, just give in to the impulse?”


    “Yes.” It was an answer to his question and approval of how the material pressed against her clit.


    He bent his head and kissed his way down her neck, stopping and taking a soft bite at the sweet spot where it met her shoulder. “That’s insane.”


    “Why? Because it’s not how you do it? I’m comfortable with who I am and who I want.” She slid her hand between the rough denim of his jeans and the springy curls of his happy trail until she could wrap her fingers around his thick cock. “It sure feels like you are, too—at least right now.”


    “That’s all I can give you.”


    The fit was tight, but there was just enough room for her to stroke him up and down. He let out a tortured groan.


    “Maybe it’s all I want.” At least it had been only a few days ago. Now? She couldn’t think about it. It was like seeing a glint in the distance and knowing it was something you needed, even if you weren’t sure what exactly it was.


    “How do you want it?” He followed the V of her thin T-shirt, then continued down and sucked her hard nipples through the material, grazing his teeth across the sensitive peak. He twisted his fingers to tighten his hold on her panties, then crossed to her other breast and teased her until she was panting with need—only then did he pull back. “I could tear these panties off you, bend you over that ugly couch, and fuck you until you can’t remember your name.”


    Her core clenched. “Big talk.”


    The sound of ripping material filled her ears, followed by the shift in the air between her legs as the material fell away.


    “Oh, it’s more than just talk.” He flipped her around so her breasts pressed against the window with only the T-shirt covering her. The cotton covering her nipples, wet from his mouth, was trapped between the cool pane and her sensitive flesh, and the damp chill made her nipples even harder.


    Up on the tenth floor, no one could clearly see her from the busy sidewalk below, and being the fashion district, there weren’t residential apartments with nosy neighbors staring out the window. Still, the T-shirt’s hem stopped right at her slick folds, wet for him, and he’d barely touched her. God, he did something to her. She’d thought she’d tried everything, but with him it was different. A frisson of excitement tinged with fear made her shiver against the glass.


    Carlos lifted her shirt in the back and smoothed his palms over her bare ass. “Spread your legs for me, mi cielo.”


    The growl in his voice put his words right over the line from request to demand, laced with sensual promise that she knew he could deliver. Still. Where was the fun in giving in so easily? Her ripped panties might be on the floor, but she was anything but powerless in this situation.


    She undulated her body with deadly slowness, gliding her bare ass over the rock-hard outline of his cock, pushing against his inseam. “I thought you wanted to fuck me over the back of the couch.”


    “So impatient.” He smacked her ass just hard enough to send a delicious shiver across her skin. “First I’m going to play. I’m going to make you so hot and so wet that you’ll come just from the lightest touch to that pretty clit of yours.” He slid his hands between the window and her body, cupping her breasts and filling his hands with them. Then he pressed hard against her from behind, rubbing against her. His tongue traced a line behind her ear and made her moan out loud. “Spread your legs, mi cielo.”


    Excitement pulsed through her body, making her thighs shake as she did as he asked.


    He smoothed his hands down her belly—his long fingers coming so close to her cleft—and around her hips to her ass. He squeezed the globes in his hands and parted the cheeks, spreading her wide. “Tell me what you want.”


    “Touch me.” If he didn’t, she was going to implode. Control wasn’t in her wheelhouse anymore, if it ever had been when it came to Carlos.


    “Where?” His thumb traveled down the crack of her ass with tortuous slowness, pausing to brush against her asshole. “Here?” He circled the hole with excruciating leisure. “That’s it, mi cielo, arch your back for me; show me how much you want it.”


    She did, arching it so sharply that her spine protested, but not enough to override the pleasure of his thumb against the sensitive nerves. It wasn’t the same sensation as when he stroked her clit, but it started a yearning deep in her core that couldn’t be ignored.


    “Yes. That’s it.” He rubbed against her, his sexy voice touching her just as much as his thumb.


    Desire curled into a fully charged ball in her core, sending out flares of pleasure that electrified her. She couldn’t take it. His movements focused all of the sensation into that one spot, centralizing her pleasure but not allowing it to build past a certain point. He kept her right on that edge of ecstasy.


    “Carlos.” She barely recognized her own voice, it was so strangled with yearning.


    “Yes, mi cielo?” He tapped against her edges in an alternating slow/fast beat.


    “I can’t take it.” It was too much, but she needed more.


    “What do you need?” His words brushed across her hole, adding another sensation that had her overcharged body.


    “Lick me.”


    For a breath, there was nothing. Then the air shifted behind her and his soft tongue touched her, gliding over her hole. Up and down and around, he flicked his tongue against her asshole, teasing and tempting and treating her all at the same time. Her knees almost buckled as sensation washed over her and she mewled in pleasure.


    “I love it when you make that sound.” He followed the curve of her ass with his tongue, leaving a wet line of fire in its wake. “Bend over so your hands touch the floor.”


    She had to take a few steps back to do so, making sure to rub her ass against his hard, denim-covered bulge. He groaned, the sound pushing her on, and she bent over, pressing her palms against the floor. Her T-shirt fell over her face, the thin material letting in some of the fading sunset streaming in through the window but blocking out her ability to see exactly what he was going to do next.


    “Mi cielo, you have the prettiest pussy I have ever seen. It’s so soft and wet for me.” The sound of his zipper being lowered filled the room. “You have made my dick so hard, and I can’t wait to slide inside you. Do you want that?”


    “Fuck yes.” Blood rushed in her ears, partly from the position and partly from how his dirty talk was turning her on.


    “You’ll get it, mi cielo.” Lust had deepened his voice and strengthened his Spanish accent, sending a shiver down her thighs.


    Waiting, she maintained the position, the accidental blindfold of her shirt blocking her from being able to see what he was doing. The only thing she could hear was the sound of her shaky breaths. All she could feel was his strong hand gliding over her lower back, ass, and thighs—coming close but never actually touching her aching center. It was agony—pure, blissful torture. Everything—her whole world—centered around the parts of her body he touched and the one he wouldn’t.


    “Please,” she begged, too far gone to care about how needy she sounded.


    He pressed something against her slick folds. It was hot and hard and thick. Oh God yes, it was his cock. He rubbed the head against her, stroking up on one side of her opening and down on the other. Then he pressed forward so his shaft rocked against her core but never dived inside. It was too much and not enough at the same time.


    She needed more. She needed him. “Fuck me, Carlos.”


    “Oh, you know I will.” He pulled away. “But not yet.”


    She stood up quickly. Too quickly. The blood rushed from her head, and she had to hold on to his shoulder until the dizziness passed. “How long are you going to tease me?”


    “Until you can’t take it anymore.”


    “Then you should know…” She pressed hard against his shoulder, pushing him until his ass hit the back of the couch. “Turnabout is fair play. Strip.”


    


    The response on the tip of Carlos’s tongue died before he could utter the words, because Mika yanked the hem of her T-shirt and pulled it over her head. She stood, legs shoulder-width apart and hands on her hips, and turned half in profile before him. The last rays of sunlight coming in through the windows outlined her delectable body. The golden light highlighted the curve of her hip, the rounding of her tits, the lift of her chin, and the arch of her back.


    “This isn’t going to work well if I’m the only one naked.” She marched toward him, her tits jiggling with each step, hypnotizing him. “So get your clothes off before I repay you for what you did to my panties.”


    “I’ll buy new ones.”


    “I don’t want new underwear.” She ran her hands down his chest, her touch so hot he was surprised his shirt didn’t burst into flame under her fingers. “I want you.”


    It was the one thing they always agreed on. This connection. This need. This thing drawing them together that he couldn’t ignore no matter how much he knew he should. Mika might think he wasn’t guilty, but he was. The blood would never wash off his hands. Tonight was a reprieve, but it wouldn’t last. Sinners could get a taste of heaven, yes, but they weren’t allowed to stay.


    “Mi cielo.” And he meant it. She was his heaven.


    He pulled his shirt off, grabbed a condom from his wallet, and shucked off his jeans.


    “Let me.” She snatched the foil square from his grasp and stepped between his splayed legs as he half sat, half leaned against the back of the couch. The gleam in her eyes told him that she wasn’t going to be quick about it so he could sink into her warmth.


    “Mika,” he groaned.


    She tsk-tsked. “Oh no. You don’t get to tease me without expecting to at least get a little some of that back.”


    “What do you think you can do?”


    “A lot.” She sank down to her knees, keeping her fingers spread wide on his thighs.


    The contrast of her small, pale hands against his dark, hairy thighs made him catch his breath, but then her pink tongue lapped up the pre-come on the tip of his dick, and he couldn’t do anything but surrender to the temptation she offered.


    She swallowed his cock, taking it deep, her hot mouth holding him tight. With her lips locked around the base, she licked the underside of his cock as she moved her head back. The cool air fought with the sensation of her tongue swirling around his still-warm head. She cupped his balls, her short nails grazing him as she extended her middle finger. Engulfing him again, she pressed against the spot right behind his balls and increased the suction of her mouth. His balls tightened. Teasing her had been blissful torment for him as well, priming him so that he wouldn’t be able to hold back if she kept this up.


    “Enough.” The word tore from his throat.


    She released his cock but kept her grip on his balls. “You don’t like?”


    “You know better than that,” he growled. “Either put that condom on my dick or give it to me.”


    For a second she sat immobile, no doubt weighing whether she had already pushed him as far as he could go for one night.


    He gathered her long hair in one hand and wound it around his fist. He tethered her to him and pulled so she had to look up at him. “Make up your mind or I’ll make it up for you.”


    “Oh really?” She stood up, her hair slipping through his fingers like silk.


    From his leaning position, the move put her perfect tits on level with his mouth. He wasn’t about to ignore the unspoken invitation. He sucked one nipple into his mouth and pinched the other one between his thumb and pointer finger, pulling it taut. She moaned her pleasure. Yes. This was what he wanted. To make her forget everything but them, to make her want more than she knew she wanted, and to show her how she laid him low by taking him high.


    He slipped two fingers between her soft and wet center and scraped his teeth across her stiff peak in his mouth. When she let her head fall back and sank her fingers into his hair, pushing more of her warm flesh into his mouth, he pressed the pads of his fingers against the bundle of nerves just inside her entrance. She shivered in his arms.


    He pulled away from her succulent tits, leaning back so he could watch the desire play across her beautiful face. “Yeah, that’s right, mi cielo.” He found her clit with his thumb, but rather than circle it, he pressed down with a firm touch right underneath the nub. “You’re going to come all over my hand, and then I’m going to make you come again and again until you are spent—and you’re still going to be hungry for more, aren’t you?”


    She inhaled sharply and ground down against his hand, exhaling with a plaintive moan. “I want to come now.”


    “Do you, mi cielo?” He twisted his wrist, turning his fingers inside her and sliding his thumb up the side of her clit without even lessening the pressure against the point of her pleasure. “Then you should come.”


    The world shrank down to the two of them as he watched her give in to the moment. She rocked against him once, twice, and came apart in his arms. Her entire body tightened, and he swallowed her scream in his kiss, his lips covering hers. He licked, nibbled, and tasted her as she came down from the peak.


    “That was amazing.” She stepped back out of his grasp and held up the compact foil square. “But tell me we’re not done.”


    He stood and reached out for her, unable to not be touching her for even a moment. “Not by a long shot.” He grasped her hips and spun her around so she faced the back of the couch, then bent her over and pressed her against it. “What do you want?”


    “You to fuck me.”


    “Like this?” He pressed up against her, letting his dick rest on her ass. “So the couch presses against you while I’m filling your sweet pussy with my cock?”


    She rocked back, and his hardness slid against her soft skin. “Yes.”


    He rolled on the condom and lined up his dick with her glistening core. “Mika…”


    “Don’t you dare stop.” She pushed back against him, and he forgot what he was about to say.


    His forearm pressed against her lower back, pressing her down as he drove home, sheathing himself in her tight walls in one long stroke. “Mi cielo,” he whispered with all the awe and reverence he had.


    It wasn’t just that fucking her was heaven. It was her. Mika was his heaven. He withdrew and plunged in again and again, and each time she clung to him like they were made for each other. The angle let him go deeper than he had before, and he rubbed the head of his cock against her G-spot each time he thrust forward into her.


    “Carlos,” she cried as she arched her back. “Please.”


    He couldn’t deny her even if he wanted to. She felt too good, too perfect. “Yes, mi cielo.”


    Her clit was a hard nub underneath his fingertips as he moved them up and down on either side of it in time with the motion of his cock. She held him tight, and he knew neither of them was going to last much longer.


    “That’s it.” He withdrew and then plunged forward, watching as he disappeared inside her. “Take it in.” Back and thrusting forward again. “Take it deep.” So tight, so warm, she accepted him. “Take all of me.”


    He pinched his fingers together, trapping her clit between them, and then released and reapplied pressure in a fast rhythm that had Mika sighing in ecstasy underneath him.


    “I’m going to come,” she cried.


    “Yes.” He increased his pace, pushing her—pushing them both—to the precipice. “I want to feel you come all over my dick.”


    She screamed out his name and bucked against him as the orgasm washed over her. Holding him captive inside her, she squeezed so tight he couldn’t hold off the inevitable anymore. He drove forward, sinking himself to the hilt and coming so hard the world turned into pure, bright light with Mika at the center.


    When he came back to himself, he gathered her in his arms and picked her up. She wrapped her arms around his neck, aftershocks of her climax still rolling through her and making her quiver in his arms as he carried her around to the front of the couch. The sun had set, leaving them in semi-darkness in the studio as he sank down and pulled her close and draped the blanket over the top of them. She laid her damp cheek in the pocket of his shoulder. It was as close to perfect as he’d ever known—before or after Ivy.


    Still, even as beautiful as it was, it couldn’t last. They were opposites thrown together by circumstance, and as soon as the case was over, that excuse would disappear. He wasn’t a forever guy, and she deserved more than to be a booty call.


    He hadn’t realized until this moment how hellish heaven could be. “Mika…”


    “Don’t say it.” She pressed a finger to his lips. “I know we agreed that this was temporary, but for tonight let’s just pretend we’re closer to the beginning than to the end.”


    He’d given up role-playing games just for this reason, because pretending felt so fucking good. Like there was still hope in the world. Like there was still hope for him. But he couldn’t deny Mika. He was afraid he never would.


    “Go to sleep, mi cielo.” He kissed her temple. “We’ll deal with tomorrow when it comes.”


    Thoughts of what it would be like if it wasn’t pretend swirled around his mind as his eyes grew tired and drooped closed. He should’ve been thinking about the case, about what to tell Reggie and how they’d catch the douchey drug dealer Roger, but Mika shifted in his arms, dragging his thoughts from business to personal. And then sleep crowded out the thoughts in his head until all he could see was Mika in his dreams.


    So he slept.


    A door slammed, jolting him from deep sleep. The inky darkness of one in the morning shrouded the room. For three heartbeats, he thought it had all been a trick of the night. Then the lights flashed on, temporarily blinding him.


    “Isn’t this fucking sweet?” a man said.


    Carlos didn’t need his sight to know that voice: Roger.


    He sat up and shoved Mika behind him.

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    “Character. Intelligence. Strength. Style. That makes beauty.”


    —Diane Von Furstenberg


    Her heart lodged in her throat, Mika pushed against the solid muscle of Carlos’s naked back and rose up to a sitting position so she could see what was going on. A smaller man stood next to Roger, his face covered by a mask while Roger’s was uncovered. She watched enough crime TV to know that wasn’t a good sign. He was going to kill them.


    Pushing back the fear trying to paralyze her, she took quick stock of the situation like she would during a Magic Battledome confrontation. She and Carlos were both buck naked on the couch without even a belt nearby to use as a whip. His gun was on the desk halfway between the bad guys and the door. Between the two of them, they had a blanket and nothing to lose.


    Every instinct in her screamed for her to fight, and her muscles tensed in anticipation. She was fast. She could get to the gun before the other men, and surprise was on her side. As if he could hear the plan forming in her mind, Carlos reached back and covered her thigh with his hand. He gave her a nearly imperceptible shake of his head.


    “Lookie what we have here.” Roger sneered at them as he strolled forward, his eyes on them instead of the gun half hidden on the desk. “I knew when you spent more than five minutes with me for the first time in the history of man that you were onto my trail. Then I found this under my office desk.” He tossed a wad of gum with something that looked like a tiny black box stuck to it on the floor. “A listening device? How basic. And now here we are all together again—this time without the subterfuge.” He shrugged. “I’ve got to say, the view here is much better than in my office. Don’t you think, Carlos? She is a sweet piece of ass.”


    Carlos sprang to his feet, his hands fisted. “Don’t you ever talk about her that way.”


    Roger met the move with a grin that bordered on crazed. He puffed up his chest and rolled his shoulders. “Ready for round two, hermano? No police are coming to your rescue this time like they did in the alley.”


    “Enough,” the second man said, his voice a sharpened knife cutting through the night.


    No one moved. Panic burned against Mika’s lungs. She couldn’t breathe. Then Roger laughed and relaxed his stance. Carlos followed suit.


    “You’re right. We’re just here for the fabric,” Roger said, turning his attention to Mika, as if Carlos wasn’t a threat. “Tell us where it is and I promise nothing will happen to you.”


    “That’s not gonna happen,” Carlos said, taking a menacing step forward.


    Roger smirked and withdrew a gun from his waistband. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


    Terror slammed against Mika. She vaulted off the couch, wrapping the blanket around her naked body like a shield. “How did you find us?” The words rushed out as fast as her pulse pounded against her skin.


    She may not have known that Roger was a drug dealer, but she did know he loved the sound of his own voice. He’d distract himself before he could take aim at Carlos.


    Irritation flashed in Roger’s eyes, but true to form he couldn’t resist. “Darling, Harbor City is a small world, especially the fashion community. Once I discovered the fabric wasn’t in your loft, it was only a matter of time until I found your new studio. Lucky me, you and your playmate came right to me. I played along until you left, and then it was just a case of having an associate follow you here. Finding the bug later was the icing on the cake. I would have come immediately, but he insisted on waiting.”


    The gun was loose in Roger’s hand, but the intent remained. It hung in the air like a rotting stink that couldn’t be covered up with perfume. Carlos edged closer, angling his body so he stood between her and Roger. For as bad of a man as Carlos considered himself, his actions told a different story. She couldn’t let him sacrifice himself for her, and she couldn’t risk the friends who’d become targets because of a mistake she’d made in taking the wrong fabric. Whatever it took—whatever she needed to do—she would protect anyone she loved from being harmed again.


    She shifted so she stood next to instead of behind Carlos. “What do you want?”


    “The fabric,” the masked man said, his voice low and soft but somehow familiar. “Give it up and you’ll never see us again.”


    Carlos cut a glance at her, the don’t-believe-him look on his face confirming her own gut instinct that the masked man was lying.


    “It’s not here,” Carlos said as he repositioned himself in front of her again.


    “Bullshit.” Roger sneered. “I can only assume the line he used to get between your legs was better than that lie.”


    Ignoring the meaningless barb, she turned her attention to the masked man who held Roger’s invisible leash. “If we give you the fabric, you’ll drop this? You won’t go after anyone else?”


    The masked man bent down, picked up Carlos’s T-shirt from the floor, and tossed it to her. “You have my word.”


    She slipped the material on. Carlos’s scent clung to it, and the feel of him around her gave her the strength to make this deal with the devil. It twisted her insides to do it, but she had to protect the people who were more family to her than friends. She’d failed to protect her family before. She wouldn’t a second time. The police would take care of the drug dealers. Her responsibility was to her family.


    “Don’t do it,” Carlos said under his breath.


    “I have to.” Seeing the censure in his eyes punctured her heart, but her decision was made.


    


    Carlos eyed his nine-millimeter lying on the desk and gauged his chances. The open laptop was blocking the gun from Roger’s view. If he timed it right, he could grab it before Mika got to the cabinet holding the bolt of drug-tainted fabric. He had to get it before she got there. The dealers couldn’t walk out of here with it. God knew how many people would suffer if the cocaine hit the street.


    He balanced his weight on the balls of his feet, ready to spring to action. The plan unfolded in his mind at a rapid pace, just like it always had when he’d faced an opponent in Magic Battledome. Dash to the desk. Grab the gun. Spin. Put Roger in his sights. Get off a shot before Roger had a chance to fire. Pivot. Take out the masked man. The odds weren’t in his favor, but he could do it.


    Movement in his peripheral vision pulled his focus. Mika was nearly to the cabinet. What if Roger fired at her instead? Torn between the greater good of making sure the drugs never made it out of the studio and the possibility of Mika being hurt, he hesitated.


    “You don’t want to do that.” The masked man crossed to the desk and picked up the nine-millimeter with his gloved hands. “You both can get out of here if you play it right.”


    Fuck. He was naked, unarmed, and out of options. “And the people on the street who buy your shit?” Carlos asked, already searching for another way out of this and coming up empty.


    The masked man shrugged. “We all make choices.”


    “Why do you even care?” Roger asked, his gun aimed right at Carlos’s head. “It’s not like you’re going to see the sunrise.”


    Mika spun on her heel and ran toward him. He held up his hand to hold her off. The last thing he wanted was for her to get hit in the crossfire.


    “Stand down,” the masked man yelled.


    Roger shook his head, and his face had turned a molten, angry red. “He’s seen my face.”


    “Like I said before…” The masked man raised the nine-millimeter, pointing it at Roger’s head. “We all make choices. Yours was to walk in here without a mask.”


    He pulled the trigger, and the shot boomed in the studio. Mika screamed. The metallic scent of blood filled the room. Roger’s body hit the ground. Carlos took a running leap in her direction, curling his arms around her and covering her like a human shield, ready for whatever came next as long as she was safe.


    But nothing happened. He looked up. The desk hid Roger’s corpse from view, but blood and brains splattered the wall.


    “Roger was an idiot and a loose end. I’m not going to shoot you,” the masked man said. “As long as you do what I want, I’ll walk away and never look back.” His finger moved back to the trigger, and he adjusted his aim, pointed the gun at them. “If you don’t, I’ll kill her while you watch. You’ll see her take her last breath, and then I’ll tear this place apart until I find it. Either way, I’m taking the fabric.”


    Understanding settled like an ice block against his chest. Carlos couldn’t have it both ways. He had to pick. Mika twisted in his grasp, looking up at him with a mix of fear and determination in her eyes. Mi cielo. My heaven. But she wasn’t his and never would be.


    “I’ll get the fabric.” Carlos unwound himself from around Mika and walked to the cabinet. The bolt of tainted fabric was lighter than expected but still awkward at nearly six feet tall.


    “Put it on the couch. Then sit down on the floor.” The masked man pushed the barrel of the nine-millimeter against Mika’s head. “Don’t get any ideas.”


    A red haze ate away at the edges of Carlos’s vision. “Leave her alone.” He wanted nothing more at that moment than to wrap his fingers around the man’s neck and choke the life out of him.


    Ignoring him, the masked man kept the gun against Mika’s skull as he brought out a handful of zip ties from his pocket. He dropped them near Mika’s feet. “Get your ankles first.”


    Her hands shook as she wrapped the skinny plastic around her ankles, threaded it, and pulled it tight. Impotent to do anything but watch as long as the other man had the gun on Mika, Carlos took in every detail he could about the man, from the way he favored his left leg to his narrow shoulders to the faded scar at the base of his throat peeking out from the bottom of the ski mask. It might not be much, but Carlos would find a way to track him down. This wasn’t over. If it was the last thing he did, Carlos would track him down and see justice delivered.


    “Now your wrists.” After she complied, he waved Carlos over to sit next to her. “Your turn.”


    Not liking it one little bit, Carlos followed orders the whole time, searching for an opening to exploit, but the man wasn’t taking any chances and the gun never lost contact with Mika’s head. Carlos sat next to Mika, and a pair of zip ties fell onto his lap.


    “Put them on,” the man said.


    He looked down at the plastic zip ties. His gut clenched. He couldn’t fucking do it. He fisted his hands and tensed to jump up. A flash of black in his periphery. Mika’s scream. Pain exploded above his temple and knocked his brains loose. Everything went black.


    


    Gentle hands reached through the darkness, brushing Carlos’s face. A quiet murmuring. Soft words he could barely hear through the roar in his ears. A throbbing behind his closed eyes that threatened to take him under again.


    “Carlos…please wake up.” Mika’s voice pulled him to the surface.


    He opened his eyes and sat up. The floor and the ceiling changed places in his vision and he slammed his eyelids down. “Is he gone?”


    An ice pick of déjà vu jabbed him in the brain as he reopened his eyes. This time he wasn’t waking up alone in Ivy’s living room. Instead, Mika, worry etched into her forehead, looked up at him. He willed his stomach to settle and blinked slowly until the last of the blackout vanished from the edges of his consciousness.


    “Are you okay?” he asked Mika, searching her face for signs of trauma and finding none.


    “I’m okay,” she said, her voice shaking. “Are you?”


    He nodded. It was a mistake. The world swam in front of his eyes.


    “How long?”


    “About fifteen minutes.” She held up the zip tie connecting their wrists. She clutched his phone in her hands. “I found it under the couch. Cops and the ambulance are on their way.”


    It shouldn’t have gotten this far. He shouldn’t have let it. A half a million dollars’ worth of cocaine was going to hit the streets tomorrow because he’d lost focus on a case. Again. He had given up his old life as penance, but he hadn’t learned a damn thing. How many times did he have to repeat history before he stopped making the same fucking mistakes?


    How long would it be before Mika paid for his sins? He couldn’t do that to her. The best way to protect her was to walk away now before he couldn’t force himself to take a single step.


    He snagged a pair of sewing scissors from the desk and snipped the zip ties from around Mika’s wrists. Holding her hands in his, he couldn’t look away from the ugly red lines left behind by the zip ties that marred her delicate skin. Fighter that she was, Mika had tried to pull free of her restraints because he hadn’t been able to protect her.


    “Don’t worry.” She raised herself up on her tiptoes and brushed her lips across his. “We’ll get him before the drugs get put out on the street.”


    He’d failed to keep the drugs off the street. He’d failed to keep Mika safe. He ran his thumb lightly across the marks on her wrists. Guilt punched its way through his ribcage and closed its viselike grip around his lungs. This couldn’t go on. He couldn’t take Mika down with him.


    “There’s no we here.” There couldn’t be. He released her hands and grabbed his jeans from the floor.


    “Of course there is.” She cut the zip tie joining her ankles. “We’re in this together.”


    He couldn’t see her face, but there was no mistaking the stubborn determination underlying her words. Mi cielo wouldn’t give up on him—on them—unless he forced her. It was a good thing at least one lesson he’d learned over the past year had stuck. He knew how to napalm any tie he had to his past with efficiency and extreme prejudice.


    “You’re joking, right?” He turned his back, unable to watch the effect of his words. He snorted disgustedly at himself. In addition to everything else, he was a fucking coward.


    “No, I’m not joking,” she said. “There is an us. Last night wasn’t just fucking off an adrenaline high. I know you feel it, too. It hit you just as hard as it did me. We both knew it that first night.” She grabbed his arm and tried to force him around. When he didn’t move, she circled to stand in front of him. “We can fix this—together.”


    He kept his gaze locked on the red splotch on the wall that used to be Roger’s head and refused to look at Mika as he dragged his shirt over his head.


    “God damn it,” she yelled, her words cracking him across the face. “You need me.”


    The truth was he did—and that was more dangerous for her welfare than being on the shit list of every drug dealer in Harbor City.


    “Carlos, I think I’m falling in love—”


    “No.” He leveled a hard look at her, forcing himself not to look away when she flinched. He couldn’t let her say it. He’d never be able to do what he needed to do next if he did. “You’re the last person I need. I need someone who is going to realize that the importer she worked under for years is a front for drug dealers. I need someone who’s going to see there are high-end security cameras and upscale security features at every entry point—all things that a normal fabric importer doesn’t need. There’s no way you’re qualified to track down a drug dealer. Stay on the sidelines. It’s where you belong.”


    He’d kept his voice low and steady, never growing in volume or heat, but each word had found its mark. His harsh words had forced Mika to lose some of the inner glow that carried her through everything. Time to extinguish it completely—otherwise she’d fight to try to protect him. It was what she did, her greatest strength and her greatest weakness.


    “Did you not learn anything after what happened with your sister?” He curled his lip in contempt. “Once again, you led the wolf right to the hen house and opened the fucking door. It’s your inattentiveness that caused your friends to get hurt. It’s amazing no one ended up dead. Again.”


    “That’s low, Carlos,” she said, her voice cracking. “Really fucking low.”


    “No.” He steeled himself to deliver the final blow. “It’s accurate. You say you want to protect people, but all you do is get them hurt.”


    Her brave facade crumpled and she gasped. “You bastard.”


    He plucked his phone from her grasp. “I’m going to call Reggie. You probably want to put some pants on before the cops get here.”


    He walked out into the hall, each step away from Mika like slogging through waist-high snowdrifts, then closed the door behind him. The metal barrier did little to block the sound of Mika’s gut-twisting cry or the thunk of something hard hitting the door from the inside. He deserved her anger. An icy numbness settled over him. He deserved much worse.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    “Q: Is there anything you envy about women? A: Their hold over men.”


    —Alexander McQueen


    The cops were finishing up after removing Roger’s body. Mika was holed up at the opposite end of the hallway outside her design studio with Reggie and another cop who was furiously scribbling down everything she said. Carlos had popped the sound out of his knuckles, and it hadn’t helped him think of any way to track down the mystery man behind the drug scheme.


    Maltese Security’s owner, Tony Falcon, peeled away from a hushed huddle with a handful of Harbor City Police Department top brass and headed toward Carlos. The grim set to his boss’s face just added to the weight on Carlos’s shoulders.


    Tony stopped in front of Carlos. “The cops believe her.”


    “About fucking time.” The idea of Mika as a drug mule hadn’t gotten any less ridiculous the longer it had been floated out there.


    “You have about a million years’ worth of vacation time,” Tony said. “Take it.”


    Carlos stiffened and fisted his hands. “No.”


    “It’s not a request.” Tony shrugged. “I told you to keep your pants zipped. You didn’t and everything went sideways.”


    “This is bullshit.” He kept his volume low, but there was no lessening the heat in his tone. “Not to mention total hypocrisy. Getting involved with clients is practically a Maltese Security founding principle. It’s just that not all of us get happy endings.”


    “Watch it, ’Los.” Tony glowered at him as he toyed with the new gold band around his left ring finger.


    Losing his shit wasn’t helping. He had to make Tony see that Mika might not be safe with him, but she sure as hell wasn’t safe without him, either. The masked man was still out there. He’d bide his time, but he’d go after her eventually. Anyone who shot an underling without hesitation, like the man had done to Roger, would do the same to any other loose ends—unless Carlos found him first.


    “Mika needs Maltese’s help,” he said in as calm a voice as he could manage. “You said yourself, I’m the only one who can work this case right.”


    Tony sighed and shook his head. “Will and Alex are taking over. Reggie says the cops are following up on some leads on their end. We’ll find the guy. Go home.”


    An icy heat slithered through Carlos’s veins. This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t how he finally redeemed himself, washed his hands free of Ivy’s blood, and saved Mika from the mysterious drug dealer. His jaw ached for the force he was expending to keep himself from shouting in frustration.


    “Tony.” Taking in a breath was like sucking a cue ball through a straw stuffed with sand, but he forced himself to do it. “I need to work this case.”


    “No,” his boss said. “You need to take some time and get your head screwed on right. I don’t want to see you in this office for at least a week.”


    Carlos soundlessly worked the knuckles on his left hand as Tony walked away.


    


    Back in his silent apartment, Carlos poured himself another double whiskey on the rocks. The alcohol had stopped burning its way down his throat an hour ago. Now it was only a warm river winding its way through him, numbing his body and muffling his thoughts.


    Coulda.


    Shoulda.


    Woulda.


    None of it mattered now. He’d fucked up. Let his emotions get the better of him again. Now Mika was in danger—even more danger than before—because he couldn’t do his job.


    His cell phone vibrated on the couch next to him. Cam’s number flashed on the screen. When would he get the message? For once, Carlos wasn’t going to answer a call from Maltese Security. He grabbed the phone and shoved it between the couch cushions.


    Bam! Bam! Bam!


    Carlos’s front door vibrated from the person pounding on the other side.


    “Open the door, ’Los,” Cam hollered through the barrier. “I’ve got something you want.”


    What he wanted? There was no way Cam had her. She never wanted to see him again. Nor should she.


    He pondered the empty whiskey bottle and shot back the last of the amber liquid in his glass. “Go away.”


    “Why don’t you open the door and make me?” Cam shot back.


    Anger burst to the surface, making Carlos’s chest burn and his cheeks flame. He jolted up from the couch, strode to the door, and yanked it open. “Go the fuck away.”


    “You look like shit.” Cam pushed his way into Carlos’s apartment. “Damn, and you smell even worse. Did you fall into a vat of Maker’s Mark?”


    Carlos stood, weaving just a bit, by his open front door. “Just leave me alone.”


    “Why? So you can have a pity party and sit alone in your dark apartment? Fuck that.” Cam pulled a laptop out of his backpack and laid it on the kitchen island.


    It wasn’t just any laptop. It was Carlos’s favorite work laptop, fully loaded with anything and everything he could possibly want. It was a hacker’s wet dream. For the first time since he’d left Mika surrounded by cops in her hallway, a lightness pierced the pain.


    “Thought you might want this to keep track of what’s going on with your girl,” Cam said.


    “She’s not my girl,” he said reflexively. He couldn’t say her name. Just hearing Mika in his head made his whole body ache. “She’s the client—one I was supposed to keep safe.”


    Cam shrugged. “Some cases work out like that.”


    “A little too often with me.”


    Carlos thought he’d buried everything the case with Ivy had blown to bits—the emotion, the need for connection, the awe at how the right woman could change everything—but he’d been wrong. All it had taken was Mika and everything had made its way up to the surface. God knew how long it would take him to stow it all again.


    “Boo-hoo. Suck it up.” Cam rolled his eyes. “You want someone to pat you on the head, go get someone else to bring you your toys.”


    “I never asked you to.” He curled his hands into fists but kept them at his side. Friend or not, the other man needed to leave.


    Cam snorted. “You didn’t have to.”


    The laptop sat on his kitchen island, calling out to him. With it, he’d be able to monitor Alex’s and Will’s progress on the case, follow up on a few leads on his own, and watch over her. It might not be too late.


    Carlos shut the door, crossed the room, and slid his fingers across the laptop’s aluminum shell. “Tony took me off the case.”


    Cam shrugged. “So put yourself back on it.”


    The temptation was there, palpable and undeniable. It pushed against the alcohol haze fogging his brain and made it hard to remember why he couldn’t do this. “I have other things to do.”


    It was a weak denial, and Cam laughed in response. “What? Like a second bottle of bourbon?”


    “It’s just a case.”


    But it wasn’t. If it had ever been just a case, that had ended the moment he walked out of Grounded Coffee and saw Roger holding a gun to Mika’s head. Being around Mika twisted him up inside and turned the world he thought he’d finally figured out on its side. He didn’t understand it, but he couldn’t deny it.


    “Yeah, keep telling yourself it’s just a case.” Cam walked to the door, opened it, and took a step through before pausing. “I don’t know what is going on between you and Mika, but if nothing else, you owe it to her to see this thing through. Hell, you owe it to yourself.”


    The door clicked shut behind Cam.


    He shouldn’t do it. For the past year he’d done everything in his power to prove himself to everyone at Maltese Security. He’d answered every call for help, put in overtime on every case, and he’d taken the work the others didn’t want. He’d paid his dues and put in the time. If he did this, he’d be throwing it all away.


    He shouldn’t do it, but he knew he would.


    Mika was in danger because of his mistakes. He would do whatever it took to make sure she didn’t pay the ultimate price.


    


    After his sixth day off from Maltese spent drinking toxic bodega coffee while sitting in his car parked strategically down the block from Mika’s apartment, Carlos had a hole in his stomach the size of Wisconsin—only a Rhode Island–sized portion was due to the shitty coffee. Through his binoculars, he watched Mika stroll past one of the windows, then stop and stare out. She looked so beautiful it sucked the air right out of his lungs. The urge to bolt up the stairs to her was as tangible as the binoculars in his white-knuckled grip and as ridiculous as the idea that she’d ever forgive him for what he’d said.


    And she shouldn’t—which had been the whole point.


    He gritted his teeth and forced his mind back to the problem at hand and not the clusterfuck that had brought them to this point. The bad guy was still out there. If Carlos could see her, so could the masked man. What the hell kind of half-assed job was Will Roscoe doing protecting her? The bad guy was still out there, and Mika was standing in front of her window like a sniper’s wet dream. He reached for the door handle. She looked over her shoulder, shrugged, and faded back into the room.


    About damn time Roscoe did his job.


    For the millionth time in the past hour, he checked his laptop sitting open on the passenger’s seat. The program he’d developed that searched the entire Harbor City Police Department arrest database was still running. If he didn’t get any hits on arrestees with a throat scar and a limp, he’d have to call in some favors for a peek at the federal records. The bad guy hadn’t left any physical evidence behind besides Roger’s dead body, but Carlos wasn’t giving up. Carlos would find him and make sure he’d never go after Mika.


    A Prius parked behind him and Alex Lee got out. Just what he needed, a chat with Maltese Security’s resident pot stirrer. Alex moseyed up to Carlos’s driver’s side window. He could ignore him, but that wouldn’t make him go away. Head lice were easier to vanquish than Alex. He rolled the window down.


    “You have a weird-ass idea of vacation,” Alex said as he leaned a hip against Carlos’s car. “Don’t think we missed that even though you’re off the clock, you’re mysteriously still logged on to the Maltese Security system.”


    Carlos flipped him off.


    “Or that you have an alert set for when anything about Mika comes through.”


    Carlos hit the button to roll up his car window.


    “Or that you’ve spent every night for the past week sitting in your car.” Alex managed to get the entire sentence in before the window was even halfway up. “Don’t worry, Roscoe’s taking good care of Mika. Real good.”


    Carlos grabbed the door latch and had it halfway open before he realized it. As soon as his actions penetrated the jealous haze fucking up his brain, he yanked the door closed again. Shitty impulses were what had gotten him into this mess in the first place.


    Alex tsk-tsked. “It’s okay. You know chicks don’t go for that whole yes ma’am Southern boy charm he’s got going. Not. At. All.”


    Carlos kept his gaze straight forward and his jaw clamped shut tight enough that he was probably going to put all of his dentist’s kids through grad school. Alex was about as opaque as a piece of Plexiglas. He’d sauntered over for his piece of flesh and he wasn’t going until he’d gotten it. The less engagement the better.


    “Of course you don’t care,” Alex said. “That’s why you handed her off to Roscoe in the first place and went on immediate leave.”


    Carlos gave the shit disturber the best dead-eyed, fuck-off look he had.


    “All right. I see you’re a man with lots of”—he shrugged—“plans for your vacation that involve unauthorized stakeouts because you like sitting around with six days’ worth of fast-food wrappers while you stare at an apartment building. That’s good. We’ll need someone to keep tabs on Mika’s place while she’s at the Battle Ultimate tomorrow.”


    Carlos’s gut clenched. “She can’t go.” The hoarse words were out before he could stop them.


    Alex shrugged. “That’s what I said. She told me to go fuck myself.” He gave Carlos a considering look. “I kinda like her. I wonder if she likes tall, smart, classically handsome men of Chinese descent.”


    Whatever reaction Alex was trying to provoke, Carlos was too busy sprinting across the busy street to give it to him.


    


    “Bastard,” Mika muttered.


    He was still out there. Parked down the block like Mika wasn’t going to notice—not that he expected her to. No. To Carlos, she was just a liability, a woman who made the same mistakes over and over again because he thought her impulsiveness got people in trouble, got them hurt, and could have gotten them killed. Well, he was wrong, and she’d show him just how much, and then she’d never waste another moment thinking about him again.


    “Fuck you,” she muttered to herself.


    “Sorry?” Will asked.


    She looked over her shoulder at the big block of a man sitting at her dining room table with a college football scouting magazine opened in front of him. No doubt somewhere out there, a fairy tale was missing its giant. “Just talking to myself.”


    She took one last look at Carlos’s car, then turned away, walked over to the coffee maker in her kitchen, and poured the last of the morning pot into her Tardis mug. Staring out the window at the man who’d ripped her heart out and thrown it in a blender was the last thing she needed to be doing with the Battle Ultimate starting tomorrow. She had last-minute costume adjustments to make, strategy to discuss with her court, and a million little details to work out. Of course, since she had so much to do, it was the perfect time to deep-clean her kitchen.


    She had the entire upper-level cabinets emptied out when someone banged on the door. Hard.


    Will held up a hand, signaling her to stay put as he picked up his handgun from underneath the magazine and made his way to the door. He looked through the peephole and stepped back.


    “It’s Carlos.”


    A flicker of excitement curled around her before she got ahold of herself and stomped that out. So he finally had the balls to leave his car? Perfect. She had a week’s worth of pissed off to rain down on him.


    “Oh is it?” She stormed over to the door and yanked it open. Scruff covered his square chin, his clothes were wrinkled, and he looked like he hadn’t slept well in a hundred years—still her heart kicked into overdrive at the sight of him. “What are you doing here?”


    He slid past her into the apartment and glowered at Will until the bigger man faded into the background of her apartment like he wasn’t even there. Only then did Carlos turn to her. Anger, frustration, and something a lot like regret rolled off him in waves that slammed against her.


    “You can’t go to Battle Ultimate. It’s not safe,” he said. “For all you know, he’s just waiting for you to let your guard down. The event will be chaos. Everyone will be in chaos. There’ll be mundanes mixed in with the players, and you won’t know friend from foe. He’s already helped harm half your court. He’ll know you’ll be there. It’s the perfect opportunity for this guy to cut another loose end without anyone realizing until it’s too late.”


    She crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re so caught up in guilt and determined not to repeat the past that you can’t ever believe that other people might not be total morons.” She shouldn’t have ever opened her door and let him in. Hell, she shouldn’t have ever gone home with him from the bar that first night. “It’s been a week and there hasn’t been a single solitary peep out of the mystery drug dealer. I’m not turning my back on my life because of a perceived threat. I’m not going to live the rest of my life trapped in my loft because of something that might happen.”


    And this was what her life had become. She was lying like it was second nature. It went against every fiber of her being, but if that’s what it took to get him out of her life, she’d do it. She had a plan to right her wrong. It would work. It had to.


    “Are you fucking kidding me?” He turned toward Will Roscoe, who was studying one of her design association magazines like a man about to embark on a career change. “You can’t let her do this. He could be out there.”


    Will shrugged his broad shoulders. “Not my call, man.”


    Carlos pulled his phone out. “I’m calling Tony.”


    Oh no. He wasn’t about to try to outmaneuver her on this. She was the client, and what she said went. “It’s not his call, either.” Mika jabbed her finger into Carlos’s unrelenting chest for emphasis. “It’s mine.”


    Her father hadn’t stuck around after Hana was murdered. Her mother hadn’t left physically, but she’d shrunk into herself and abandoned her only living daughter just the same. Mika had come into adulthood alone—not by choice but because of circumstance. Well, she was done with that. Only she would control her destiny. She was the one leaving, not the other way around.


    He popped his knuckles and worked his jaw back and forth hard enough to grind his teeth to dust. “If you insist on doing this, I’m coming.”


    Carlos didn’t have a say in her life. He’d forfeited that right forever.


    “No, you’re not.” She lifted her chin. “I don’t need you.”


    “Yes, you do.” He grabbed her upper arms, his fingers biting into her flesh, and yanked her tight against his hard body. Danger and promise and bittersweet hope wrapped them up tight. “I’m going to find out who he is. I’ll make sure you’re safe. You don’t have to do this. Trust me.”


    The words were too little too late when it came to him. She couldn’t put her faith in someone who couldn’t do the same with her, and he’d made his lack of belief painfully clear with words that had nearly hacked her in half.


    “I did when it came to you and I shouldn’t have.” She tilted her head back and looked him in the eye.


    That was a mistake, because all she could see in the brown depths was the possibility of what could have been but never would be. Her chest ached, her throat tightened, and her knees almost gave out, but she couldn’t give in to it. He wasn’t hers and he never had been. The realization emptied her out, taking away her anger and frustration and sadness and leaving her with only a shell of herself. She inched back, pulling herself away from the security of his arms and standing on her own two feet.


    “Your problem, Carlos, is that you can’t whip off enough of your own skin to pay for what you think was your own sin. You made the right choice when you fired that gun and killed Ivy, but you’re too caught up in your own guilt to see that. Until you do, it’s going to affect every part of your life.” She sucked in a shaky breath. This was the last time she’d ever see him, and she needed to say it all. “God knows it screwed up whatever it was that we had going, and that’s too bad, because it was real and totally unexpected. I wish we would have gotten to see where it would have taken us.” She swerved around him and pulled open her front door. “Good-bye.”


    Silence so heavy it nearly broke her shoulders filled the room. She didn’t look at him. She couldn’t. Instead, she stared at the natural waving pattern in the hardwood floor beneath her bare feet as she fought to keep from curling up into a tight little ball for the foreseeable future.


    Carlos’s black boots passed by her sky-blue toes.


    He paused just outside her door. “Mi cielo—”


    “No.” The endearment smacked her across the face. Her whole body quaked. “You don’t get to call me that ever again. I started falling for you the moment you asked me to dance at Feeny’s. I fought against it. I lost. And you threw that love back in my face. Go away, Carlos. There’s no place for you here.”


    He might have said more, but she couldn’t hear it over the rushing in her ears as she pressed her hand against the door and pushed it shut.


    “Are you sure you want to go through with this plan?” Will asked.


    It had started as an impulsive idea. She’d put herself out there at Battle Ultimate as bait for the dealer. Carlos was right: someone who shot Roger point-blank without even a twitch of doubt wasn’t a man to walk away from any loose ends. The more she’d thought about it and strategized, the more she’d known it was the right move.


    Will and Alex hadn’t been thrilled with her plan, but they’d agreed to it. Not that it mattered. No matter what, she was doing it. If she was going to protect her friends—her chosen family—she had to take a calculated risk. She had to trust herself, even if the man she loved—still loved—didn’t. She’d prove Carlos wrong.


    


    Carlos stared at the door, knowing he could pound his fist against it all he wanted and she wouldn’t open it again. This kind of fuck-up he couldn’t fix. Not right now. What he could do was find a way to protect Mika at the Battle Ultimate. The guys at Maltese were good—fuck, they were great—at keeping clients safe, but what was going down tomorrow wasn’t like anything they’d ever experienced before—and Mika wasn’t just another client.


    They’d never be able to keep up at the Battle Ultimate trying to keep all of the costumed characters straight, determining where there was actual danger, and watching over everything. Mika would be on her own. That wasn’t about to happen. He hustled down the stairs and out into the day’s bright light. She may not want his help, but she was getting it anyway. It was the least he could do for the woman he loved.


    He stopped dead in his tracks.


    A horn blared and a yellow cab swerved around him, the driver flipping him off through the open window.


    Carlos barely noticed the commotion, his brain was too busy trying to catch up with what his body had known that first night. Mika fit him in all the right places. She’d snuck her way past all his defenses and found him. He’d just been too fucking stupid to realize it.


    Mi cielo…


    She was his heaven, and he wasn’t about to lose her now. He’d do whatever it took to keep her safe tomorrow, and then spend the rest of his life, if that’s what it took, to convince her to take him back.


    He grabbed his phone and opened his contacts list. It took a while to find what he was looking for. It had been a year since he’d called, but it was still there. He hit talk and hurried across the street to his car.


    Ryan Hasley was an old Magic Battledome buddy and a member of Mika’s Silver Queen’s court. If anyone could help, it was him. He answered on the second ring.


    “It’s Carlos. I need a solid.” He unlocked his car and slid into the driver’s seat.


    “Tell me you’re going to be a part of the Silver Queen’s court during the Battle Ultimate tomorrow and I’ll do whatever you need,” Ryan said.


    “Sort of. I need a costume and a pass to get in.” He turned the key in the ignition and the engine roared to life, ready for action.


    “Does Mika know?” Ryan asked.


    He glanced into his rearview mirror, strategically angled to reflect Mika’s loft and the window where she’d stood earlier today. It was empty now. “Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies.”


    “Yeah, she has that effect on people.”


    “So can you help?”


    “Do ogres like to floss with sheep bones?”


    “Thanks, man. Your place in a few hours good?”


    “See you then.”


    Carlos cut off the call and merged into traffic. He headed east toward the Maltese offices. He might still be on forced vacation, but he needed a few items from the company’s armory. Lucky for him, he’d set up the security system so that breaking in wasn’t going to be any trouble.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    “Every time we choose what we are going to wear, we make a statement about who we are in the world.”


    —Bruce Friedrich


    Saturday arrived warm and blustery. The wind made the canvas walls of Mika’s tent in Central Square Park billow and wave. Danger waited outside, but she was ready for it.


    She slipped on the above-the-knee-length cotton underdress, soft and snowy white with strands of silver thread that formed the pattern of the Dyrnwyn sword—an exact replica in size and placement of the tattoo on her back. Next came the silver breastplate custom-made to fit her every curve. It was made of latex, but she’d designed the pattern on top to look like individual pieces of steel weaved together to form an impenetrable covering. As soon as she secured it by lacing up the front-tying corset, the transformation into the Silver Queen had begun.


    She secured the breastplate flap enriched with the purple crest for the Silver Queen and slipped on her armored skirt. Next came the greaves shin guards with the inner pocket for her cell phone and gauntlets that covered her wrists, both made from white pleather. The final additions were the shoulder-length platinum wig and silver glitter that covered her eyebrows. By the time she covered her lips in purple frosted lipstick, the transformation was complete. Mika was gone and the Silver Queen had taken her place. No one stood a chance against her—not even the man who thought of her as just another loose end.


    It had been a week and the dealer hadn’t made a single move toward her, but she knew Carlos was right. He wasn’t gone forever. If she couldn’t draw him out, he’d lurk in the shadows until the perfect time to strike. She was done waiting around.


    She picked up the two-and-a-half-foot-long curved Japanese tachi sword. It had been in the Ito family for generations, and she’d learned how to wield it with deadly accuracy under her dad’s tutelage. After her sister died, her dad had given it to her before he left for Japan. That’s when she’d known he was never coming back. She sheathed the tachi sword and picked up her boffer, the foam sword with a fiberglass core she used to slay her enemies in LARP battles.


    Someone tapped against her sealed tent door. “My queen, your court is gathered. Are you ready?”


    She smoothed her clammy palms down the smooth latex surface of her armored skirt, then turned and unfastened the tent’s door. It fell open, revealing thirty people, all dressed in varying shades of white, purple, and silver. Most had painted their faces in either a dark aubergine or a bright silver. A few had pointed ear extensions or white wigs to accessorize their pale silver armor. None had the vestments she’d made from the cocaine-tainted material. Anyone who still had one had surrendered it to the police.


    Each member of her court looked up at her as she emerged from the tent. She pressed her fist to her latex-covered belly and inhaled as deep a breath as her corset would allow. Nervous energy buzzed through her body, jolting her to a state of almost hyperawareness. They were her family, maybe not by blood, but that didn’t matter. They needed her, and it was time she fulfilled that duty.


    “Thank you all for coming out for Battle Ultimate,” she said.


    They responded with hearty huzzahs, but the sound died out fast. She searched the crowd and saw the worried eyes, the anxious hand-wringing, and the lowered gazes. Misery ran like a poisonous undercurrent through her court, pinching her heart. After all they’d been through with the attacks, they needed a check in the win column.


    “There is a lot on the line today,” she continued. “The winner takes home the Dyrnwyn sword and rules the four kingdoms for the next year. We don’t call it the Ultimate for nothing. Each of the other kingdoms will fight tooth and nail for the Dyrnwyn sword, but we have an advantage over them.”


    The fidgeting stopped as agitated fingers released twisted material.


    “We have faced adversity…and we did it together, as a family. I would not wish the past few weeks on even the Cerulean Monk tribe, but I am so proud that we have come through on the other side. As you all know from the reports in the newspaper, Roger is dead. The tainted material is gone.”


    But not before several people had been hurt. Carlos had been right, she had led the wolf right to the hen house and invited him inside. “I’m so sorry I got everyone into this mess when I took home the wrong bolt of material. I hope you can forgive me.”


    The bruises would heal and the memory would fade, but none of them would be the same. If she didn’t make it through today, she wanted them to know she was sorry. She held up her hand to quiet the murmurs. “But today is not about the past. It’s about claiming our destiny. It’s about our future. Tonight we take home the Dyrnwyn sword. Will you follow me into battle?”


    Her court’s roar of affirmation was immediate and heartfelt. It buttressed her flagging spirits and gave her the strength she needed to do what she had to next. In the back of the crowd sentinels, Will and Alex stood in black in a sea of white, silver, and purple. She’d agreed to always stay in their sights. It was a promise she was about to break. If the dealer was out there, he’d see her as a nonthreatening loose end, easily taken care of, as long as she was on her own. But if Alex and Will flanked her, she’d never be able to get close enough to take him out. He’d spot her guards and take off. That couldn’t happen. This ended today.


    While her court chattered as they waited for the Heralds Trumpet to sound the start of the Battle Ultimate, she slipped back inside her tent. Right before the door flap swung shut, she spotted a silver knight watching her. He stood silent and apart from the rest of her court. Something about the way he stood off to the side like a loner and the stubborn tilt to his chin made her heartbeat quicken with awareness, and she took a half step forward before she caught herself and forced her feet to still. It wasn’t Carlos. He’d made it plain he’d never go back to being one of the weirdoes in their funny costumes. It was just one last ember of hope her heartbreak hadn’t been able to extinguish—yet. The fact was Carlos was gone, just like she’d demanded. It was for the best; she had other demons to fight than heartbreak.


    It was a grim reminder that whatever happened next, she was on her own. No one could help. Not even the man she loved.


    


    Carlos faded back to the edge of the crowd. For a second, right before she’d disappeared into her tent, Mika had looked his way, and he would have sworn she’d known it was him. It was a ridiculous idea. He wore forty pounds of armor, had covered his face in thick silver paint, and a white wig hid his brown hair. Still, he couldn’t shake the sensation that jolted his system when she looked his way. It had sizzled its way down to his toes and singed the ground beneath his boots.


    He scanned the crowd, recognizing most of the costumes if not the people inside them. Of course, he didn’t need to see beyond the makeup. That’s what the software was for. After leaving Maltese Security’s armory yesterday, he’d mounted surveillance cameras throughout the battlefield. In addition to the criminal arrest database search for the man with the scar and the limp he had already been running, he’d set up a facial recognition program to scan the crowd. It digitally erased any makeup the player was wearing to reveal the person underneath. That face was compared with the driver’s license photos of the players who were registered for the Battle Ultimate. Anyone scanned who wasn’t registered for the event set off an alert that was sent to Carlos’s smart watch. And the system was working. It had already sent alerts for himself and Mika’s Maltese bodyguards, Will and Alex.


    A tall shadow blocked out the afternoon sun. Carlos fisted his hands and pivoted to face the threat. Alex stood just out of punching range, scowling at him.


    “Almost didn’t recognize you in your Lord of the Rings garb, but I don’t remember that Legolas dude compulsively popping his knuckles like you do.” Alex cocked an eyebrow. “What in the fuck are you doing here, anyway?”


    “My job.” He turned back to face Mika’s tent. She’d gone in without any of her people moments before the Heralds Trumpet blew, sounding the start of Battle Ultimate. Another person might be cowering in her tent, worried about the dealer finding her, but not Mika. She was up to something.


    “Try again,” Alex said.


    “I can’t let her do this alone.” Mika needed him. Even if he couldn’t win her back, he could keep her safe.


    “She’s not alone. Will and I have her covered.”


    His smart watch vibrated. It was the motion detector outside her tent, but the movement recorded wasn’t someone breaking in, it was someone breaking out. Mika had ditched them. He could easily catch up on foot at this point, but then he’d blow his cover. She didn’t want him there, so to help her, he had to hide from her. That meant using his eyes in the sky.


    “If you’ve got her covered…” Carlos pulled out his cell phone and opened up the facial recognition surveillance program. “Where is she?”


    “Big-ass tent.” Alex sounded sure, but he was already reaching for the communicator worn in his ear Secret Service–style.


    “Go look.” His thumbs flew across the phone’s tiny keyboard, adjusting the code so it would alert any time Mika was spotted. He’d follow from a safe distance behind. “I promise you, she’s not.”


    “What makes you so sure?”


    “Because she’s protecting her family, and she can’t do that with you on her ass.” Carlos watched his screen as he popped the knuckles on his left hand and waited for her trail to appear like digitized breadcrumbs on the Battle Ultimate map.


    “We told her not to go off on her own.”


    Carlos snorted. “You don’t know shit about women, Alex.”


    “And you do?” Alex asked, incredulous.


    “When it comes to Mika?” Smart. Stubborn. Impulsive. Sexy as hell. “I do.”


    Alex shook his head and pressed the talk button on the earpiece. “Roscoe, meet me at the tent. She may have flown the coop.” Without another word to Carlos, he weaved his way through the crowd toward the tent.


    Will and Alex had underestimated her. They’d looked at Mika in her geeky T-shirts and LARP paraphernalia and decided this was all there was to her, that she didn’t have it in her to do whatever it took to fight for those she loved no matter the odds. They were wrong—hell, he was wrong—there was more to Mika than seen at first glance. She was smart and brave and determined to protect those she loved. The only person she didn’t protect was herself, but that was now Carlos’s job, and if he had his way, it would be his permanent career.


    Two white dots lit up on his screen, leading north from the Silver Queen’s tent.


    His heart sped up. “Hold on, mi cielo, I’m coming.”


    


    The Battle Ultimate took up the most wooded section of Central Square Park, but after years of Magic Battledome LARPing, Mika knew the twisted paths better than most. The leaves crunched under her feet as she turned off the path to make her way between the tall trees. The playing field’s eastern boundary lay a few hundred yards ahead. Activity tended to be limited in this area to avoid holding battles in the midst of mundanes. That made it the perfect spot to conduct business unobserved.


    Treaties, secret alliances, and covert betrayals were negotiated in the borderland—and if she was right, so were drug deals. Really, it was a perfect cover. No one would look twice at a mundane who had drifted into the borderlands, and any mundanes watching would be too distracted by the over-the-top costumes and action to pay attention to what was going on right in front of their eyes.


    She crested a hill. From that vantage point, she could see down the path marking the edge of the battlefield. Parents pushed children on swings at the small playground on the other side. Joggers passed by with their earbuds in. An old couple walked hand in hand down the path, oblivious to anyone but each other. Chewing the inside of her cheek, she surveyed the area as disappointment weighed down her limbs like she had anvils attached to her fingertips. She’d been so sure. This was supposed to be the end of the worry, of the looking over her shoulder, and of the ghosts of mistakes past. Her chest tightened, squeezing out the last drops of hope. Carlos wasn’t the only one looking for redemption and failing to find it.


    A twig snapped, her breath caught, and she whipped around. Josh, one of her royal guard, stood two feet away in his silver armor, his face painted a dark purple. The air in her chest leaked out in a whoosh of relief. He must have seen her sneak away and followed, as was protocol.


    “Josh, you scared the crap out of me.” She walked away from the border and back toward the battlefield. “Come on, let’s get back to the battle.”


    He didn’t budge. “You shouldn’t have come to the borderlands.”


    A warning buzz vibrated up her spine, but it didn’t make sense. Josh was one of her royal guards. He’d been one of the first to be attacked. Roger had left him with a sprained ankle that had given him a slight limp.


    She jerked to a stop midstride. The masked drug dealer had favored his left leg. He’d spoken so softly that it had been hard to hear him over the panic rushing in her ears, but there had always been something familiar about his voice.


    Her hand went to the hilt of her tachi sword, and she wrapped her shaking fingers around the leather-wrapped steel hilt. She raked her gaze over him, stopping at the pale scar at the base of his throat. She hadn’t opened the hen house door to the wolf; he’d been inside the whole time. Icy-cold certainty solidified in her veins.


    “You.” She freed her blade, keeping her touch light and her footing steady.


    “I was wondering if you’d ever figure it out.” He jerked his chin at her sword. “Are you planning to slice and dice me?”


    “That’s too good for you.” The urge to do just that had her tightening her grip, even as she knew she couldn’t do it. “You’re going to face justice for the misery you caused.”


    He threw his head back and laughed, as though totally unimpressed with her threat. “Really, I think taking care of Roger would weigh in my favor with a jury. He was an idiot putzing around with half a kilo here and half a kilo there. He had no plan. He had no vision. I came up with the import plan to bring it in by soaking the material in liquid cocaine using a formula that made it virtually undetectable from regular fabric. I found the suppliers. I made the deal with Diamond Tommy Houston to distribute in Harbor City. Then that asshole Roger gave you the wrong fabric. Worst of all, the idiot didn’t even realize it. Imagine my shock when I got the vestment you’d made from my fabric.”


    “How could you do this?” Josh had been a part of Magic Battledome longer than she had. “How could you hurt your own friends?”


    “The only friends I have are the dollar bills in my bank account.” Josh shrugged as he adjusted his stance, taking a defensive posture. “Everything else is transient.”


    He reached behind his back and pulled out a broadsword. Three feet long and heavy, judging by the way his forearms bulged as he held it aloft, there was no way it was a LARP-approved foam imitation. “You want to give up now, Silver Queen.”


    “That’s what you think.” She was rusty, but swordplay was like riding a bike. She just had to remember to keep her balance and let her hands lead the way.


    She flicked her wrist. The point of her sword sliced through the inadequate defense of his mock breastplate, leaving two flaps where there had only been one solid piece of latex before. Josh didn’t flinch. A quiet, icy calm settled in Mika’s center. He raised his sword high like a battle-ax and swung it down with a deep grunt. She leaped to the left. His sword hit the ground by her feet, sending dirt flying.


    She parried, striking his shoulder hard and fast. A scarlet circle soaked through the white of his costume. With a great angry roar, he rushed her. She spun left. His blade missed by inches, but his elbow connected with her eye socket. She struggled to maintain her balance. He swung his sword, and she jumped back, but the tip sliced through her latex armor, drawing a bloody line across her abdomen. If it had been a sharper blade, or Josh a better swordsman, her guts would be all over the ground by now.


    Time to end this. Josh outweighed her by at least thirty pounds and had a good eight inches on her five foot two inches, but she was fighting for more than her life. She was fighting for her friends.


    Thrust. Parry. Strike. She aimed for his legs, slicing away at his vulnerable flesh and dancing out of reach. Again and again she hit her target while managing to stay just out of his reach.


    Her blade found its mark in the juicy part of his thigh. Josh screamed and fell face-first to the ground. She kicked the hilt of his sword, sending it spinning away from him.


    “Stay down.” She reached for her cell phone tucked into her shin guard so she could call Alex.


    Josh rolled over and threw a handful of gritty soil at her face. The little particles pelted her eyeballs like boulders. He rushed to his feet. She stumbled back. He plowed his shoulder into her sternum, sending her the rest of the way down.


    The back of her hand hit a stone, knocking the sword from her grasp. Josh landed a hard punch to her stomach. Then another. And another. She rolled onto her side, reflexively curling into a ball.


    “Oh no you don’t.” He pinned her shoulders with his hands and forced her flat on her back.


    Pain wracked her body, and blood seeped from the cut on her stomach.


    Josh pressed his knees down against her wrists, immobilizing her arms, then released his hold on her shoulders. She braced for another punch. But instead of smashing his fist into her face, he curled his hands around the base of her neck, cutting off her air.


    Panic jolted through her. She bucked. She thrashed. She gave every last ounce of power in her muscles to try to throw him off. But he remained looking down at her dispassionately, without a glimmer of the Josh she’d known for years left in him.


    “Don’t worry, my liege,” he said. “I’m not going to kill you. There are other options for pretty little things.” He tightened his grip around her throat. “They’ll pay top dollar for you—even with the bruises.”


    Fighting against the darkness creeping into her vision, she sank her fingernails into his shins, scraping downward and tearing the flesh. He howled but didn’t release his hold.


    Mika’s lungs burned. Her arms fell away from her, as if they weren’t hers. The trees disappeared. The sky faded to black. The man above her vanished into nothing. Everything was gone except for one last vision of the familiar silver knight outside her tent. Except now, consciousness slipping away from her, the knight in her vision had his faceplate up, and she could see his face.


    Carlos. In her mind it was Carlos—always.


    She couldn’t hear him over the rushing river in her ears, but she didn’t need to in order to know what words his lips formed.


    Mi cielo, he said as he wrapped his arms around her.


    Mi cielo, he said as his mouth brushed against hers.


    Mi cielo, he said as he pledged forever with his body.


    He called her his heaven, but he was hers. In the half world between life and death, she realized that it wasn’t Carlos’s lack of faith in her that had hurt so badly. It was her own lack of faith in herself. She’d blamed herself for past sins just as harshly as he did. It was past time they learned to forgive themselves.


    Josh’s grip tightened and the white blur eating away the edges of her vision of Carlos’s face brightened with an overwhelming sense of peace and love. There was love—hers for him and his for her. It was total and all-consuming.


    And then, there was nothing.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    “Style is something that each of us already has. All we need to do is find it.”


    —Diane Von Furstenberg


    Mika’s digital trail on Carlos’s phone had ended on the edge of the Battle Ultimate borderlands, but she wasn’t there. He scanned the perimeter. Over the hill, there was a jogging path and a playground, but no Mika. Turning his back on the mundane part of the park, he surveyed the woods. Nothing. Not a flash of white or a glimmer of silver or a single trace of her.


    Unease creeped up his spine and he checked his cell phone again. The single white dot blinked on the screen, the coordinates a few feet from where he stood. The camera had logged her in at this spot. After that, she’d disappeared.


    Fear—true fear—jacked up his heart rate and twisted his guts into knots. He’d been so sure. So fucking confident that he could protect Mika from a distance—that he could keep her at arm’s length just like he had everyone and everything else since he’d shot Ivy. But he couldn’t. Love didn’t work that way—and he didn’t work without her.


    Possibilities—each one worse than the one before—crowded his mind as he pulled up the log for the camera trained on this spot. There hadn’t been time to set up a recording option, so all he had was the documentation of the motion-activated facial recognition software.


    It would be enough.


    It had to be.


    Mika showed up.


    A few minutes later, it logged in another person. Josh Cloak. After that the log was blank. He wracked his brain, recalling everything he could remember about Josh. He was one of Mika’s royal guard. so it could have been a strategy meeting. The guy had been one of the first people in the group to be attacked by Roger, and his background check had been lily white. Maybe Mika had enlisted him to help? Josh had been injured, his ankle—


    Carlos’s world jerked to a stop. The limp. The strange whispering like he was afraid of his voice being recognized. The scar. Carlos pulled up a close-up of Josh’s driver’s license photo. It was faint, but the scar at the base of his throat was there. Everything clicked into place. In the beginning, they’d figured it had been an inside job, but had abandoned the theory after drugs came into play. A stupid mistake. The last one he’d make on this case.


    Fighting the instinctual urge to run through the park and track that bastard down like a rat on a sinking ship, Carlos entered the code in the facial recognition program to narrow down the search parameter. It would take a few minutes, but it would give Josh’s last known location—with any luck it wasn’t the spot where Carlos stood.


    While the program ran, he dialed up Alex.


    “Tell me you have eyes on her,” Alex answered.


    “He’s got her.” He fought against the dread those words inspired. His feelings didn’t matter right now. Nothing mattered if he didn’t find Mika and fast.


    “Fuck me running. What’s your twenty?”


    “I’m at the eastern edge of the battlefield, but don’t come here.”


    “Why the hell not?”


    “Josh Cloak has her.” And he was going to pay for it. Soon.


    “The doofus with the big-ass fake sword?”


    “I sure as hell hope it’s fake.” The asshole was toast. He just didn’t realize it yet. Carlos couldn’t wait to inform him. “I set up cameras around the park last night. I just reprogrammed the facial recognition software program I’m running to pinpoint his location.”


    “What do you need from us?” Alex asked.


    His smart watch buzzed. A green dot showed Josh’s last known location as about half a mile northwest. “Got him. I’m texting you the coordinates now. Get there as fast as you can.”


    A plan gelling into place with each breath, he hung up on Alex and speed-dialed Ryan.


    “Yo man, where are you?” Ryan asked. “Are you with Mika? No one can find her.”


    He brought his former battle buddy up to speed as fast as possible and got to the point. “I need a distraction—an epic battle sort of distraction.”


    “Then that’s just what you’ll get,” Ryan said.


    “I’m texting the coordinates now. Be there in five.” Carlos hung up and sent the coordinates.


    Turning his back on the mundane world with its kids on swings and clueless joggers, he ran onto the battlefield with only one goal in mind: save Mika. After that, he’d figure out what to do next to convince her to save him.


    


    The world spun while Mika held onto the thick grass and tried to get her bearings. A canvas bag covered her head. She sat propped up against a tree, a rough cord holding her wrists together behind her back and tethered to the tree. She rubbed her skin raw each time she tried to squirm free. Every inhale started a brushfire in her battered throat, but it was so much better than the alternative. Pain meant she was alive. She focused on it and let her body scream its agony, but only for a moment. She wasn’t about to sink into oblivion again. She would fight.


    She bent forward as far as she could while bringing her legs up, clamped her knees together, and trapped the corner of the bag between them. Then she pulled it off.


    She turned her head and spotted Josh. A bulky and brown knapsack sat at his feet. That couldn’t be part of his costume. Of course, it wasn’t like he was actually here for the Battle Ultimate.


    “Is that the drugs?” she croaked.


    “Oh good, you’re awake.” He didn’t bother to look back at her; instead he continued to watch the horizon. “Your ride is on his way.”


    Her already aching throat tightened. “Ride where?”


    He shrugged. “Does it really matter?”


    It didn’t, because she wasn’t going. If she had to claw, bite, or rabbit-kick him into next week, she wasn’t going anywhere. His words should have frightened her. They should have spilled cold panic across her skin. Fuck that. She had too much to live for to give up now. Her family was out there in those woods—and somewhere out in Harbor City was Carlos. She wasn’t about to abandon any of them without one hell of a fight. Love wasn’t always easy, but it always won in the end.


    Josh didn’t stand a chance.


    Taking advantage of his focus on watching out for whomever was coming, she sawed her bonds around her wrists up and down against the tree’s rough bark. The friction heated the cord, making it burn against her skin, but that didn’t matter. Along with the pain came the realization that the rope was shredding.


    As she worked to free herself, she watched Josh. He remained unconcerned about her, but whoever was coming must have had him worried. Along with the sword sheathed on his back, he had a gun in his hand and another one holstered at his thigh Han Solo–style.


    A soft pop sounded behind her. Followed by another. And another. They sounded just like Carlos when he popped his—


    He was here. He’d found her. Even if he didn’t think he was the white knight he thought she needed or deserved, he was the only one she wanted—the only one she loved.


    A battle cry sounded in the distance, followed by the unmistakable chant of the ogres. Josh spun around, his gun at the ready. Then the noise was everywhere, coming from all sides. Screeching. Clanging of weapons. Yells. Battle cries. Whatever it was had surrounded them, but she couldn’t see anything moving in the trees. The cacophony built higher and higher until her teeth nearly rattled from the sheer volume of it all.


    Josh’s movements became jerky as he aimed the gun at one section of the woods surrounding their clearing and then another.


    Her breath caught. He’d shoot the first thing to flicker among the trees. She yanked her wrists, but still she couldn’t pull them free. The only thing she could do was pull his attention from what was going on in the woods.


    “It’s not gonna work out for you,” she yelled. “You’ll never get away with it.”


    He cut a glare her way. “Forgive me for not shivering in my boots over threats from a woman who’s tied up and at my mercy. Now shut up before I choke you out again.”


    A silver knight rushed out of the woods, his booming war cry piercing the air ordering Josh to halt. There was no mistaking that voice, especially not with the knuckle pops before. It was Carlos. He flipped up his visor, confirming it, and then grabbed a huge tree branch with both hands, swung it like a baseball bat, and knocked the gun from Josh’s grasp.


    Carlos’s face was red with fury. “You’re going to very much regret doing that before I’m done with you.”


    


    The crack of bone snapping ignited something raw and primal in Carlos. Alex, Will, and the LARPers had done their part by creating a diversion. Now it was his turn. This man had had the audacity to harm Mika, and he was going to pay the price.


    Josh howled in pain and clutched his injured arm close to his chest as he reached behind his head and unsheathed a sword with a deadly steel blade. “Back the fuck off, man.”


    Carlos spun the tree limb just like he used to do warming up in the batter’s box, letting his muscles stretch and relax. “Not gonna happen.”


    Everything slowed down as his senses became heightened. It was like everything disappeared except for the three of them. Carlos positioned himself on the opposite side of where Mika was secured to a tree in order to better draw Josh away from her, then centered all of his attention on the drug dealer. Josh was cornered and out of options, but he wasn’t the kind to give up and play dead. There’d be a fight. Carlos couldn’t wait.


    The sword shook in Josh’s hand, the weight too heavy for a single-handed grip, as he held it straight out. With a desperate roar, he ran straight at Carlos.


    Carlos pivoted to the left at the last possible moment and shot out a leg, sending Josh stumbling forward. Balance already off because of the sword’s weight, Josh nearly fell face-first into the grass. For a second, Carlos figured it was a foregone conclusion. But then the dealer pulled up. He dropped the sword and let his injured arm dangle at his side.


    “I lied the other night at Mika’s studio. I’m going to kill you first.”


    Carlos grinned, bracing for attack. “You can try.”


    The other man burst forward, then veered a sharp left, heading straight for a brown backpack near Mika. Carlos ran at him, diving for Josh’s legs and missing by inches. He landed on the ground with enough force to knock the air from his lungs.


    Seizing the momentary advantage, the dealer snagged the backpack with his injured arm, visibly wincing, and pulled a gun from a thigh holster with his good hand.


    “Carlos!” Mika screamed.


    She kicked out at Josh’s legs right as he pulled the trigger. The shot went wild. A burning pain zipped across Carlos’s ass. He vaulted up from the ground and charged, sending Josh flying. He followed him to the ground, landing on top of him with the full impact of all his weight. He clamped one hand around Josh’s arm and slammed it again and again against a rock until the gun dropped from his grasp.


    Carlos scooped it up in the same motion as he stood, planted one foot hard against Josh’s throat, and aimed at the dealer’s head. All it would take was the bending of one finger tugging the trigger back and he’d be gone forever.


    “Don’t do it,” Mika said.


    The urge to shoot and avenge Mika tore through him. “He deserves it.”


    “Death is too easy for him,” she said. “He needs to pay for what he did.”


    The gun felt so comfortable in his hand, so right. Pulling the trigger would be so easy, and no one would miss a piece of shit like Josh. He deserved to die—not just for what he’d done to Mika but for how the drug-dealing scum had made the people of Harbor City suffer. He stroked the trigger.


    Mika laid her cheek softly on his shoulder. The kind touch reminded him of what he’d lose if he took the shot. He’d lose the woman he loved—his heaven—and probably his soul, too. Carlos wasn’t hesitating out of guilt for what happened with Ivy. He could finally accept that he didn’t have a choice in that instance. It was a millisecond of time in which he had to pick between saving two good lives or ending one bad one. This time he did have a choice. He chose Mika.


    “Consider yourself lucky, asshole.” He lowered the gun to his side and removed his boot from the other man’s windpipe.


    Josh sucked in a desperate breath. “Just kill me. I’m dead anyway. Diamond Tommy’s guys will get me before I ever make it to a bail hearing.”


    “It sucks being someone’s loose end, doesn’t it?” Carlos snarled.


    Leaves rustled around them as Alex and Will strode into the clearing. Both men stood guard over Josh, weapons pulled and aimed at his heart.


    “The cops and ambulances are on their way,” Alex said. “Those other guys did a hell of a job making a distraction. Shit. I thought we were under attack from aliens.” He looked down at Josh, who again clutched his injured arm close to his chest. “You could make a deal with the DA. Give them Tommy in exchange for protective custody in prison.”


    “I like to dress up and play role-playing games, but that doesn’t mean I’m a naive idiot,” he said. “Once I get in the back of a patrol car, my personal countdown clock is ticking. Everyone knows it.”


    Carlos crossed his arms. “Then you’d better talk fast.”


    “I don’t have anything. I never talked directly to Tommy—just people who said they worked for him.” Josh’s voice went up an octave at the end of his declaration, bone-deep panic finally settling in.


    “Then you’d better hope they were lying,” Carlos said. “Because you’re looking at a lifetime behind bars, and Tommy hates loose ends more than you do.”


    Carlos turned on his heel and marched across the clearing to Mika, pulling his utility knife out of a pocket hidden in his costume’s breastplate. Purple finger-shaped bruises marred her throat. Her costume was ripped, and a skinny line of blood had dried on her stomach.


    Angry heat burned its way up from his toes, and the need to go back and shoot that son of a bitch pounded against his skull. But Mika was more important than revenge. So he squatted down, ignoring the blinding white flare of pain in his ass from where the bullet had done its damage, and he focused on the woman he loved.


    Emotions ate away at him as he opened the knife and went to work on Mika’s bindings. He didn’t have the words to say what he needed to. How did he apologize for letting the woman he loved nearly die? How did he take back the words he’d said when he’d been desperate to push her away? What did he say when there wasn’t enough sorry in the world to make up for what he’d done?


    The rope gave before the words came.


    She flexed her fingers as she looked up at him, an emotion he didn’t understand watering her eyes. “I told you to stay away, but you came anyway.”


    “I don’t always follow directions.” He flipped the knife closed and stuffed it back in the hidden pocket, needing to do something with his hands that didn’t involve touching her. He was afraid if he did, he’d never let go. “Somebody told me I should try being impulsive sometimes.”


    “I’m glad.” The tears spilled over. “You saved me.”


    It was too much. He couldn’t stop himself. If he never let go again, so be it. Carlos stood, pulling Mika up with him and gathering her in his arms. It could have just been coming down off the adrenaline rush or that connection between them wouldn’t go away no matter how hard he fought it, but she wrapped her arms tight around his waist and buried her face in his chest.


    He couldn’t offer the words, but he could give her this. He could be her constant.


    “I hate to interrupt, folks.” A paramedic popped up in his peripheral vision. “But you’re bleeding profusely, sir, and we need to get you checked out right away.”


    Mika jumped back. “Oh my God, you’re hurt.”


    “And so are you, ma’am. If you’ll go with this paramedic here.” He pointed at a woman in a blue uniform carrying what looked like a plastic toolbox the size of a house. “We’ll get you both straightened right out.”


    Just the idea of being separated from Mika was like someone taking a buzz saw to his sternum and ripping out his still-beating heart. “No, I’m not leaving—”


    “Carlos.” She put her hand on his arm and smiled up at him, tears still fresh in her eyes. “It’s okay. Let me go.”


    He didn’t miss the implication in her words. She didn’t just mean for him to let her go to the hospital. She meant for him to let her go for good.


    “It’s for the best,” the paramedic said.


    But it couldn’t be, not if that meant losing Mika.

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “It’s not about the dress you wear, but the life you lead in the dress.”


    —Diana Vreeland


    Flat on his stomach, his silver knight costume sliced up the back and his bare ass up in the air, Carlos gritted his teeth at the sharp pain of the needle repeatedly piercing his skin. Mika was here somewhere, but they wouldn’t let him see her, insisting that he had to get his butt stitched up first.


    “Can’t you sew faster?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.


    The doctor shook his head. “Not unless you want some kind of gnarly scar where the bullet grazed you.”


    “It’s my ass; I don’t care what in the hell it looks like. I need to get out there.”


    He had to find Mika before she left. He hadn’t gotten to apologize. He hadn’t gotten to tell her he loved her. If she walked out those hospital doors before he got a chance to talk to her, there was a good chance he’d never get to again.


    Fuck this. His ass would heal with or without stitches.


    Ignoring the doctor’s protests, he got off the emergency room bed. The needle hanging from the unfinished stitch pinched his butt cheek with each step, and his whole ass burned as the topical numbing medicine wore off, but he didn’t care. He had to find Mika.


    


    Powered by anxiety and frustration, Mika completed her billionth lap around the hospital’s emergency department waiting room and glared at the woman sitting behind the admitting desk who’d already refused three times to provide an update on Carlos. The last time she’d asked, the woman had arched one perfectly waxed eyebrow in a non-verbal fuck you and then proceeded to ignore Mika.


    “Hospital waiting rooms are hell on earth, honey, but poking the devil doesn’t make it any better.” An old woman sitting in the first row of uncomfortable seats waved a knitting needle at Mika. “You’d better sit down before that woman up and kicks you out of here.”


    Her feet froze to the linoleum floor and she gulped. “Do you think she would?” She had to be there when Carlos came out.


    The old woman snorted. “Do pigeons always shit on a nice clean car?”


    Determined not to miss Carlos, Mika took the seat next to the woman and settled in for a long wait. The paramedic had assured her during the ride to the hospital that Carlos’s gunshot wound wasn’t serious, but what if he’d been wrong? Her hand flew to her throat as she swallowed past the emotion squeezing her throat closed at the thought.


    “No use trying to cover it up, honey.” The woman let out a low whistle. “Those marks around your neck aren’t going away anytime soon. What in the world happened to you?”


    Where did she start? Feeny’s? The muggings? Those last moments when she thought she was going to die and all she could think about was Carlos? The vision of him as her white knight was what had lessened the terror of those last few moments.


    They’d pushed each other away enough. It was past time they pulled themselves together.


    “Forgive me, dear,” the woman said as she patted Mika’s knee. “You don’t have to tell me what happened if you don’t want.”


    “It’s okay—at least it will be,” Mika said, confident her happily-ever-after would be walking through the emergency department doors at any moment. “It all started when I fell in love with a man who asked me to dance.”


    


    A hospital volunteer stood beside a goodie cart at the nurses’ station, her eyes wide with shock as she took in Carlos’s surgically shredded knight costume. The nurse sitting behind the intake desk just shook her head as if love-crazed men walking around in a LARPing knight’s costume with their bare ass hanging out the back was par for the course.


    “Mika Ito. Do you know what room?” he asked.


    “She’s been released,” the nurse said.


    He didn’t think. He just ran, sprinting past the curtained-off treatment areas and through the automatic doors leading to the waiting room. It was filled with people. Worried moms holding young children on their laps. Tired men who looked like they’d been sitting in the hard plastic chairs for most of their lives. Older people who knew enough about hospitals to bring their knitting with them. Then he spotted her halfway between the water fountain and the exit.


    “Mika, wait,” he yelled, drawing everyone’s attention his way—not that they could miss him in a silver knight costume split up the back. He felt like an ass, but he only cared about one person in this room: Mika. “I was wrong.”


    She shook her head. “No one imagined Josh—”


    “Not about the case. About you. About us. About the future we could have together.” He ignored the giggles and whispering from the crowd and focused on Mika, the woman he couldn’t let walk out that door. “For the past year, I’ve been running away from anyone and anything that mattered to me because I couldn’t face losing everything all over again—until I met you. I fought it so hard, but I can’t keep my distance from you. I thought I had to push you away to save you. That had been so easy to do with everything and everyone else, but I couldn’t—can’t—do that with you. Love doesn’t work that way. You said back at the park that I saved your life, but really you saved me. I’m willing to do whatever it takes to show you how much I love you. You are my heaven.”


    “We need to stop hurting ourselves for past sins,” she whispered, her quiet words easily carrying across the suddenly silent waiting room.


    The ache in her voice tore him to shreds. “I know and I’m trying. With your help, I believe I can—we can.” Any more words failed him as soon as he saw the tears shining in her eyes, and he promised himself right then and there that these would be the last tears she ever shed because of him.


    “Carlos—”


    “No.” He held up his hand. “Let me finish. Please.”


    He weaved his way through the chairs to her side. She’d ditched the white wig and Silver Queen costume and stood in oversize hospital scrubs the nurses must have given her to replace her torn clothing. A weary exhaustion permeated the air around her, but there was something else, too. Hope.


    He reached out and pulled her into his arms, marveling at how their bodies fit perfectly together.


    She looked up at him and the world stopped spinning. There was only the two of them, and it always would be, and that was more than enough. “The stakes are pretty high here.”


    “But so is the reward, mi cielo.” Love. Family. Forever. It was everything he’d lost hope of ever having until Mika had come into his life.


    He brushed his lips across hers. “Now tell me you love me, too.”


    “You’re pushy,” she teased.


    “No, I’m a guy whose ass is hanging out of a silver knight’s costume in front of an entire room full of strangers because I knew if you made it out those doors I might never see you again.”


    She raised herself up on her tiptoes, her body sliding up his and igniting all sorts of thoughts that a man in a paper gown shouldn’t be having. “And that would be bad?” she asked, her lips just inches from his.


    “That would be hell on earth.”


    He’d been through that already; he’d never turn his back on his heaven again. Neither of them was perfect, but they were perfect together.


    “I love you,” she said.


    It was all he needed to hear. It was all he ever needed to hear. He kissed her with every bit of love he had in him as the waiting room erupted into whoops and hollers of appreciation.

  


  
    Epilogue


    “Dress to please yourself.”


    —Iris Apfel


    Six months later…


    Carlos blocked the glare of the setting sun with one hand and hustled across the street toward the neon sign reading: Feeny’s Bar. He was late meeting Mika, but with any luck she’d already ordered him a beer and saved him a seat.


    A couple of neighborhood guys walked out just as he reached for the door. They gave Carlos’s plain black T-shirt and jeans a quick once-over.


    “Watch out,” one of the men said. “Nothing but a bunch of weirdos in there tonight.”


    “It’s okay.” Carlos grinned. “I’m one of the weirdos.”


    He laughed at the man’s shocked expression and walked inside the dimly lit bar. Feeny’s was packed with knights and elves, trolls and ogres, knights and warrior princesses. Ever since Mika’s Silver Queen court had discovered the hole-in-the-wall bar, the place was packed every Sunday night with costumed clientele. Knowing a good thing when he saw it, the owner had special ordered mead from a local brewery for the post-LARPing crowd. But Carlos wasn’t interested in any of the mead-guzzling crowd. He was on the hunt for a silver queen.


    Suddenly, a pair of arms wrapped around his waist from behind and the all-too-familiar scent of Mika’s spicy perfume teased him. “You, sir, are underdressed,” Mika said against his ear.


    “Sorry about that.” He pulled away long enough to turn around so he could face her in all of her Silver Queen glory. “The stakeout went longer than expected.”


    “You’ll be forgiven, since you look so damn good in those pants.” Her hands wandered down his back to cup his ass.


    He dipped his head and brushed a kiss across her lips, wishing like hell they weren’t in a crowded bar right now. “I look even better out of them.”


    “Believe me, I know.” Mika looked up at him through her thick eyelashes and stepped closer so that there wasn’t a millimeter of space between them. “I love seeing them on our bedroom floor almost as much as I love you.”


    “Does that mean we can leave now?” Their apartment was only a few blocks away. He could have her naked and moaning before the Silver Queen’s court even knew she’d left the bar.


    “Before we even dance?” She stuck out her bottom lip in a playful pout.


    Carlos looked around at the standing-room-only area near the old-fashioned jukebox. “There’s still not a dance floor.”


    “When has that ever stopped us before?” She slid her hands around to his chest and glided them up until they were clasped loosely on his shoulders. A slow song started, its power chords lifting over the constant chatter of the crowd. “I dropped my quarters in that jukebox as soon as I saw you strut in. I couldn’t help myself. You’re so much fun to tease.”


    “Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to get my revenge.” Swaying to the music in the middle of a shoulder-to-shoulder group of still-costumed LARPers, Carlos lowered his head and kissed Mika like she was his heart, his salvation, and his redemption all in one—because she was. “I love you, mi cielo.”


    She laid her head on his chest, right above his heart. “And I love you right back.”


    [image: ]


    Did you love this Ignite? Check out more of our romantic mystery and suspense titles here!


    And for exclusive sneak peeks at our upcoming books, excerpts, contests, chats with our authors and editors, and more…


    Sign up for our Newsletter


    Be sure to like us on Facebook


    Follow us on Twitter

  


  
    About the Author


    Avery Flynn has three slightly wild children, loves a hockey-addicted husband, and is desperately hoping someone invents the coffee IV drip. Find out more about Avery on her Website, follow her on Twitter, like her on her Facebook page, or friend her on her Facebook profile. Join her street team, The Flynnbots, on Facebeook. Also, if you figure out how to send Oreos through the Internet, she’ll be your best friend for life.


    Sign up for our Ignite newsletter and be the first to hear about new releases from Avery Flynn and other fantastic Entangled authors!


    Reviews help other readers find books. We appreciate all reviews, whether positive or negative. Thank you for reading!

  


  
    Discover the Killer Style series…


    This Year’s Black


    High-heeled Wonder


    Make Me Up


    Also by Avery Flynn


    Betting the Billionaire


    Enemies on Tap

  


  
    Discover more mystery and suspense titles from Entangled Ignite…


    Fighting for Keeps


    an Agents of TRAIT novel by Seleste deLaney


    Jodi Israel is stuck with TRAIT’s newest recruit, an infuriating, arrogant alpha-male who plays by his own rules, and he’s hot enough to send electric voltage through all of Jodi’s circuitry. Finn Danby heeds his instincts, but when it comes to Jodi, that instinct is almost all libido. Now they’re working together to protect the unstable daughter of a high-profile politician—and the sparks are flying. But when all hell breaks loose, Jodi and Finn just may find themselves alone…and unemployed.


    Alive at 5


    by Linda Bond


    When Samantha’s mentor dies while skydiving, she suspects he was murdered. Her investigative instincts lead her to irresistibly gorgeous Zack Hunter. An undercover police officer, Zack is investigating his uncle’s diving death with the same adventure vacation company. He doesn’t want Samantha’s help because he’s terrified of being responsible for a partner again. Still, Samantha’s persistence is quite a turn-on, and he finds it harder and harder to stay away from her. But when the killer turns his attention to Zack, Samantha could be the only one who can save him.


    Irresistible Deceptions


    a novel by Mackenzie Crowne


    After five years on the run, Nicky Guimond Everson’s location is exposed. To keep her son safe, she’ll have to trust a stranger in order to bring her illegal-arms-dealing ex-husband to justice once and for all. Resisting the arrogant but sexy security specialist isn’t as easy as she thought. But her protector, Rhy McLean, has a dark secret he’s been keeping from her and everything is at risk if she finds out.


    Wilde for Her


    a Wilde Security novel by Tonya Burrows


    Former homicide detective Camden Wilde has always been in love with his ex-partner, Eva Cardoso. Not that it matters. She’s shoved him into the friend zone long ago. Cam may be sex personified, but he’s the only man Eva can trust. She won’t risk their friendship on the off-chance they could be more. Especially not after the one scintillating night she’s trying—and failing—to forget. But when a case lands Eva on his doorstep, he’ll be damned if he lets the delectable detective ignore what’s between them, no matter the cost.

  

cover.jpeg
a Killer Style novel

“Avery Flynn's books are smart, sizzling and sassy!”
- NY Times Best Selling Author Liliana Hart

ignite





images/00002.jpeg
DESIGNED FOR MURDER

aKiller Style novel





images/00001.jpeg
IE6Ve and murder are no game...

EINED FOR MURDER

aKiller Style novel

“Avery Fiynn's books are smar, sizzling and sassy!”
~NY Times Best Sellng Author Liiana Hart

ignite





images/00004.jpeg
ignite





images/00003.jpeg
AVERY
- LY NN






images/00005.jpeg





