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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    This book is dedicated to my husband. 
 
    I’m sorry that I didn’t name John something else. He was never supposed to have his own story. If I’d have known, I would’ve given him a different name. Because you’re also John, and it’s a little weird. 
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    CHAPTER ONE 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “H 
 
   
 
    a! Eat it!” the 9-year-old boy across the table shouts as he slams his piece down on King Candy. 
 
    “Brenden!” Lisa scolds her son, and I know I shouldn’t laugh but I can’t help it. 
 
    She swings her narrowed gaze in my direction. “Don’t encourage him.” 
 
    Biting down on my amusement, I lift my hands away from the Candy Land board in surrender. 
 
    “Ugh, he always wins!” Colton whines from his seat next to mine. 
 
    “I know, buddy,” I tell him with a sympathetic nod. “We’ll get him next time.” 
 
    “I should get to start a few spots ahead.” Colton crosses his thin arms across his chest. 
 
    Brenden scoffs. “You want us to let you cheat?” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be cheating,” Colton argues, “It’d be like a golf handicap.” 
 
    Brenden opens his mouth, but Lisa cuffs him in the back of the head. 
 
    “What!?” Brenden smooths down his hair, putting on an almost-convincing innocent look. “I didn’t even say anything!” 
 
    “Yeah, well, keep it that way.” Lisa holds her glare for another second before sighing and mussing up his hair again. “Alright, you two put the game away, then you can pick out a couple of books to bring upstairs.” 
 
    With minimal grumbling, the boys box up the game and race across the large rec room towards the wall of shelves. 
 
    Marie’s House feels more like a nice apartment building than free housing for women and families in crisis. It’s been open a couple years, but everything looks new and clean while still being comfortable and cozy. I haven’t spent much time inside the actual living areas, but this community space is top-of-the-line. The furniture is sturdy, the carpet is plush, and the entire back wall is filled with games, movies, and books for the residents to use. 
 
    I watch as Brenden pulls a book off one of the higher shelves and hands it to Colton. 
 
    “I swear, those two are gonna give me a full head of grey hair before I turn 40,” Lisa grumbles. 
 
    Turning back to her, I tilt my head and purse my lips. “When you turn 40? I swear I’ve seen a few glistening strands already.” 
 
    Lisa leans back in her chair, feigning afront, “My, my - what ever happened to the nice, quiet Nora?” 
 
    I grin. “I guess you bring out the best in me.” 
 
    Lisa’s about to respond when the muffled sound of raised voices filters into the room. 
 
    “What the — ?” Lisa pushes out of her chair, and I do the same, curiosity winning over. 
 
    Stepping out of the rec room, we find ourselves in the large lobby. Straight across from us is graffiti-style mural depicting the Minneapolis skyline, and off to the side is the doorway leading to the employee offices. Normally I’d take the time to appreciate the artwork, but my eyes are drawn to the wall of glass to my right and the movement outside. 
 
    Marie’s House is welcoming and bright, but secure as Fort Knox. There are two sets of glass doors, which I overheard are bulletproof, and you need a key card to get through both sets of doors. There are also emergency call buttons all around the exterior of the building that can be pressed if someone is feeling threatened. So, a commotion beyond the doors in and of itself doesn’t worry me, but - when I recognize the woman standing outside - my palms instantly start sweating. 
 
    Sasha Mazzanti, the director of Marie’s House, is facing off with a very angry-looking man. He’s gesturing wildly, and I realize it’s his voice that drew us out here. 
 
    I don’t know if I’d call Sasha a friend, but I like her and absolutely hate confrontational situations. 
 
    “What should we do?” I ask, as my pulse starts to spike. 
 
    I want to help her, but I doubt I have the courage to walk through those doors. 
 
    God, I’m such a chicken. 
 
    “Nothing, yet.” Lisa puts her hand on my shoulder, like she knows just how much I’m freaking out. “Don’t worry, Sasha’s a badass. She won’t take any shit from that guy.” 
 
    “But – “ I rub my palms against my jeans. 
 
    “This is hardly the worst thing she’s come up against. And - for real - she knows people,” Lisa reassures me. “You do know who she’s married to, right?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    I’ve heard the stories. I don’t know how much to actually believe, but I’ve seen him here before. And even though he looked civilized, and super-hot, he did have that air of “don’t fuck with me” surrounding him. 
 
    “She probably already — “ Lisa’s words cut off as a black SUV screeches to a stop at the curb right behind Sasha. 
 
    “Oh shit!” Lisa exclaims. 
 
    Her words are laced with excitement, and I watch - stunned - as a tall, furious figure climbs out of the vehicle and stalks towards the arguing pair. 
 
    “You’re in for a treat tonight!” Lisa bounces next to me, clapping her hands. 
 
    I don’t spare her a glance; my eyes are glued to the man as he steps in front of Sasha, inserting himself between her and the now sputtering red-faced man. 
 
    “Who is that?” My tone is laced with awe as I watch him close the distance even more, leaving only a foot between himself and the other man. 
 
    “Who...? Girl, have you not met John before?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    She makes a sound. “I suppose ... he left for some work thing about a month back. That must’ve been right before you started coming here. John is Sasha’s brother.” 
 
    “Brother?” I mouth the word. 
 
    I can still hear the muffled shouts of the Angry Man, but - if John’s replying - he’s doing it in a quieter voice that doesn’t carry through the glass. 
 
    He’s too far away for me to make out the finer details, but John looks built. Fit in a way that comes from daily activity and not hours bulking up in a gym. I can’t be sure from here, but he looks about a foot taller than my five-foot-three, and he’s towering over the man in front of him. John’s dark brown hair is cut short, and the setting sun highlights glints of grey at his temples. I think Sasha’s about the same age as me, so John must be her older brother. 
 
    Just when I think the Angry Man might walk away, he lifts a hand and points past John to where Sasha is standing. 
 
    John tenses, and Lisa lets out a low whistle. 
 
    “Why…“ I let my question trail off, my mouth falling open. 
 
    John’s hand darts out so fast that I miss the movement until it’s closing around the other man’s throat. Then, in one move, John drags the man towards him, lifting until they’re face to face. 
 
    I look down and see the tips of other man’s shoes scraping against the sidewalk as they reach for purchase. 
 
    Holy. Fuck. 
 
    I can’t even fathom the strength it would take to lift a grown man one-handed. 
 
    Watching their profile, I can see John’s mouth moving. Whatever he’s saying must be menacing, because - I swear - even as the Angry Man’s face reddens from lack of oxygen, he pales. 
 
    I open my mouth to say – something – but my words are yet again cut off when John pushes the man away, releasing his hold, while simultaneously kicking out, sweeping the other man’s feet out from under him. 
 
    Lisa lets out a loud “Oh, dang!” when the angry man lands on his back, sprawled on the pavement. 
 
    John leans over the prone form, saying something. 
 
    The late August heat pouring off the sidewalk creates a mirage effect around them, making John look like a fallen angel. A damned savior. 
 
    I clear my throat. “What, um... what does John do?” I ask, assuming vigilante isn’t his profession. 
 
    Lisa makes an appreciative sound. “Big Daddy John is a special agent in the F. B. I.” She punctuates each letter like it’s its own title. 
 
    We watch as John straightens, pulls his phone out of his pocket, and starts typing. The man on the ground starts to move, but John barks out a command that makes him freeze. This time, he’s loud enough that the sound of his voice carries through the doors and straight into my chest. 
 
    Before John got here, my pulse was already racing and my hands were clammy from the sight of the confrontation. But now… well - now my heart is beating even faster, and my whole body feels warm, but for an entirely different reason. 
 
    As if thinking the same thing, Lisa fans herself. “Now there’s a man I wouldn’t mind handcuffing me. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    Against my wishes, my mind conjures an image of me cuffed to my bed, arms and legs spread wide, John standing at the foot of my bed. Staring. 
 
     Heat races across my face. And lower. 
 
    “I heard he was dating this mafia princess from Philly. I think her name was Dell… or something like that,” Lisa tells me. 
 
    My gut clenches, and I’m horrified that it feels a lot like jealousy. “How does that work? The whole mafia-FBI thing?” 
 
    Lisa shrugs. “Sonia’s the one who told me. Guess she saw them together once a while back. Said this Dell chick was some sexy little redhead. Crap, what was the family name… O'-something. I wanna say O’Malley?” She shakes her head. “Sonia can never keep her details straight.” 
 
    I don’t know why I’m shocked. Of course someone like John, someone tough and strong, would want to date someone like Dell O’Malley. I don’t know if I should believe that she’s some sort of mafia princess, but I do believe he’d want someone equally impressive. A man like John wouldn’t want to be with a mousy nobody like me. Why would he? 
 
    Jesus Nora!  Are you seriously feeling sad over a man whose face you haven’t even seen? 
 
    I really need to start dating again. 
 
    A dark grey sedan pulls up behind John’s SUV, drawing everyone’s attention. 
 
    A tough looking woman climbs out of the passenger seat. With nothing more than a nod to John, she drags the man off the ground by his arm, shoving him into the backseat of her car. 
 
    The unmistakable noise of Legos spilling across a hard surface sounds from the rec room, and Lisa groans. “Guess that’s my cue to go. See you this weekend?” 
 
    I give her a distracted nod. “Yeah, I’ll be here Sunday.” 
 
    Lisa’s retreating steps echo through the lobby as the sedan pulls away from the curb, disappearing down the street. Leaving me alone, as Sasha and John turn towards the building. 
 
    I should leave. I should hurry away so it doesn’t look like I was just standing here, watching the whole thing unfold, even though that’s exactly what I was doing. 
 
    My foot starts to shift, but then my eyes land on John’s face and all thoughts of leaving disappear with the rest of my common sense. 
 
    John is handsome. And not the normal he could be an actor handsome. But like, he could convince you to make very bad decisions handsome. 
 
    His body language looks relaxed, but it does nothing to hide the hardness beneath. 
 
    And I can’t think of any better way to describe him other than hard. He doesn’t look like the FBI agents in movies - polished, and wearing perfectly cut suits. Not at all. 
 
    He’s not clean shaven, and for some reason, I doubt he ever is. It wouldn’t fit. The layer of dark stubble covering his jaw just makes him look that much more dangerous. His eyes are cast down, while he listens to Sasha, so I can’t see their color. But his brows are furrowed, and I imagine he’s annoyed with her for confronting that other man on her own. 
 
    Following the column of his neck downward, a small sound escapes my throat. That chest. Oh my god that chest. This man is solid. The black t-shirt he’s wearing clings to his broad muscles, the sleeves bunching around his biceps. Good god, I want to bite him. I want to drag the hem of his shirt up until I can palm his pecs in my small hands. Until I can feel the roughness of his chest hair against my skin. 
 
    Christ, Nora, get a hold of yourself! 
 
    I force my gaze down past his belt and the surrounding area, knowing that looking for a bulge is going too far. Instead, my eyes focus on the worn jeans hugging his thighs. His strong, powerful thighs. 
 
    Thighs that are striding through the first set of doors, heading directly towards me. 
 
    My eyes snap up, and my breath gets caught in my throat as I lock eyes with John. 
 
    His eyes are the worst part. 
 
    I swear they can see my every filthy thought. 
 
    John looks more criminal than law, but I’d still confess all my crimes to him. Hell, I’d confess shit I never even did.   
 
    With one large hand against the glass, John pushes through the final barrier between us, and the removal feels physical. And electric. 
 
    His eyes haven’t left mine, and I feel too exposed. Too seen. 
 
    I take a step back. 
 
    “Hey, Nora.” Sasha’s voice cuts through the buzzing that was building between my ears. 
 
    I dart my eyes to her, attempting to act casual, while feeling like I’m having an out-of-body experience. “Hi.” 
 
    She smiles as she passes, but keeps walking. 
 
    With my heart pounding like a drum solo, I chance a quick look up at John before he moves past me. 
 
    Mistake. 
 
    His eyes are still on mine, and with only a few feet between us I can see the hints of green in his hazel eyes. 
 
    He tips his chin down the slightest bit, “Nora.” 
 
    My mouth opens, but all that comes out is a puff of air. 
 
    And then he’s gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    NORA  
 
   I  lift my coffee to cover my yawn while pressing the button to summon the elevator. 
 
    Today, more than ever, I understand the saying TGIF. Because thank fucking god it’s Friday. I’m exhausted, and it’s going to take all of my willpower to get through today. My only salvation is knowing that I’ll have the following 48 hours where I won’t have to see any of these people. 
 
    Not that I hate my coworkers, or my job - I don’t. I’m just not really friends with anyone here. Considering I’ve been with the same company for almost ten years, I don’t know if that says more about me or the people I work with. 
 
    To be fair, I’m not great at opening up to people. Rather than easing over time, my shyness and anxiety about my insecurities have only grown through the years, and I know it’s because I allow myself to hide in my bubble of comfort. 
 
    My dads have been telling me my whole life to "give people a chance" and to "trust more". But humanity kinda sucks, so it’s hard to want to take that leap of faith. Plus, my personality - the real me - isn’t for everyone. A part of me prefers to be viewed as the quiet, shy girl that nobody bothers with. That way I can blame their dislike of me on them not really knowing me. If I find a way to really be myself, and people still don’t like me, then what? 
 
    The elevator opens with a chime, and I step on. 
 
    I’m selecting the button for floor 17 when a voice calls out, “Hold the door!” So I reach out my coffee hand and hold the doors open. 
 
     And right there, the tumbler in my hand, is a reminder of how I hide. It’s fine. A pale green insulated travel mug. It’s totally fine, and I hate it. I won it in an employee raffle three years ago and have used it almost daily ever since. But I use it because the ones I have at home aren’t appropriate for work. Like - this morning, I drank my first cup of coffee out of my sparkly pink mug that says here we fucking go again. 
 
    “Thanks.” A slightly out-of-breath man steps into the elevator and gives me a bright smile. 
 
    He’s cute, and clearly friendly, and I know the smile I give him in return is painful at best. 
 
    So yeah, when you take an odd personality, sprinkle it with anxiety, wrap it in a shy exterior, and tape it all together with body image insecurity, the package presented to the world is Boring Nora. 
 
    The cute guy stays silent for his ride up to 5, getting off with a quick “bye.” 
 
    When the doors close behind him, I let my head fall back and rest against the wall, and groan. 
 
    I did not get enough sleep last night. As a night owl, I struggle with getting to bed on time as it is. But last night, after my mortifying introduction to John, I was more keyed up than usual. 
 
    But I did learn a few things about myself. 
 
    I learned that I’m even more awkward when presented with a specimen on John’s level. 
 
    Yay. 
 
    I’m used to being shy, and quiet, but after 31 years on this planet I like to think I’ve at least mastered simple greetings. But that is apparently a false assumption. I couldn’t even manage a single syllable after John greeted me by name. 
 
    Which, by the way, was so not fair. Sasha didn’t actually introduce us, she just said my name to me. Why did he need to repeat it!? 
 
    I also learned that I’m turned on by violence. Which is wholly ironic, or maybe just fucked up, because I abhor confrontation. 
 
    My initial reaction when we found Sasha arguing with that guy is my normal response; elevated blood pressure, sweaty palms, the urge to flee. Even when I’m not directly involved, I have a full-on flight response. But when John entered the scene, something flipped inside me. I’ve never reacted like that before. Not to anyone or anything. 
 
    I’m not a virgin. I’ve had boyfriends, I’ve been in love, but I’ve never responded to anyone the way I responded to John. I don’t know if it was his confidence, his strength, his face, or seeing him hold that guy up by the neck. But whatever it was, it just did it for me. And after an hour of tossing and turning last night, I found myself doing a search for choking porn and I think I discovered a new fetish. 
 
    The elevator dings as I reach the 17th floor, and the doors open. None too soon, since I definitely should not be thinking about masturbating to an FBI agent who sleeps with mafia women while I enter my workplace. 
 
    I almost laugh as I start to weave my way through the sea of cubicles. Maybe these people would like me better if I said all my thoughts out loud. Then again, maybe they’d return the favor, and I really don’t want to know what any of these toolbags jerk it to. 
 
    Needing the extra boost, I detour to the kitchenette to top off my coffee. I give the obligatory nods and hellos as I cross paths with people. I’m not late; being late gives me too much anxiety. But I’m never early. I hate mornings too much to ever get myself here before the start of the day, even if it means I could leave early. 
 
    With caffeine filling my stupid mug to the brim, I make my way towards my office. I may not have made friends here, but I’ve gotten something that might be better. Promotions. Being middle management of an insurance company probably sounds awful, but it has its perks. Like my own office, and a good paycheck. 
 
    As I round the corner, I peek through the glass wall that shows into my boss’s office. People might think I’m boring, but everyone knows Denice Donaldson is a bitch. 
 
    She’s currently at her desk, snarling into her headset, while digging a lacquered fingertip into her desktop like she wants the person on the other end of the phone to feel the point she’s trying to make. Her bleached hair is pulled back into a sleek bun, and her lips shine with her signature bright red lipstick. Overall, she’s pretty ... in an I eat children for dinner kind of way. 
 
    Keeping my pace steady, I’m past her office and clear of her view in a matter of seconds. She doesn’t bully me the way she sometimes bullies my colleagues, but she does dump a lot of extra work on me. I’m not good at being assertive on the best of days, and my scary boss has figured that out almost immediately. Meaning I’ll pretty much do whatever task she assigns, even if it’s something that is absolutely her job. 
 
    I read the plaque on my door as I swipe my key card to unlock my office. 
 
    Nora Foster, Senior Manager, Great Lakes Personal Insurance 
 
    I let the door close behind me, and I heave out a breath. “Here we fucking go again.” 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    “This one’s for you!” the receptionist says, handing me a boxed salad. 
 
    “Thanks, Becky.” I force a smile as I take the container. 
 
    It’s not a bad salad, but it’s the same one I get every week during our Friday lunch meeting. I ordered it the first couple weeks when we started these meetings, and then I just sorta got stuck with it. 
 
    I should say something. I should tell Becky that I want one of those amazing smelling Rubens that all the guys get. But I don’t, because I know it’d be a thing. 
 
    You don’t like the salad anymore? Why didn’t you say something? Why have you eaten it every Friday for the past several years if you don’t like it? 
 
    It’s just not worth it. 
 
    So I suffer through the spinach and off-tasting dressing, and let everyone think I prefer to eat healthy. Not that it matters. I can diet until I pass out and not lose a pound. But one pint of Cherry Garcia and I’m all muffin tops and gaping buttons. 
 
    “As you all know, our Q3 projection reports are coming due,” Denice starts in the second she takes her seat at the head of the large conference table. “Make sure to get your prelims to me by the end of next week.” 
 
    I let my mind wander as she drones on. I know how this will go. She’ll get those reports from everyone, ask me to clean them up and compile them into one large, actually understandable document, and then she’ll pass it on to her boss claiming the work is her own. 
 
    And will I do anything about it? No. Of course not. 
 
    I stab my fork into my salad a little harder than intended and feel my cheeks redden at the noise. Denice’s voice doesn’t halt so I keep my eyes down and take another bite. What I wouldn’t give to be in my usual eating spot, alone in the stairwell with my Kindle app open. Thinking of my current read almost makes me smile. I wonder if they'd still find me boring if they knew what sorts of books I read. Ones filled with reverse harem, bullies-turned-lovers, and now anything I can find involving hands around throats. 
 
    ”Will that work for you, Nora?” Denice’s voice cuts through my thoughts. 
 
    “Oh, um, yeah - ” I reply, unsure what I’m agreeing to, but not wanting to admit that I wasn’t paying attention. 
 
    “Good.” Denice nods her approval. “I’ll get you the details so you can enter the new client information before you leave.” 
 
    Well, piss. 
 
    I try to keep my shoulders from dropping. If Denice is asking me to enter a new client, that means it’s a complicated account. Which means it’s time consuming. Which means I’ll be staying late. On a Friday. 
 
    Maintaining my calm exterior, I make it through the rest of our meeting without outwardly losing my shit. Not until I’m back in my office, with my back against the closed door, do I allow the frustration to leak out. 
 
    “Fucking fuck.” I grab two handfuls of my hair and tug. 
 
    I’ve been meaning to get it cut. But right now the long, light brown tresses are the perfect outlet for my irritation. 
 
    I need to change. 
 
    I’m sick of being me. Or not really me. I’m sick of being this pushover person that everyone else knows. 
 
    I want to be more than this. Even though it terrifies me, I need to start standing up for myself. I know I earned my promotions, that I’m good at my job, but a part of me worries that Denice made me a manager just so she could push her work onto me. It’s total bullshit, but my heart rate starts to tick up just from the mere idea of denying one of her requests. So maybe that’s it. Maybe I need to get a whole new job. New boss. New coworkers. A blank slate. Somewhere that maybe I can try to let the real me out. Somewhere I can be confident, respected, appreciated. 
 
    Desired. 
 
    My brain adds in that last one, reminding me that I’m not just unsatisfied in my work life. 
 
    I’ll never be a mafia princess, but - maybe, just maybe - I can be someone that a person like Special Agent John could want. 
 
    Running my hands over my hair to smooth it, I let out a deep breath. 
 
    Tonight, things are going to change.

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    NORA 
 
   A  bell, far too cutesy for the atmosphere, goes off as I step through the door. 
 
    “Be with you in a minute!” a voice calls out from somewhere unseen. 
 
    My palms are already sweating, so I rub them down the front of my pants. 
 
    I don’t know if I’m more intimidated by the sound of buzzing needles or by the giant elk head hanging above the reception desk. 
 
    Every inch of wall space is covered with something. A painting of a naked woman with a skull for a face. A sun made of crushed beer cans. A series of framed photographs of lizards wearing military outfits. 
 
    The glare from a passing set of headlights catches on a sign on the far wall, drawing me closer. Stopping just below it, I realize the letters are made up of hundreds of sewing needles pierced into a leather board spelling out the name of the shop. Stigma. 
 
    This may have been a bad idea. 
 
    I take one step backwards, towards the entrance, when a girl steps out from a back room. She doesn’t look to be much older than 21, and she’s stunning. Her severe cat eye makeup accentuates her Asian features and her hair, cut short, is a bright blue. 
 
    “Hey!” Her smile is so genuine, I can’t help but smile back. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” 
 
    With a wave of relief, I shake my head. “No, sorry.” 
 
    My relief is short lived when she lifts a shoulder. “No worries, we might be able to fit you in. What do you want?” 
 
    “I want to feel sexy.” The admission flees my lips, even as my hand flies up to cover my mouth. 
 
    Instead of looking alarmed by my behavior the girl in front of me just grins. “Then you came to the right place.” She steps around the counter and holds out her hand. “I’m Brandy.” 
 
    I shake it. “Hi, Brandy. I’m Nora.” 
 
    “Nora, that’s a pretty name.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks.” 
 
    Bandy laughs at my obvious discomfort. “So were you thinking of getting a tattoo?” 
 
    I lift my hands then let them drop back to my sides. “I honestly don’t know. I don’t know if it’s possible to have a midlife crisis at 31 but I kinda feel like that’s what’s happening.” 
 
    Brandy chuckles. “Okay, so no tattoos. You need to be totally sure before you do one of those. But piercings…” She lifts her brows, “you can change your mind and take them out whenever you want.” 
 
    I find myself nodding even as my stomach tries to crawl down my leg. 
 
    “But what to pierce?” Brandy looks me over while tapping a finger against the emerald stud centered below her bottom lip. 
 
    I have no idea what to say, so I just stay silent, watching her trail her gaze across my face. Then as her gaze lowers her eyes light up. 
 
    “You said you want to feel sexy?” Brandy asks me. 
 
    “Y-yes - ” I stutter, feeling anything-but. 
 
    “Trust me?” 
 
    The way she asks the question pulls up the side of my mouth. “I think so.” 
 
    “Good enough.” Brandy guides me over to a jewelry display case. She steps behind the display and opens the back panel so she can pull out a tray of small shiny barbells. Setting the tray on the glass top of the case she looks me in the eyes and says, “Nipples.” 
 
    All of the moisture disappears from my mouth, and I suddenly find it hard to swallow. 
 
    “Nipples?” I ask, hoping she said something else. 
 
    Brandy nods, and I swear to god her look is the manifestation of glee. 
 
    “Nipples.” She confirms. Reaching out she places a hand on my shoulder. “I wouldn’t steer you wrong on this. If you want to feel sexy, this is it. Sure, you could get another set of ear piercings," she nods to the small pearls currently adorning my lobes. “Or you could do your nose or lip or eyebrow. All of which will make you feel awesome and fun. But if you want to feel sexy, there’s really only one place to start.” 
 
    “Start?” I squeak out the word. 
 
    “Well,” she raises an eyebrow and lowers her gaze to the crotch of my pants, “there are other sexy places, but I recommend starting with the nipples.” 
 
    I cross my legs, causing Brandy to bark out a laugh. “Yeah, that’s a common reaction to the suggestion of genital piercings, but nipple jewelry is more common than you might think.” 
 
    “Really?” Apparently I can only manage one word at a time now. 
 
    Brandy nods. “Yeah. I got mine done a few years ago and they’re still my favorite. They take a little longer to heal than other spots, but they are so much fun to play with.” 
 
    My eyes dart down to her small and perky chest, then down to mine. 
 
    My boobs are neither small nor perky. At a C cup, they aren’t huge, but they fit with the rest of me. I’ve always been curvy, big boned, sturdy - take your pick of adjectives. And I try to be healthy, sort of ... but even with my short height, my chest and ass make it so no one’s ever called me petite. Some of my past boyfriends have told me they loved my breasts, but I could never quite meet their fondness. 
 
    But, staring down at my cleavage, I wonder if this isn’t exactly what I need. 
 
    I imagine walking in to work on Monday, looking exactly the same but knowing what I’m hiding under my clothes. Knowing that I have a secret my colleagues would never expect. 
 
    Then I imagine Special Agent Sexy peeling my bra off, and the surprised look on his face, quickly turning to lust when he sees my nipples shining with jewelry. 
 
    “Okay!” I blurt, surprising both of us. 
 
    “Yeah?!” Brandy hops on her toes. 
 
    I look back to the tray of barbells. “Yeah.” 
 
    Brandy squeals, then pushes the tray closer to me and starts to explain the differences. It doesn’t take me long to decide on the simple silver bars with solid silver balls on each end. The sparkly ones are cute, but I feel like nipple piercings are a big enough step at the moment. And if I overthink this too much, I’m bound to puke all over the pretty display. 
 
    “Oh perfect, here he is.” 
 
    “Hmm?” I glance around and see a guy headed our way. 
 
    “This is Chase,” Brandy gestures to the man. “He’ll be doing your piercing.” 
 
    All of my panic returns in an instant. A guy is going to do this!? 
 
    As Chase closes the last few yards between us, I take him in. He’s not super tall, probably around 5’9”. He’s in a t-shirt, and every inch of visible skin - save his face - is covered in tattoos. His hair is shaved on the sides, the rest is long and pulled back into a bun. His ears have large black circles gauging out the lobes, and it’s totally working for him. All of it.   
 
    He might not have the same effect on me as John does, but he’s super cute. And I don’t know if that makes this whole thing better or worse. 
 
    Chase rubs his hands together as he stops behind the display case next to Brandy. “Hey ladies, you talkin' about me?” 
 
    Brandy nods to me, “Nora here is looking to get her nipples pierced.” 
 
    And just like that, a new level of embarrassment has been unlocked.  
 
    If my face could get any redder, I’m sure it would. 
 
    To his credit, Chase doesn’t drop his gaze to my chest. “Awesome! You’re gonna love 'em!” 
 
    I swallow. “That’s what she said.” 
 
    Chase grins. “Give me a couple minutes to get set up. Just take a seat out here and relax. I’ll get you when I’m ready.” 
 
    Relax? Ha! 
 
    Brandy tells him what jewelry I picked, but I’m too busy trying to not have a panic attack to listen. 
 
    Nora, are you insane? You’re going to pierce your nipples on a fucking whim? You had one bad day, took the long way home, saw the neon sign for Stigma and just decided to GET YOUR FREAKING NIPPLES PIERCED?! 
 
    I stop pacing long enough to close my eyes and take one slow, deep breath. 
 
    It wasn’t just one bad day. Or one bad week. It’s been a lifetime of feeling trapped in a shell. A lifetime of feeling like the Nora I want to be is stuck in a glass cage just under my skin. And what better way to let her out than to pierce that surface. 
 
    With a resolve I didn’t know I had, I open my eyes. 
 
    I’m doing this. 
 
    Hearing Chase’s footsteps, I turn towards the sound. 
 
    He gestures to the hall he just came out of, “You ready?” 
 
    I take another breath and respond with the truth. “Yes.” 
 
    I follow Chase down the short hallway and into a small, brightly lit room. In the center of the room is an exam table that looks just like one you’d find in a doctor’s office. One wall is covered with built in cabinets, and there are a couple sealed packets on the counter. 
 
    I quickly glance away from the needles that I’m sure are inside the packages. “I don’t want to watch.” 
 
    Chase chuckles. “No problem. Most people don’t want to see the equipment.” 
 
    The word equipment makes me want to shudder. 
 
    Chase pats the table. “Take a seat.” 
 
    With shaky limbs I climb up. 
 
    “Would you like the jewelry horizontal or vertical?” 
 
    “Oh, um…” I pause. “I guess I just thought they were all horizontal. Do you recommend one over the other?” 
 
    The gentle smile never leaves his face. “Horizontal is definitely more common, but we can do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Okay, horizontal then, please.” 
 
    “Perfect. Then, when you’re comfortable, I’ll have you remove your shirt.” Chase tells me calmly, like this is all perfectly normal. Then he’s kind enough to turn away, organizing something on the counter that I’m sure didn’t need organizing, to give me a sense of privacy. 
 
    When I feel comfortable. Ooookay. 
 
    I picture a cartoon character slapping their own face repeatedly to build themselves up for something big. Then I peel my flowy blouse up and over my head. 
 
    Just like the doctor’s office. I’m at a doctor’s office. 
 
    My trembling fingers reach behind me and undo the clasp of my bra. And sitting there, holding my shirt and bra in my lap with a death grip, I look forward and find myself staring straight into my own eyes. 
 
    Oh goodie, there’s a full-length mirror on the back of the door. 
 
    My brown hair tumbles down around my shoulders, stopping at the top of my fully exposed breasts. My brown eyes, wide and full of the fear that I’m trying desperately to suppress, look right back at me. 
 
    I fight down the urge to let out a hysterical laugh. This is what you asked for. 
 
    Sensing that I’m done, Chase turns to face me. “Alright, just relax your arms at your sides and sit up with your back straight. I want everything to lay naturally as I mark off where the jewelry will go.” 
 
    With my eyes locked on Mirror Nora, I see Chase’s back in the reflection as he gently presses a marker to either side of each nipple. 
 
    “Okay, check that out in the mirror and tell me if they look good.” 
 
    Scooting off the edge of the table, I hang my clothes from a hook on the wall, then step up to the mirror. There are small blue dots marking where the piercing will go. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m supposed to be looking for. 
 
    I lick my lips. “Looks good.” 
 
    “Great! Come on back up.” He pats the table. 
 
    Before stepping away from my reflection, I take a moment to say a silent goodbye to the old me. 
 
    Thank you, but I need to be free of you. 
 
    I need to be Brave Nora. 
 
    I turn away and climb back up onto the table, pretending my boobs don’t sway this way and that with the motion. 
 
    I shimmy back until I’m fully laid out on the table, hands gripping the surface beneath me. 
 
    When I hear Chase rip open one of the sanitized packages, I squeeze my eyes shut. 
 
    It’ll be fine. It’ll be fine. 
 
    “Is it okay if I touch you now?” Chase asks, his voice close. 
 
    A small laugh leaves my lips at his request for consent. “Yes. Unless of course there’s a way to do this magically.” 
 
    I can hear the smile as Chase replies. “I haven’t even started and you’re already trying to talk me out of a job.” I smile back and try to ignore the feeling of his gloved fingers as they grip my left boob. “Okay, you’re going to feel a pinch, then I’ll slide the jewelry through and secure it. It’ll be over before you know it.” 
 
    “Okay.” I whisper. 
 
    No going back now. 
 
    “Take a deep breath in for me…” I do as Chase says, letting the air fill my lungs. “Now let it out.” 
 
    Something feels cold. 
 
    Then there’s a pinch. 
 
    A tugging sensation. 
 
    And HOLY FUCK THAT HURTS! 
 
    One of my legs bends up, unconsciously trying to ward off the pain. 
 
    Then it’s over. 
 
    “There you go. It’s in, I just need to attach the end.” Chase’s voice sounds further away, but it’s probably the blood rushing through my head that’s drowning him out. 
 
    I feel a slight jostling as I imagine he screws the end ball onto the barbell. It’s sore but the sharp horrible pain from a moment ago is gone. 
 
    “One down, one to go.” Chase says, as he moves to my other side. “Almost done.” 
 
    Oh fuck. Oh fuck. Oh fuck. I have to do that again!? 
 
    It’s so much worse now that I know how it’s going to feel. 
 
    I don’t know if I can do that again. 
 
    “Take another deep breath for me…” Chase tells me, and I know my time is up. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut even tighter and I inhale. 
 
    “Let it out.” 
 
    The same cold, pinch, tugging fills my existence. 
 
    And pain. 
 
    JESUS FUCKING CHRIST WHY AM I DOING THIS?! 
 
    A squeak leaves my mouth, and the same leg curls up. 
 
    Then it’s over. 
 
    “That’s it, Nora. You did great! Just let me tighten this…” I breathe through the ache. “And you’re done.” 
 
    My eyes slowly open and I find Chase’s smiling face looking down at me. “Go take a look.” 
 
    Taking his offered hand, I let him pull me up to sitting, then I carefully stand and step to the mirror. 
 
    My face is flushed, my eyes have a sheen of unshed tears, and my nipples are standing proud with their new hardware. 
 
    And, as I stare at myself, I feel a million layers of self-loathing slip away. Crumbling to dust. 
 
    The feeling is overwhelming. It’s exactly why I came here, but I didn’t actually believe I could achieve it. It’s like I can breathe for the first time in years. 
 
    A tear trails down my cheek, and - when I go to wipe it off - I realize that I’m smiling. 
 
    Hey, new girl. It’s nice to meet you. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “H 
 
   
 
    ave a goodnight!” I wave over my shoulder to Lisa and the boys as I step out of the rec room, a chorus of goodnights following me out. 
 
    I’m not sure if I should find it ironic or meaningful that I won tonight’s game of LIFE. I decide not to dwell on it, ready to get home and spend the rest of my Sunday night cooling my tits. 
 
    Literally. 
 
    With ice. 
 
    “Nora!” 
 
    Hearing Ronnie call my name, I pivot my trajectory away from the front doors and head towards the office. 
 
    “Hey Ronnie, what’re you still doing here?” I ask, leaning against the door frame. 
 
    Ronnie is in her 50’s, wears nothing but old concert t-shirts, and is the perfect blend of snarky and kind. 
 
    “Oh, just going over some details for the anniversary party - " she waves it away like staying at work until 8 o’clock is nothing special. 
 
    “Ah,” I nod. “I heard it’s going to be pretty top-of-the-line.” 
 
    Marie’s House is celebrating the 2-year anniversary of it’s opening in just a couple of weeks, and they’re throwing a big party to celebrate. From what I’ve heard, this whole place started as a passion project for Sasha’s mother-in-law. I’ve met the woman, Marie, a few times since I started volunteering here a month ago. She’s one of those people who have the presence of royalty but still manage to seem down-to-earth. In fact, it’s a trait that the whole family seems to share. 
 
    It’s hard for me to consider my time here as charity work. Some of the time I help prep apartments for new residents, but mostly I just spend time hanging out with the families - playing games and sharing stories. I originally started coming here as a way to try something new, but I keep coming back because I enjoy it. 
 
    “Girl, you have no idea what this family is like,” Ronnie laughs, referring to the Mazzantis. “Sasha knows what she wants. Marie demands that no expense be spared. And Vincent… well he pretty much does whatever his women ask of him.” 
 
    “That’s a good quality in a man,” I tease. 
 
    But instead of agreeing, Ronnie purses her lips, looking me over. “Something’s different about you.” 
 
    My cheeks heat without permission, causing her to narrow her eyes at me. 
 
    She drums her fingers on her desk. “Whatever it is, I like it.” She puffs out a breath. “Now, would you be a doll and bring this box back to the main storeroom for me? It’s not heavy, just big and awkward.” 
 
    I snort, as I think kinda like me, but I reply with, “No problem.” 
 
    “You’re the best, thanks.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” I roll my eyes at Ronnie’s compliment as she grabs her keys with one hand and her cane in the other. 
 
    Scooping up the box, I move out into the lobby so Ronnie can lock up her office. 
 
    “Oh, I almost forgot!” she says, causing me to halt. “... the staff is going out for a little happy hour this Thursday, and Sasha told me to invite you.” 
 
    My eyebrows rise at her comment. “Oh? Um, okay. I think I’m free.” 
 
    I know I’m free. 
 
    “Perfect! We’ll see you at 5:30 at The Booze Hooch. You know it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ve been there a few times.” 
 
    Ronnie gives me a nod, then turns to leave. 
 
    I take a second to adjust the box in my arms before starting down the long hallway towards the storeroom. Thankfully Ronnie was telling the truth, and the box isn’t heavy, so I’m able to hold it slightly away from my body. 
 
    It’s been about 48 hours since I rashly decided to get my nipples pierced, and - surprisingly - I have no regrets. 
 
    I spent the weekend braless, sitting around my house reading dirty novels, icing my nips with the tiny gel packs Dad gave me one year that are meant for under my eyes. Which is a detail I plan to take to my grave. 
 
    Chase gave me all the post-care information before I left the shop, and I’ve been following the directions to a T. However, those directions didn’t say anything about the constant state of arousal that I’ve found myself in since Friday night. And I don't mean a normal level of horny. I’m talking pulsing nipples, throbbing clit, constantly wet panties. For. Days. 
 
    I mean, I knew that I liked to have my boobs played with, but this is next-level nipple play. It’s like having someone gently pinch them all fucking day. 
 
    That’s already enough to drive me mad, so I’ve been sure to be extra gentle while cleaning them because I don’t know what will happen if I touch them too much. It could either make them hurt more, or it could cause me to spontaneously combust. Putting my bra on before I came here today was a cautious process, and the second I get home it’s coming off just as gently. 
 
    With my eyes down, like I can see my new jewelry through my clothes, I’m not looking where I’m going when I turn to go down a side hall. And I crash into something. 
 
    The box I’m carrying collides with the object first, but the surface we hit doesn’t move, so the box comes to a complete stop. I, unfortunately, do not. 
 
    My momentum, and lack of reflexes, carry me forward another step, closing the distance between box and boobs, smashing my tits into the side of the box. 
 
    My eyes slam shut, and a strangled sound crawls out of my chest. 
 
    Heat radiates out from the tips of my nipples through every inch of my body. The pain is sharp, and intense. And my toes curl, but not from the discomfort. 
 
    “Holy fuck.” I whisper the words, but it sounds more like a sexy plea than a true curse. 
 
    “Nora?” 
 
    A tingling sensation skitters across my skin, and my core throbs at the sound of his voice. 
 
    Telling myself to remain calm, I slowly open my eyes. 
 
    Knowing he’s here and seeing him directly in front of me are two totally different things. 
 
    This close, John is even more striking than I remember. His features are still hard, but his eyes are filled with heat. His pupils almost look dilated, but all I can focus on is the beautiful hazel color of his eyes. 
 
    “Are you okay?” John’s hands land on my shoulders to steady me. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    I blink, mortified to feel tears in my eyes. That damn stinging sensation when I smushed my nipples caused my eyes to tear up, and since my hands are full my only defense against them is to blink. Like a thousand times. 
 
    “Nora.” John’s tone is firm, no bullshit, as he takes the box from my grip. “Are you okay?” 
 
    No longer holding the box, I have no idea what to do with my hands. What I really want to do is cup my throbbing tits, but I don’t think that would make this current situation better. 
 
    “I’m okay.” I clear my throat, my voice coming out too husky. “Sorry for running into you.” 
 
    My words don’t calm John’s demeanor. “You’re clearly not okay. What hurts?” 
 
    Oh good, and now I’m blushing. 
 
    His gaze drops to my hands. “Did I crush your fingers?” 
 
    He shifts the box to hold it with one hand, then reaches out towards me. Before I realize what he’s about to do, he’s gripping my wrist, lifting my hands to get a look at my fingers. 
 
    “M-my hands are fine.” 
 
    Or at least they were fine. Now they’re trembling. And probably sweating. 
 
    John makes a disbelieving sound as his thumb gently trails a line across my palm, and I can’t look away. 
 
    It’s the same hand that I watched John use to hold a man up by the throat, and now it’s holding my arm like I’m a fragile creature that needs to be handled with care. 
 
    Holy hell. 
 
    Now everything is throbbing and I swear to fuck if he does that thing with his thumb again I’m going to Harry Met Sally it and have an orgasm right here, only mine will be real. 
 
    As though John just noticed I’m made of fire, he drops my hand. 
 
    I take the moment to quickly pull the box out from under his arm and step back. “I’m really okay. I promise.” 
 
    He looks torn between arguing and running the other way. “You’re sure?” 
 
    Gah! Why does his voice have to be all low and sexy? Couldn’t there be something wrong with him? 
 
    “I’m sure.” I take a step to the side. “Sorry for running into you.” 
 
    I watch as his jaw clenches for a moment before he nods. 
 
    New Nora. Be brave. 
 
    “Goodnight, John.” His name feels like pure taboo on my lips. And I love it. 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, I hurry past him, not looking back to see if he’s watching me walk away. My courage only goes so far. 
 
    I keep my composure as I put the box away in the back room. 
 
    I keep my composure as I sneak out the back exit. 
 
    I keep my composure through the ride home. Through changing into pajamas and brushing my teeth and washing my face. 
 
    I keep my composure right up until the moment I turn off the lights and pull my blankets up to my chin. 
 
    Blinking up at the ceiling, at the small amount of moonlight seeping in around the edges of my curtains, I think about all the ways tonight could have gone better. 
 
    I could’ve been watching where I was going and not run into John. 
 
    I could’ve not crashed into him, and then maybe I could’ve said something cute or clever or witty. 
 
    I could’ve collided with him, but kept my shit together and played it off as no big deal. 
 
    I could’ve done literally anything other than stand there with tears in my eyes trying to ward off an orgasm. 
 
    The only thing that could’ve made tonight’s experience more mortifying would be if my pants had split or I’d drooled on my chin. 
 
    Shifting my position, I give my blanket a tug. The weight of the material drags across my throbbing nipples, reminding me how turned on I still am. 
 
    So of course this is the moment I remember the look on John’s face when he let go of my hand. 
 
    I don’t even know how to describe it other than shock. Like he was shocked that he’d touched me. I don’t know what that means, but I can’t see how it could possibly be a good thing. 
 
    Then again, I was moaning with glassy eyes and being a right freak at the time, so what do I expect. 
 
    A laugh bubbles out of my throat. 
 
    Then it catches, morphing into a sound that’s dangerously close to a sob. And right on cue, my nipples release another throb, and my core tightens. 
 
    With both hands, I grab one of my extra pillows, hold it over my face, and scream. 
 
    Long and loud and more than a little insane sounding, I scream. 
 
    Leaving the pillow against my face for an extra heartbeat, I savor the moment of airless tightness in my chest. 
 
    Then I toss the pillow aside, and pull in a deep breath. 
 
    “New Nora. Brave Nora.” 
 
    With the memory of John’s thumb tracing over my skin, I let a small smile pull across my lips as I slip my hand inside the band of my sleep shorts.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    NORA 
 
   R onnie moves to get up from the table, but I stop her - “I’ll grab us another round.” 
 
    She relaxes back, “You sure?” 
 
    I nod. “Definitely. I was just about to run to the bathroom anyway.” 
 
    “Fine, twist my arm. I’ll let you serve me.” She sags back into the seat. 
 
    Sasha laughs from her spot where she’s stuck in the middle of our corner booth. “Make sure they put it on our tab.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    I slide off the bench, thankful I got the end spot since my stupid tiny bladder can’t handle alcohol. 
 
    Sasha sent out a group text, to myself and the 5 others here tonight, telling us to get a ride to the bar. Saying she’s providing our rides home so we could drink and not worry about driving. I heard one of the other ladies talk about some security company that her husband owns, so maybe we’ll have big bodyguards escorting us home. 
 
    A girl can dream. 
 
    I sit on the toilet with a sigh and realize that I’m already past the point of just a little bit drunk. 
 
    Like I told Ronnie the other day, I’ve been to The Booze Hooch before. But it’s been a while, and I’d forgotten how cool it is. 
 
    The place has a speakeasy-meets-steampunk vibe, full of dark velvet, Edison bulbs, and exposed iron work. 
 
    Finishing up, I wash my hands and force myself to focus when the amazing smelling hand soap catches my attention. You know you’re in a high-quality facility when you find yourself fixated on soap. 
 
    Or maybe I’m just drunk. 
 
    Rolling my eyes at myself, I make my way over towards the bar. The quiet inside the bathroom makes me realize just how loud it is out here. We got here early, but now the place is packed. 
 
     My timing is good and I’m able to catch the bartender to order another round of tonight’s specialty cocktail: the Hipster Shandy. 
 
    Knowing it will take a few minutes, I lean my hip against the bar and wait. I left my purse in the booth, so I don’t have my phone to occupy my hands. My fingers are itching to tug at my shirt just for something to do, but I won’t let them. 
 
    Ever since last Friday, when I said goodbye to Old Nora in the mirror at Stigma, I’ve been wearing at least one item from the back of my closet every day. One day it was just a flashy bracelet. Yesterday it was a cardigan with a bright colored print. But today it’s a shirt. It’s black, but that’s where my comfort level stops. It has short sleeves, a scoop neck with a matching scoop neckline in back, and it clings to every inch of skin it touches. I Googled images of other curvy girls wearing the same top and found that most of them tucked it into high waisted skinny jeans. So, I did the same. 
 
    I’ve felt sexy, powerful, exposed, and terrified all day long. 
 
    I wore a blazer over it during the workday, but I wouldn’t allow myself to cover up for happy hour. This is me trying to be brave. And the wolf whistle that Ronnie let out when she saw me definitely helped to boost my confidence. But standing here now, with every bit of me on display, I wish like hell I had my phone to focus my attention on. 
 
    Feeling the urge to tug, I stick my thumbs in my front jean pockets and force my hands to still. 
 
    I wouldn’t even have these clothes if it weren’t for my dads. Or, well - if it weren’t for Dad-Dad. He’s the one with style, who can apparently guess my size perfectly and has gifted me these items for birthdays and holidays for as long as I can remember. Dad on the other hand probably doesn’t even pick out his own outfits. My whole life they’ve been trying to get me to embrace who I am and to stop shying away from attention. They’ll be so damn proud when I tell them that I’ve finally started wearing my gifted wardrobe. 
 
    “Nora?” 
 
    Coming out of my daze, I look up to see a man standing in front of me. 
 
    In a white t-shirt that shows off his tattoos and torn black jeans, he looks just as cute as the last time I saw him. 
 
    I smile. “Hey, Chase!” 
 
    His face lights up and he steps closer. “You remember me?” 
 
    “I usually remember the names of the men who have touched my boobs.” 
 
    Chase throws his head back with a laugh and the man seated at the bar next to where I’m standing whips his head over to look at my chest. 
 
    Heat fills my cheeks. 
 
    I can’t believe I just said that! 
 
    But before I can freak out about making it weird, Chase grins. “Touché.” 
 
    He’s interrupted from saying more when the bartender waves to get my attention over the noise, then points to the six drinks on the counter behind me. 
 
    “Damn, girl!” Chase teases. 
 
    I smile. “I volunteered to be the drink runner. If I drank all that I’d probably die.” 
 
    “Suuure.” Chase tips his chin to the drinks. “Want help carrying them?” 
 
    I only think about it for a second. Since it’d take two trips to do it myself, I’d be stupid to turn down the help. 
 
    “Yes, please. But if you spill any, give that drink to someone else. I want a full glass.” 
 
    “Of course. I wouldn’t dream of skimping you.” 
 
    We carefully grab three glasses each then start to make our way to the back corner. 
 
    “You here with work or friends?” Chase asks, moving close to me so I can hear him. 
 
    “Umm, well - friends, I guess.” He laughs, so I clarify. “They’re coworkers to each other, but I’m just a volunteer.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? Where at?” 
 
    “It’s a place called Marie’s House. They do emergency and transition housing for women and families.” 
 
    I’m focused on not spilling the drinks in my hand, but I can see him look at me out of the corner of my eye. “That’s really cool.” 
 
    I shrug, which causes my drinks to slosh over the rims. “Aw fuck!” 
 
    We’re only a few feet away from the booth, so when Chase bursts into laughter he catches everyone’s attention. 
 
    Be normal. It’s fine. 
 
    I try to glare at Chase, but he just shakes his head and smiles at me. “You’re adorable.” 
 
    Excuse me, what!? 
 
    Ignoring that all together, I clear my throat when we come to a stop next to the large booth. “Uh, everyone, this is Chase. Chase, this is everyone.” 
 
    Everyone gives him a form of hello as we set the glasses on the table. 
 
    I see Ronnie eyeing Chase up and down and just when I think she’s going to be civil, she looks him right in the eye and says, “You’re cute. Are you banging our Nora?” 
 
    And… my face is the color of a tomato. 
 
    “Ronnie!” Sasha scolds, reaching across the table to smack Ronnie in the shoulder. 
 
    “What?!” She fakes innocence. 
 
    I force myself to look at Chase to apologize, but he’s just grinning again. 
 
    Thinking avoidance is the best option, I pretend Ronnie never said anything and I reclaim my seat. “Um, thanks for the help. It was nice to see you again.” 
 
    “The pleasure was all mine.” He smiles before he nods to the rest of the table - “Ladies.” With one last glance at me, Chase turns away and melts into the crowd. 
 
    Slowly, I turn my gaze to the table full of women. All of which are staring at me with varying degrees of amusement on their faces. 
 
    No surprise that Ronnie breaks the silence first. “I told you there was something different going on with you. And if it’s not sex with that tatted up cutie, what is it?” 
 
    I hold up a finger, then pick up the full glass that Chase set in front of my spot. Bringing the straw to my lips, I down the contents. 
 
    Then I tell them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    JOHN 
 
   I  hear the apartment door open. Of course I do. But Annie doesn’t, so I don’t say anything. 
 
    Her eyes are glued to the screen, watching Buffalo Bill reach out to run his fingers through Clarice Starling's hair. 
 
    The approaching footsteps aren’t even quiet, but Annie’s still oblivious. I’m gonna need to work on her situational awareness. 
 
    Just as Buffalo Bill cocks his gun, Sasha leans over the back of the couch and hisses into Annie’s ear, “It rubs the lotion on its skin.” 
 
    On screen Clarice releases a barrage of shots the same time that Annie lets out a shrill scream. 
 
    I wince, sure my ears will ring for the next hour. 
 
    Sasha laughs as she flips on a lamp. 
 
    “Sasha!” Annie clutches her chest. “Oh my god, you scared me to death!” 
 
    “You had that coming, young lady. Silence of the Lambs, seriously?” 
 
    Annie points an accusing finger at me. “Blame Uncle John. He’s the adult.” 
 
    Sasha snorts, before making her way into the kitchen. “Oh please, like he’s really the mature one.” 
 
    Annie scowls at me. 
 
    “What? She’s not wrong.” I admit. 
 
    Annie keeps scowling, taking in my reclined position. “You didn’t even jump when Sasha snuck up on us.” 
 
    “Sasha hasn’t been able to sneak up on me since… well, never. She’s not sneaky. You just need to learn to listen.” 
 
    I expect a snarky response but instead she just purses her lips in thought. “Can you teach me?” 
 
    “No!” Sasha shouts from the other side of the great room. 
 
    “Why not?” Annie shouts back, as we both move to stand. 
 
    “Because your Uncle John clearly isn’t responsible enough for that.” She gestures to the TV, and the perhaps age-inappropriate movie we were watching. 
 
    “But he’s in the actual FBI!” Annie argues. 
 
    Sasha looks at me, and I shrug a she’s not wrong gesture. 
 
    Annie keeps going. “He’s basically a real-life Clarice Starling.” 
 
    “Uh, no.” I stop her from continuing. 
 
    Annie turns her ire at me. “What, because she’s a woman you can’t be alike?” Her 13-year-old hands move to her hips. 
 
    “No, because she’s a goddamn rookie. That was her first case. Do you know how many mistakes she made?” 
 
    “Language!” Sasha scolds me, but we ignore her. 
 
    “So?” Annie argues back. “She still caught a serial killer. How many serial killers have you caught?” 
 
    “That information is classified.” 
 
    Annie’s mouth drops open. “Wait, what?” I head towards the kitchen and hear her scramble after me. “Wait! Have you seriously caught a serial killer before?” She catches up to me as I reach the island. “Uncle John, you have to tell me!” 
 
    I mime zipping my lips shut, and revel in watching her try to figure out if I’m bluffing or not. 
 
    “Bedtime.” Sasha points down the hall. “If your dad comes home and finds you still up this late, he’ll skin us both.” 
 
    “Poor choice of words.” Annie shudders and glances back to the credits rolling across the TV screen. 
 
    Annie wraps her arms around me in a quick hug. “Goodnight, Special Agent Starling.” 
 
    “Night, brat.” 
 
    Seeing that Sasha just made a pot of coffee, I pour myself a mug while the girls say goodnight to each other. 
 
    Sitting at the counter, I take my sister in. Cheeks pink, eyes glassy, a slight sway in her body as she steps up to the island across from me. 
 
    “Are you drunk?” 
 
    She nods, not denying it. “Little bit. I told you I was going to a happy hour.” 
 
    “Yeah, but happy hours are usually boring as fuck.” 
 
    “Maybe with your FBI nerds, but tonight was tons of fun.” Sasha pauses, taking a sip of her coffee, watching me over the rim of her mug. And I can feel her calculating something before she starts to speak again. “We were already a little tipsy when Nora started telling us a great story. So, we ended up staying longer than planned.” 
 
    The sound of her name has me grinding my molars together. Nora. I don’t know where she’s been hiding, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about her since that first time I saw her. I didn’t know we had an audience when I roughed up that guy on the sidewalk in front of Marie’s House, but I caught sight of her before we even pushed through the doors. The setting sun was shining through the glass, casting her in an ethereal shimmer. Her hair was nearly glowing. When her eyes locked with mine, I lost myself. 
 
    Those damn eyes. 
 
    I recognized them. Not the color, that pretty shade of brown, but the emotion. The mask she was hiding behind. 
 
    I wanted more. I wanted to stop and talk to her. Maybe ask her out. Hell, I wanted to drag her into the closest office, lock the door, and fuck her until all her secrets spilled out over the desk. 
 
    And then I felt like the biggest scumbag alive because this beautiful, guarded woman is in a woman’s shelter. She’s fighting to get her life back, and here I am lusting after her. Like a piece of shit. 
 
    I’d been forcing her out of my thoughts, and then she ran into me. Crashed right into me. 
 
    I don’t know what was going on, but her eyes were filled with a primal need. And the sound she made. Jesus Christ, the sound she made. The moan was a mix of pain and pleasure, and it went straight to my cock. I pride myself on self-control, but that little minx had me straining my zipper like a pubescent boy looking at a playboy, not a 42-year-old man looking at a fully clothed woman. 
 
    “Nora?” I ask, pretending I don’t know exactly who she’s talking about. 
 
    Sasha’s lips twitch. “You know, that little sexpot with the light brown hair. The woman who clearly doesn’t know the effect she has on men.” 
 
    I feel my jaw tighten. “You go drinking with your residents often?” 
 
    “Uh - ” Sasha gives me a confused look. “Nora isn’t a resident.” 
 
    I fight to keep my tone neutral. “No?” 
 
    Sasha shakes her head. “No. She’s a volunteer.” 
 
    Well, that changes things. 
 
    I’ve been feeling like a goddamn predator for nothing. Nora isn’t a resident. Which means that Nora isn’t automatically off limits. 
 
    The desire to run out of this apartment and hunt Nora down is strong, and equally ridiculous. I make myself focus on the conversation. “You said she was telling a funny story?” 
 
    Sasha nods as she smiles. “I wasn’t sure what changed but the last few times I’ve seen her she’s seemed more… confident. Anyways - we’re at the bar, and she goes up to get another round of drinks - ” 
 
    “Alone?” I cut in. 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “We were at the Booze Hooch.” I open my mouth to argue that it doesn’t matter what bar you’re in, a woman should never go anywhere alone, but she waves off my concern. “Keep your britches on, Officer Buzzkill. When she came back, she had this super cute guy with her helping to carry the drinks.” 
 
    My hands tighten around my coffee mug. My possessive instincts flaring. 
 
    “Anyways, turns out she knew him, so he’d offered to help. He was super sweet, and they looked really cute together. It was obvious to everyone, expect Nora, that he was into her.” 
 
    I swear she’s trying to piss me off. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Chase.” 
 
    “Chase? What sort of dumb fucking name is Chase?” 
 
    Sasha ignores me. “So when he leaves, Ronnie asks her what’s up between them.” 
 
     “And?” I prompt. 
 
    My evil sister grins, clearly getting the reaction she wanted. But she’s right - I’m invested, and I want the rest of the story. So I don’t move. I don’t say anything. I just stare. I’ve broken tougher perps than Sasha with this tactic. 
 
    She just blinks. 
 
    “Sasha - ” I growl. 
 
    “She met Chase a couple weeks ago…” she casually takes a sip of coffee, “when he pierced her nipples.” 
 
    Blank. 
 
    Like the last letter of a neon sign flickering out, my mind goes blank. 
 
    Pierced. Nipples. 
 
    Nora has pierced nipples. 
 
    Every last bit of blood in my body rushes straight to my dick. 
 
    Nora has pierced fucking nipples. 
 
    Nora, my quiet little bird, is showing those sharp edges her mask was so desperately trying to hide. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I thought I wanted to strip her naked before. Now, I want to strip her down and inspect every last inch of her. 
 
    “Why. Are. You telling me this?” I grind the question out. 
 
    “Because I saw how you looked at her. And you need some fun in your life.” 
 
    “I have fun.” 
 
    Sasha tosses her head back, laughing loudly, drunkenly. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    She shakes her head. “Brother dear, you’re about as fun as a toaster in a bathtub.” 
 
    I push away from the counter. “Bye.” 
 
    She gives me a sugary smile. “Thanks for watching Annie.” 
 
    I grunt in response and head towards the door. 
 
    “Don’t bother breaking into my office!” she calls out after me. “Foster. Her last name is Foster.” 
 
    I don’t bother with a reply as I let the door close behind me. 
 
    Nora Foster. My Little Bird. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “W 
 
   
 
    hat a mess.” I rub my eyes in frustration, remembering too late that I put on eyeliner this morning. “Mother-“ I let my forehead drop to my desk. 
 
    This new client Denice gave me is a complete fucking disaster. I mean, I’m trying to have sympathy for this person who lost everything in a house fire, but the file is all over the place. I’ve spent half the day talking to our sister location in Wisconsin trying to sort out old details that are missing, and no one seems to have the answers I need. Luckily for my boss, I was already planning to stay late today, otherwise I’d be mad on top of frustrated. 
 
    Glancing at the time display on my computer, I groan again. I should’ve left five minutes ago. 
 
    There’s an ice cream social at Marie’s House tonight. They have these every few months or so, as a way for the new residents to meet other families, but I promised Colton a Candy Land redo in hopes that one of us will beat his brother. 
 
    Powering everything off, I snag my bag, flick off the lights, and lock my office door behind me. 
 
    Thinking of my smudged makeup, I make a detour to the restroom. 
 
    It’s always a little creepy to be the last one in the office. Most of the lights in the main area, where all the cubicles are, run on timers so by now the whole office is cast in shadows. There’s nothing inherently scary about an office building, but they’re meant to be loud, bright, and full of people. Seeing one empty and dark is like being a kid and seeing your teacher at the grocery store. It’s just wrong. 
 
    Uncapping my eyeliner, I reapply it, then smudge it a bit just like I learned on YouTube. 
 
    I’ve always worn basic makeup; foundation, mascara, the occasional blush, and lip gloss. But in my attempts to break out of my shell I’ve been adding “fun makeup” to my daily routine. Eyeliner, eyeshadow, the occasional lip stain. I skipped the lip color today since I decided to bite the bullet and wear this dress. It’s another item I dragged out of the back of my closet; a sleeveless A-line dress that looks heather grey at first glance, but - if you look closely - you see that it’s solid grey with tiny white and black hearts all over. It’s one of the few “exciting” pieces that I picked out myself. Something that might seem boring if you don’t take the time to see what makes it special. 
 
    “Wow, Nora.” I snort at myself in the mirror over my ridiculous inner monologue. 
 
    Putting away my eyeliner, I zip up my purse and adjust my blazer. I hate covering up my pretty dress, but my daringness doesn’t extend to bare arms at work. 
 
    Blowing out a breath, I push through the door and back into the dimly lit office space. I’ve only taken a few steps towards the elevators when I hear something. 
 
    Pausing, I hold my breath, waiting to see if I hear it again. 
 
    A few seconds pass, then it’s there. 
 
    A voice. 
 
    Now that I’m trying to listen, I recognize it instantly as Denice’s angry tone. 
 
    Freezing, I contemplate what to do. I have to walk past her office to get to the elevators. 
 
    Ugh, this wouldn’t be a problem if I didn’t get stuck working on that damn new client. 
 
    My fingers tighten around my purse strap. 
 
    Should I call out to let her know I’m here? I don’t want to startle her or make her think I’m eavesdropping. Or should I just duck my head and walk past quickly? 
 
    It’s not that unusual for her to be here late. And it’s not at all unusual for her to be snapping at someone on the phone. What brings a feeling of unease to my stomach is the fact that her office lights are off and her door is open. If she knew someone else was here, she would for sure have her door shut. In the silence, I can hear the soft sound of her steps on the carpet. She’s pacing. 
 
    Be brave, Nora. So what if it’s a little uncomfortable? You’re not doing anything wrong by walking past her office. 
 
    I take one step forward. 
 
    “No, you listen to me! That wasn’t the deal. I can’t just sweep four million under the rug!” Denice’s voice is a hiss, but I hear her as if she were standing next to me. 
 
    Four million? 
 
    My steps stop. 
 
    “We had an agreement, and you’re fucking it all up!” 
 
    I take a step backwards. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I’m saying.” 
 
    I take another step back. 
 
    Denice sounds angrier with each sentence. 
 
    I shouldn’t be hearing this. 
 
    “Just let me handle it!” she snaps. 
 
    Oh god, I really shouldn’t be hearing this. 
 
    I take another step back. I can’t let her see me. This is bad. Whatever this is, it’s really fucking bad. 
 
    I spin around, and like the dumbest character in a horror movie, I collide with one of the cubicle walls. 
 
    My heart stops as my hands reach out, gripping the wall I bumped into. The sound was muted, and I don’t think she heard me. 
 
    I’m just letting out an exhale when I sense movement. Eyes wide with horror, I watch as a miniature Lucky Cat statue slowly tips off its perch on the top of the cubicle wall, clattering to noisy death on the desktop. 
 
    My heart flips from stopped to racing. And the pure silence coming from Denice’s office crawls across my skin like a nightmare. 
 
    I break into a sprint. 
 
    Refusing to look back, I run as fast as I can until I'm around the corner that leads to the stairwell. 
 
    I gasp for breath. The handful of yards I ran feeling like miles. 
 
    My hands are shaking, but I press the door handle down as slowly as my fear allows, and say a prayer of thanks to the building’s custodial staff when the door opens without a sound of protest. 
 
    Stepping through, I close the door behind me as gently as possible. 
 
    Going as fast as I dare, I run down the first flight of stairs. 
 
    Then the second. 
 
    I’m halfway down the third when a door above me opens. 
 
    I nearly slip off my step as I come to a complete halt and I clutch at the railing attached to the wall. 
 
    I hear the door slam shut, and then the stairwell is filled with the sound of heels clicking across the concrete. 
 
    Every step reverberates off the walls. The sound bouncing off the hard surfaces surrounding me. 
 
    My fingers tighten on the railing. I don’t want to risk moving in case Denice is the one above me. 
 
    “Hello?” My boss’s voice echoes down the two and half flights. 
 
    Oh god. Oh god. Oh god. 
 
    I open my mouth, taking in slow silent breaths. But there’s no way to quiet my pounding heartbeat. 
 
    Pressing myself flat against the wall, I shut my eyes and listen for any sign of her descending the stairs. If she starts to follow me down, I’ll have no choice but to start running. And then she’ll know for certain that someone heard her. 
 
    I doubt I could beat her during a seventeen-story foot race, even with my head start, but that won’t stop me from trying. 
 
    “Nothing. I thought I heard someone.” Heel clicks accompany her voice. She must still be on the phone. “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    I hear the door open. 
 
    “No, I told you –“ her voice is cut off as the door slams closed. 
 
    I wait, but there’s nothing but silence now. 
 
    As certain as I can possibly be that she’s not in the stairwell anymore, I continue my descent. 
 
    Every step brings on a new fear. 
 
    What if she faked the sound of her leaving? 
 
    What if she’s taking the elevator down to see who comes out of the stairwell? 
 
    What if she saw me while I was running for the stairs up in the office and she already knows it’s me? 
 
    What if she takes the elevator to the parking ramp and is waiting to confront me? 
 
    My breath is heaving. 
 
    My hands are clammy. 
 
    I’m more terrified than I thought was possible. 
 
    When I finally reach street level, my whole body is trembling. All I want to do is collapse onto the floor in a pile of tears, but I can’t do that. What I need to do is get away from this building as quickly as possible. 
 
    With that in mind, I turn away from the parking ramp and down the hall that will bring me to an exit that leads onto the street. 
 
    Shoving the door open, the setting sun blinds me and I have to blink to catch my bearings. 
 
    I glance up and down the sidewalk looking for any sign of Denice, or whoever she was talking to. Not that I’d have any idea who that person was or what they look like. But I don’t see my boss and I don’t see anyone paying me any attention. 
 
    Rubbing my hands down my skirt, I turn and speed walk in the direction of Marie’s House. I want to go home, but I promised Lisa and her kids that I’d be there tonight. And honestly, sitting alone at home is probably the last thing my psyche needs right now. 
 
    Four million. 
 
    We had a deal. 
 
    I’ll take care of it. 
 
    Denice’s words keep repeating in my mind, and panic starts to edge into my vision. 
 
    Suddenly, I feel trapped inside my blazer. The sleeves are too tight. The material is clinging to me, smothering me. 
 
    With zero finesse I start to tug on the offending item. But the silk liner is sticking to my sweaty skin. It won’t come off. 
 
    I pause my steps and bite down on my lip to keep from screaming out my frustration. 
 
    With another tug, the material finally pulls free, the constricting feeling lessening. 
 
    I suck in a big breath of air, hating that I feel tears brimming in my eyes. 
 
    Calm down, Nora. 
 
    A hand closes around my upper arm. 
 
    A scream pulls from my throat, and I instantly start to jerk against the grip. 
 
    Denice caught me! 
 
    The fingers tighten on my arm. 
 
    “Nora!” 
 
    I’m held in place as a shadow moves in front of me. 
 
    “Nora.” The deep voice says my name again. 
 
    It’s not Denice. 
 
    “John?” I breathe this name, hardly believing it’s him and not Denice. 
 
    John lifts his other hand so he’s gripping both of my arms. 
 
    There’s a dark look on his face that I can’t read, and for a brief moment I wonder if he’s the one Denice was talking to on the phone. 
 
    I shake off that thought. It can’t be him. I don’t know why, but I know he’s not a danger to me. 
 
    “Nora, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I… It’s…” I glance back over my shoulder. 
 
    I don’t see Denice, not yet, but I can’t just stand here outside the building waiting for her to appear. 
 
    “Hey,” his voice softens along with his grip, "you can talk to me.” 
 
    I bring my gaze back to meet his. 
 
    I want to talk to him. But what would I even tell him? I overheard a conversation. A conversation that sounded like something illegal. But that’s it. I have nothing to actually tell him. It’s nothing he could act on. 
 
    Shaking my head, I try to relax my tense muscles. “You just startled me.” 
 
    “No.” He steps forward. “Don’t lie to me, Nora.” 
 
    Our bodies are closer than what’s socially acceptable. 
 
    I open my mouth, then close it again. I don’t want to lie to him. Not to mention the fact that he interrogates people for a living. I bet he could spot a lie with his eyes shut. 
 
    One of his large hands slides up my arm, coming to a stop where my shoulder and neck meet. His thumb traces a line up the side of my throat. And a whole new chill settles over my skin. 
 
    His thumb pauses, “Your pulse is racing.” 
 
    Is he taking my pulse? 
 
    I swallow, and I know he can feel that too. 
 
    “You’re nervous.” His eyes search mine. “And not about me.” 
 
    He’s too close. I don’t know how to deal with him being this close. 
 
    “It’s a work thing,” I whisper the half-truth. 
 
    His grip tightens. “A man.” 
 
    My brows dip. “A man?” 
 
    John leans closer. “Is someone harassing you?” 
 
    “No,” I shake my head, “it’s not that. I’m fine. Really.” I fight the urge to look behind me. “I really have to get going.” 
 
    His eyes trail down my body. “Where?” 
 
    “Um, Marie’s House.” 
 
    “Where’s your car?” 
 
    I pause at his question. 
 
    My car? My car is parked 2 floors below the building next to us, in my usual work spot. But I can’t go get it because my possibly dirty boss could be waiting down there for me. Right now. 
 
    A sinking feeling hits my stomach. 
 
    If Denice is looking through the parking levels, then she’ll see my car and she’ll know I’m still here. I shudder at the thought. 
 
    John tenses at my reaction. “Nora?” 
 
    “I don’t need my car. It’s not far, and I want to walk.” 
 
    Lies. Lies. Lies. 
 
    My legs hardly feel like they can continue to hold me up. I certainly don’t want to walk the several blocks to Marie’s House. 
 
    John traces his thumb over my pulse once more before letting me go and taking a step back. “I’ll walk with you.” 
 
    “Oh, uh… no thank you.” 
 
    John narrows his eyes. 
 
    I meant to say ‘you don’t have to,’ but that’s not what came out. In any other situation I’d swoon over John walking with me. But today, right now, I need to gather my composure, which I’m not capable of doing when he’s near. And - most importantly - I need to get the fuck out of here. 
 
    A ringing phone saves me from explaining myself. 
 
    John pulls his phone out of his pocket, answering without looking. “What?” There’s a pause, and I see a flicker of surprise cross his face as the person on the other end of the line replies. “Now?” When he glances at his watch, my eyes follow. 
 
    If I wasn’t still so scared, I’d be able to appreciate the rolled up shirtsleeve arm porn he has going on. But the sight of the watch just reiterates my need to hurry. 
 
    Using the distraction, I start to move around him. 
 
    When his eyes snap up to mine, I mouth the word Bye and hurry past. 
 
    I expect him to reach out and stop me. But he doesn’t. A part of me is a little disappointed, but I keep going. 
 
    I don’t look back. And I don’t break into a panicked run. I just set a brisk pace, and I keep my shoulders back and my head high. 
 
    I picked a real shit week to start being Brave Nora.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    JOHN 
 
   I  watch Nora’s back as she hurries away from me, and my fist clenches around the phone. “Where?” 
 
    I shouldn’t have let her leave. I don’t need to be a trained agent to know that there’s something going on. 
 
    The look on her face wasn’t just from me startling her. Something else put that nervous fear in her eyes. Someone else caused her body to tremble beneath my hands, and not in the way I want it to. 
 
    “Coffeeshop. The one we used to meet at - " the voice on the phone says, and instead of replying, I hang up the call. 
 
    Standing rooted, I watch the flare of Nora’s skirt as she turns at the end of the block. She said she was going to Marie’s House, but that’s not the most direct route. Unless she’s trying to get out of my line of sight. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    Accepting temporary defeat, I stride to where I illegally parked along the curb. 
 
    It was pure chance that I saw Nora when I did. I just happened to be driving past when I saw her bolt out the side door of her building. 
 
    And yeah, I know it’s her building because I did a background check on her after my meddling sister handed me Nora’s last name on a silver platter with a side of nipple piercings. 
 
    Fucking nipple piercings. 
 
    How’s a man supposed to resist that?! I didn’t even try. Why bother? I was already borderline ready to stalk that pretty little creature before Sasha dropped that bombshell in my lap. And now, knowing she’s not just soft curves and bedroom eyes, she’s even more intriguing. 
 
    With my mind torn between Nora’s tits and her secrets, I make my way across town to a coffeeshop I’ve been in many times. 
 
    Finding an open street spot near the entrance, I park my vehicle and close my eyes in an effort to prepare myself. 
 
    I should’ve looked at my caller ID. That was a fucking rookie mistake. Had I looked, I would’ve seen who it was and I wouldn’t have answered. And then I could’ve spent my evening with Nora. Whether she liked it or not. 
 
    Instead, I’m here, pushing through the front door of BeanBag, hoping tonight’s request to meet is about work and nothing else. 
 
    I head straight to the counter and order a small black coffee. I could use a gallon after the day I’ve had, but I don’t want to give the impression that I’ll be staying long. 
 
    Coffee in hand, I look around the small space. 
 
    Spotting her is easy, the bright red hair acting as a calling card. 
 
    Before she can rise from her seat, I pull out the chair opposite her and sit. 
 
    “John...” She drawls. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    I nod in greeting. “Dell.” 
 
    We met during an off-the-books prisoner handoff. Then, during the following months, we bumped into each other a few more times. One thing led to another, and we found ourselves in bed together. 
 
    It was your typical, stupid, thinking-with-my-dick behavior, and I knew it was a mistake before it even happened. But I’m a moron and I allowed it to happen. A few times. 
 
    I’ve heard the rumors about us dating. The FBI agent and the mafia princess. It’s too good a storyline for gossips to pass up. But shit like that only works in movies. Or books. In real life, it’s a fucking mess. 
 
    On the surface, Dell is a beautiful catch. A head of shiny red curls, pouty lips, a body enhanced to supposed perfection with plastic surgery. But peel away the layers and you’re left with a narcissistic sociopath with delusions of grandeur. She wasn’t entirely awful to be around, she just wasn’t girlfriend material. At least not for me. And as much as I enjoy sex, I don’t like to lead women on if I have no intention of making things serious. 
 
    Once I got my head out of my ass, I told her I was done. I feel like I made it pretty clear. So, I’m hoping her call tonight is related to work. It wouldn’t be the first time she informed on someone. But we haven’t seen each other in months, and this feels way too much like one of her booty calls. 
 
    “How’ve you been?” Dell asks with a serene smile, but I can tell she’s annoyed that I didn’t give her the chance to greet me with a hug. 
 
    “Busy.” I’m already bored, but I resist taking a drink of my coffee, knowing it’ll still be scorching hot. 
 
    Dell puts a hand on the table between us. “You look good.” 
 
    I know a trap when I see one, so I ignore the comment altogether. “You in town for work?” 
 
    Dell rolls her eyes. “Right to the point. I see you still haven’t learned how to relax. Have some fun.” She purrs the last word. 
 
    Fun? Isn’t that what Sasha said while encouraging me to go after Nora? 
 
    I shrug. “You know how it is.” 
 
    She waves a hand dismissively. “Yes, yes. But all work and no play makes Johnny a dull boy.” 
 
    “Lucky for us both,” I gesture to the summer heat outside the windows, “there’s not a blizzard in sight.” 
 
    Dell takes a slow sip of her drink. 
 
    Based off history, my guess is it’s an Americano. More pretentious than just a normal cup of coffee and zero calories. 
 
    I bet Nora drinks something that she actually enjoys. Lattes. Or whatever frilly shit they’re always advertising as the daily sugar overload at places like this. 
 
    I bet Nora savors it. Slowly sipping the beverage, licking the foam off her lips with care. 
 
    My mind trails back to the sight of her luscious ass walking away from me in that dress today. I didn’t think I had a type. I like all shapes and sizes. But I’ve come to realize that I definitely have a preference. And that preference is big tits, big ass, brown eyes, and motherfucking nipple rings. Or bars. Or whatever the hell they pierce nipples with. 
 
    Goddamnit, I need to know what they look like! 
 
    Cool fingers settle over the back of my hand where I left it wrapped around my coffee cup. 
 
    “You free for dinner?” Dell’s voice is all seduction. 
 
    My eyes look down at her hand on mine, then up to her face. 
 
    I sigh. “Dell…” 
 
    Hearing the dismissal in my tone, she pulls her hand back. “Actually, I think I’ll just head to the hotel and grab some room service. I have an early morning tomorrow.” 
 
    “You in town for work?” I ask again. 
 
    Personal history or not, I’m a federal agent who specializes in organized crime, and she’s firmly ensconced in the O’Malley Family. 
 
    She lifts one slender shoulder. “Nothing concrete. Just here to check on some things. If I come across something juicy, I’ll be sure to include you.” 
 
    I watch for signs of deceit, but Dell’s always had a good poker face. 
 
    I nod. “If there’s something I can help with, let me know.” 
 
    “Appreciate the offer.” Dell stands, taking her time to show off her figure in a tight, low-cut black dress. “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    As she passes, she trails her hand across my shoulder, and I fight the urge to pull away. It’s not worth it. 
 
    Staying seated, I pry the lid off the coffee and down the contents. 
 
    Dell didn’t say much, but she told me enough. She’s here for something related to the O’Malleys, but it’s not something she wants me to help her with. Meaning it’s not something she wants to share with the law. And she was putting out strong fuck me pheromones. If I’d showed a return interest, I’m sure she’d be dragging me to her hotel. 
 
    What I don’t know is exactly what she’s here for. Or how long she’s going to be in town. Either way, I’ll be surprised if I don’t hear from her again. 
 
    I don’t have any ill will towards the woman, and since she’s proven to be a good informant I don’t want to burn the bridges between us. But I’ve already told her that the physical part of our relationship is over, and I don’t like repeating myself. 
 
    Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I hit Sasha’s name. 
 
    She answers on the second ring. “Hey, Loser. You coming over for some ice cream?” 
 
    My eyes roll of their own accord. “How many people are working with you tonight?” 
 
    “Uh…” she pauses as she thinks, “including me, there’s 4 of us. Why?” 
 
    Because I enjoy messing with my sister, I hang up instead of answering. 
 
    Tossing my empty cup, I step back up to the counter. 
 
    “Hey man, looking for another drink?” the guy behind the counter asks, his thumbs tugging on his suspenders. 
 
    “Yeah, can I do 3 decaf lattes with that caramel shit?” Aware of the evening hour, I order Sasha’s usual drink minus the caffeine. Looking over the menu board, I try to think what drink Nora might like. Then I spot it. “And I’ll take a decaf s’mores mocha.” 
 
    The barista gives me an approving look. “Whoever you’re looking to impress, consider it a done deal.” 
 
    Swiping my card to pay, I wonder if my motives are too transparent. 
 
    Then I decide I don’t care. 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    After parking in front of Marie’s House, I send Sasha a text telling her to meet me out front. I don’t trust myself to carry this tray of hot drinks and open both sets of doors without scalding myself. I have many talents, but balancing beverages is not one of them. 
 
    By the time I grab the to-go carrier and circle around the back of my vehicle, Sasha is already waiting for me. 
 
    Seeing that my hands are full, she holds the outer door open for me. “What do you have there?” 
 
    I hold up the drinks. “Sandwiches.” 
 
    “Okay, smartass, let me rephrase. Why are you bringing me and my staff…” she trails off. 
 
    I step past her into the space between doors, but she doesn’t unlock the next set. 
 
    “You gonna open that?” the WTF apparent in my tone. 
 
    Sasha stares right at me. “You gonna tell me why you’re bringing Nora coffee?” 
 
    I keep my features schooled, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Sasha gives me the look she’s been giving me her whole life. It’s the look that says you’re so much dumber than you think you are. 
 
    Finally, she opens the door and we walk silently through the lobby towards the rec room. 
 
    She cracks before I do. “So, wanna tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    “Nothing is going on. I was at BeanBag for a meeting and figured I’d bring over a few drinks.” 
 
    Sasha reaches for a drink but pauses. 
 
    “They’re all decaf.” I answer her question before she asks. 
 
    She chuckles. “God, I feel so old worrying about it, but last time I drank coffee after 6:00 I was up all freaking night. The next morning, Annie asked me if I was hungover.” 
 
    A genuine laugh crawls out of my chest. “That kid is the best.” 
 
    Sasha’s eyes soften. “She is, isn’t she." 
 
    Only a handful of tables are occupied in the rec room, but there’s steady conversation filling the air. 
 
    I move to the closest empty table and set down the drinks. “Have you talked to Vincent about the adoption?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sasha sighs. “I don’t think I’ve ever loved him more.” 
 
    “Ugh, come on!” I complain. 
 
    She smacks my arm. “There’s nothing sexier than seeing a man get all teary-eyed over his child.” 
 
    I try not to pull a face at the idea of Vincent crying. “I take it he was okay with the idea?” 
 
    Sasha nods. “Yeah. He said it’ll be up to Annie, of course. So now I just need the courage to ask if she’d like me to officially adopt her as my daughter.” 
 
    “She’s going to say yes,” I tell my sister, knowing it’s true. 
 
    Sasha rings her hands together. “I think so, too. I don’t know why I’m so nervous. It’s not like I’m going to demand that she calls me Mom or anything. But… oh man, if she ever does, I’m gonna cry like a baby.” 
 
    I place a hand on her shoulder and wait for her to look at me. “Vincent doesn’t deserve either of you.” 
 
    She huffs out a laugh and I see the stress leave her features. “You’re such an asshole.” 
 
    “Usually.” I shrug. “Now, I’m gonna go.” 
 
    Sasha holds out a hand to stop me. “One second.” I pause, and instantly regret it when she yells out, “Nora!” 
 
    I spare a half second to glare at my sister before my gaze cuts to Nora. 
 
    I’ve known where she was since the moment we crossed the threshold into the room, but I’ve resisted looking. Until now. 
 
    Nora’s seated a few tables away, her blazer is still off and draped over the back of her chair, leaving her arms exposed. But on Nora, the totally appropriate amount of skin on display is enough to make me bite back a groan. 
 
    Sasha gestures for Nora to join us. 
 
    I see the hesitation, but Nora stands, and heads our way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    NORA 
 
   W hy are they calling me over? Is John going to confront me about what happened earlier? 
 
    My stupid heart picks up speed with each step that takes me closer to John. My eyes want to stay locked on his, but I’m all-too-aware of Sasha’s presence at his side. In the end, I spend the short walk darting my eyes back and forth between the siblings, probably making me look guilty as hell. 
 
    Stopping a few feet away, I give the most awkward wave, then grip my hands together in front of my body. “Hey.” 
 
    John doesn’t reply; he just keeps me pinned with his indecipherable stare. 
 
    Sasha grins. “Hey, Nora.” 
 
    Their expressions are so different, and I don’t know what to make of it. 
 
    “Um, is everything okay?” I ask. 
 
    Sasha glances at John, so I do too, but his expression doesn’t change. And he doesn’t say anything. 
 
    Oookay. 
 
    Sasha lets out a little snort laugh before nodding her head towards her intimidating brother. “John brought coffee for the employees and volunteers.” 
 
    “Oh?” I finally notice the small tray of drinks in familiar BeanBag cups. And then her words settle in. “Oh! Wow, that’s really nice of you.” I glance at John, but he still doesn’t react. 
 
    When Sasha keeps grinning, I start to think there’s more to this that neither are saying. 
 
    “Okay, well, thank you.” Releasing the death grip I have on my own hands, I reach for one of the cups. 
 
    My fingertips brush against one of the cups, when John’s large hand closes around my wrist. 
 
    I wasn’t even a little bit prepared for the contact. The feel of his skin against mine is like a branding iron, marking his territory. 
 
    My breath catches, and my eyes snap up to meet his. 
 
    With a gentle tug, he pulls my hand a few inches closer towards him. “This one.” 
 
    Looking down, I see he’s moved my hand to hover over a different lidded cup. 
 
    I wrap my fingers around the warm drink and lift it from the carrier. “Thank you.” 
 
    John makes a sound low in his throat that I can only assume means you’re welcome. 
 
    Instead of letting go of my wrist completely, he loosens his hold then trails his fingers across my skin as he pulls his hand back. The move feels incredibly erotic, and I almost drop my cup. 
 
    I expect him to step away, but he continues to drag a finger down until it reaches the bottom of my cup. Then he presses up. 
 
    My chest rises with my inhale, and I don’t miss the way his eyes drop to watch the movement. But his finger doesn’t relent. At his urging, I lift the cup on his unspoken demand. 
 
    He wants to watch me taste it. 
 
    Trusting it’s not too hot, I bring the drink to my lips and take a sip. The moment the sweet beverage passes over my tongue, my eyes close and pleasure rolls over my taste buds. The flavor of chocolate and espresso and toasted marshmallows create a medley of sinful deliciousness in my mouth. 
 
    A moan of appreciation is drawn from my mouth, and my eyes open in time to see John’s nostrils flare. 
 
    Then, as if he didn’t just gift me with the best thing I’ve ever tasted, John turns and strides out of the room. 
 
    Good grief, that was the sexiest thing I’ve ever experienced. 
 
    A blush works its way from the tops of my cheeks to below the neckline of my dress. And when I look over to see the open-mouthed smile on Sasha’s face, my flush deepens. 
 
    My lips part, but I can’t think of a single intelligent thing to say. 
 
    Sasha breaks the silence when she claps and lets out what can only be described as a giggle. “Oh my god, that was amazing!” 
 
    At a loss for what to say, I look down at the cup in my hand, and see my name scrawled across the side. Looking over at the three cups remaining in the holder, I notice that none of them have a name written on them. 
 
    Sasha, apparently having the same thought, snags one of the cups and takes a drink. 
 
    She gives me an approving expression. “My usual order. I’m guessing these three are the same.” She says, not telling me what it is, before nodding to the drink in my hand. “What is yours?” 
 
    Carefully, I pull off the lid. The toppings have melted some, but the whipped cream, chocolate curls, mini marshmallows, and small pieces of what looks like graham crackers confirms my first impressions. “Umm, some sort of s’mores latte, I think. Or mocha.” 
 
    Sasha smirks. “Interesting.” 
 
    Then, just like her confusing brother, she turns and leaves. 
 
    Does that mean mine’s different? What does that mean!? 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    Dropping my head against the headrest, I stifle my frustrated groan as the driver pulls away from Marie’s House. 
 
    My feet hurt. Even though they’re flats, these shoes were not made for my six block speed walking flight from my office. But the ache in my toes is nothing compared to the throbbing in my bra. My poor nipples were jostled all over the place while I hustled down 16 flights of stairs, and I’m paying the price now. If I thought I could do it without the driver noticing, I’d totally pull my bra off right now. But considering I’m still feeling jittery from John’s attention, I’d probably get my arms stuck and need to ask for help. 
 
    John. 
 
    I don’t even know where to start with that man. 
 
    First, he scares me half to death outside my office building. And instead of letting me brush him off, he inserted himself into my personal space, demanding I tell him what’s wrong. 
 
    Under his firm grip, unrelenting stare, and no-arguments tone, I wanted to tell him everything. I wanted to bare my soul. Tell him what I overheard Denice saying on the phone. Tell him about my last boyfriend cheating on me. About Angie in the third grade dubbing me Bora Nora. I wanted to tell him how I internalized that. How I felt that way deep down in my bones. How scared and lonely it made me feel. I wanted to tell him about every time I cried on the bus home after school, wishing I was someone else. Anyone else. 
 
    And the thing is, I still want to tell him. I get this feeling when I’m around John that he’d be able to fix it all. Like one hug from him… one kiss… one moment… could be enough to erase all of the dark smudges of my past. 
 
    It’s a crazy thought. I know it is. What I’m imagining is more than just a boyfriend, it’s a freaking superhero. And he barely knows I exist. 
 
    Except… 
 
    Well, except he brought me a drink tonight. And I’m trying not to read too much into a kind gesture. But the way he guided my hand to the only drink with a name. That has to mean… something. 
 
    And it wasn’t some plain, no sugar, low-fat drink, like my stupid ex always ordered for me, even though I hated it. No, John got me the exact drink I’d choose if I was looking to treat myself. 
 
    But of course, he couldn’t just say what he was thinking. 
 
    Hey Nora, I got you this because I thought you might like it. 
 
    Hey Nora, I like your big ass and wanted to contribute. Here’s a mocha. 
 
    Hey Nora, I want to fuck you. Here’s some chocolate. 
 
    That would be too easy. 
 
    So, while I savored my calorie-loaded gift, I forced John’s motives out of my mind and decided on a plan for dealing with Denice. 
 
    I can’t take the chance that she went down to the parking level and saw my car. There are just too many variables. Maybe she’s still there. Maybe she has someone else watching the parking lot. Maybe she saw my car, went back upstairs, and will then notice my car is gone if she leaves later. Or maybe she never looked, and I’m freaking out over absolutely nothing. 
 
    So, I’m paying $30 for a rideshare app to get me home. Hopefully Denice doesn’t say anything to me about my car, but - if she does - I’ll make up an excuse for why I had to leave it overnight. 
 
    I just hope whatever I come up with is believable. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    NORA 
 
   M y fingers grip the straps of my purse tighter - a futile attempt to stop my hands from shaking - as the elevator doors slide open, revealing the front desk for Great Lakes Personal Insurance. Becky isn’t behind the front desk, so I’m saved from trying to play it cool for another few moments. 
 
    This morning, I pulled one of my Old Nora comfort outfits out of my closet, thinking coming to work would take all my bravery. But when I put on the unflattering black pants and oversized grey button up, I felt like the mousy, scared version of Nora, instead of comforted. 
 
    So I ripped the outfit off my body, threw it on the bedroom floor, and ripped the tags off a red fitted dress that I swore I’d never wear. And since the temperature today is just short of sweltering, I didn’t let myself grab a cardigan to hide under. 
 
    Shoulders back, hands still clutching my purse, I stride through the hallways, nodding my hellos, pretending that wearing this fuck me color is a usual occurrence. 
 
    My steps falter while I debate taking the back route to my office, strictly to bypass Denice’s doorway, but a sudden change in my daily routine might fall under suspicious behavior. 
 
    Pulling in a deep breath through my nose, I walk past the wall of windows that allow Denice to lord over the main floor. 
 
    It’s fine. I’m fine. 
 
    I am Brave Fucking Nora. 
 
    I’m even with her open door when I hear her voice. My eyes follow the sound, and I see Denice sitting behind her desk, phone pressed to her ear, red lips pursed, eyes on me. 
 
    My lips stretch into a smile and I lift a hand to give her a little wave. 
 
    One heartbeat passes. 
 
    I keep moving forward. 
 
    Then Denice nods her head in my direction, returning the greeting.  
 
    By the time I unlock my own office door, I’m thanking the gods for prescription-strength antiperspirant. My five-minute trek through the office would have left me sweating through my killer red dress without it. And I’m pretty sure that’d give a different statement than the one I’m trying to portray. 
 
    Kicking my door shut, I drop into my chair, and let my purse slide off my shoulder to the floor. 
 
    I allow myself two minutes of sitting in silence, two minutes of freaking out, then I force myself to turn on my computer and check my emails. Inactivity won’t help my day go by quicker. 
 
    An hour passes and - unsurprisingly - I can’t focus. 
 
    Pushing my chair back, I accept defeat. The one cup of coffee I had while getting ready this morning wasn’t enough. And since I had to order a ride to work this morning, because my car is still sitting in the employee lot downstairs, I had to get up extra early. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I’d have to wait for an available car, but I lucked out and arrived around the same time I always get to work. But I did have the driver drop me off on the corner and not in front of the main lobby doors. I don’t know why I did it, but it seemed like a good idea to not be seen. 
 
    The delicious smell of roasted beans tingles across my brain when I step into the break room. 
 
    Denice might be a conniving criminal, but she has good taste in coffee. Last year, she purchased a several-thousand-dollar coffee/latte maker, and I’m completely addicted to it. 
 
    I take my time entering my selection into the automated machine, opting for a vanilla latte before placing my mug under the spout and hitting start.   
 
    Between the Denice stuff and John bringing me that special drink, my mind would not relax last night. I got a few hours of sleep, but it felt like by the time my eyes finally shut my alarm was going off. 
 
    I lean against the counter as my mouth opens wide on a yawn. 
 
    “Up late?” 
 
    The sound of Denice’s voice just a few feet away makes me flinch. 
 
    Hoping it looked like an innocent startle response and not a guilty I heard you talking about possible embezzlement reaction, I face her and plaster a smile across my lips. 
 
    My hand reaches across my chest to cover my heart, hoping to dull the sound of its wild beating. “Not enough sleep at all.” I smile. “I’m so out of it I didn’t even hear you.” 
 
    She keeps her gaze on mine. “I’ll make sure to make more noise the next time I approach.” 
 
    The laugh I let out sounds 100% forced, and my mouth goes dry. 
 
    Channeling the one drama class I took in high school, I wave her off. “This is a me problem. But don’t worry, I’ll be alert after I have this.” I gesture to the frothy caffeinated liquid filling my mug. And for the first time in a year, I curse my need for fancy coffee. If I just drank plain black swill from the pot, I’d have been done before she came in here.   
 
    Denice makes a sound in her throat. “I’m surprised you’re just getting coffee now. I could’ve sworn I saw your car was already here when I got in early this morning.” 
 
    Her eyes never leave mine. 
 
    I bet this is how the suspects feel when John questions them. 
 
    John. 
 
    My cheeks heat in preparation of the lie I’m about to tell. “Oh, um, I actually left my car here last night.” I lift a shoulder in a shaky shrug. “I wasn’t early this morning.” 
 
    “Oh?” She raises a brow. “Is something wrong with it?” 
 
    I shake my head while internally cursing myself. 
 
    Duh, car trouble would’ve been the easiest excuse! 
 
    “No.” My stance shifts. “My, uh, boyfriend picked me up from work yesterday and then we, um, didn’t come back.” 
 
    Oh my god this is embarrassing! I’m just insinuating I had a sexual encounter, and I’m blushing. It’d probably be easier to just admit what I overheard and take the chance of her trying to murder me. 
 
    Her second brow lifts to join the first. “Boyfriend? I didn’t realize you were seeing anyone.” 
 
    I swear she visibly relaxes as she asks the question. 
 
    “It’s still pretty new.” It’s so new that my boyfriend doesn’t even know about it. 
 
    Denice’s mouth pulls into a smirk. “Well, not so new if you’re spending the night.” 
 
    The flush on my cheeks gets deeper. Fake sleeping with John may have just saved me. I’ll give him a fake blow job as thanks when I get home tonight. 
 
    I swallow, then agree, “Maybe not that new.” 
 
    Denice gives me a once-over. “Well, if he picked out that dress, keep him.” She moves to the fridge, pulling open the door and grabbing out one of her neon yellow energy drinks. Turning back to face me, she pauses. “I’m putting you in charge of the noon meeting. I have to run out for a few hours.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” This isn’t the first time, but usually she tells me days in advance. Not a couple hours. 
 
    She taps a nail against the counter. “Actually, I doubt I’ll come back in. Call me if there’s an emergency, otherwise I’ll see you Monday.” 
 
    “Okay, will do - ” I say, giving her a small wave as she strides out of the small breakroom. 
 
    When the door closes behind her, I nearly collapse to the floor. 
 
    I can’t be sure she was fishing for information, but it sure felt like it. I think she believed me though. My rampant blushing probably helped. 
 
    My hand is an inch away from picking up my mug of steaming liquid when the door swings open. Hoping it’s not Denice, I turn, happy to find Becky tapping away on her phone. 
 
    “Good morning.” 
 
    She looks up and smiles. “Morning, Nora.” 
 
    Grabbing my well-earned latte, I start to head out of the breakroom, but stop. 
 
    “Hey, Becky?” 
 
    She keeps typing on her screen. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Denice has me running the Friday meeting today.” 
 
    She looks up. “Okay, cool.” 
 
    I square my shoulders. “And I’d like a Reuben.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “C 
 
   
 
    heers!” Ronnie slides a margarita across the table towards me. 
 
    I hold up the one in my other hand. “I’m not quite done yet.” 
 
    She huffs. “There’s like a sip left. Drink it or toss it, but you’re taking this one.” 
 
    “Fine, fine.” I laugh. “Twist my arm.” 
 
    The building isn’t alcohol-free, but the parties at Marie’s House don’t usually include drinks. Tonight, however, is a different story. Because tonight is the Second Anniversary Party. 
 
    I came in early to help set up, and - even though it’s been a fun day - I’m ready to get a little bit tipsy. And since it’s Saturday, I don’t have to worry about getting up early tomorrow. 
 
    Once we got everything set up - the proverbial doors opened - the residents and community members descended upon us. It’s been non-stop ever since. Games, art stations, and face painting filled the afternoon. Then the caterers showed up and transformed the rec room into a huge buffet. There’s more than enough for everyone, and Sasha has a stack of reusable containers so people can bring leftovers home with them. 
 
    Today’s been a great escape for me, my mind not having any time to wander. 
 
    Except - unfortunately for me - Lisa witnessed the whole coffee scene with John last week, and every time we bump into each other she asks me about it. No matter how many times I tell her there’s nothing to tell, she refuses to believe me. So when she had to take the boys up to bed, I used the opportunity to camp down with Ronnie and the booze. 
 
    Downing the rest of my first margarita, I set the empty glass down and bring the fresh drink up to my lips. 
 
    I wish there was something to tell Lisa, but the truth is I haven’t seen John since the coffee night. It’s been over a week, but every time I close my eyes I can still feel his touch on my wrist. Hear his voice against my ear. 
 
    But I haven’t seen him. Not during the week and not today. 
 
    I’d expected to see him today, and I hate to admit that I dressed with him in mind. Since I knew today would be a lot of running around, a dress just didn’t seem practical. So I put together what I feel is a sexy, while still casual, outfit. My jeans are new. High-waisted and snug. Accentuating my hourglass figure in a way I’d normally avoid. Letting the jeans be the star, I layered a white cami with a soft grey cardigan. I feel feminine and pretty, and I wish like hell that John was here to appreciate it. 
 
    Only now my makeup is smudged, and my carefully straightened hair is pulled into a high ponytail because it was frizzing, and I was getting too hot. 
 
    “Earth to Nora!” 
 
    I blink away my thoughts and look at Ronnie. “Sorry, I totally zoned out there.” 
 
    “No kidding. Have a nice trip to LaLa Land?” 
 
    Smiling, I take another sip. “Just thinking about the day.” 
 
    “Mmhmm. Sure.” 
 
    “Hey guys.” Sasha drops into an empty chair at our table. “What a day, huh?” 
 
    Ronnie slides another margarita her way and I finally notice the stash of full drinks she has in front of her. 
 
    Catching my look, Ronnie shrugs. “I didn’t want to keep getting up. Plus, the spouse is picking me up, so I can get as drunk as I want.” 
 
    “Here, here!” Sasha raises her glass, then takes a long drink. 
 
    Her husband and stepdaughter, and of course mother-in-law, were here earlier. They made rounds, talking to nearly everyone, and I saw Marie give a few press interviews alongside Sasha. But they left a while ago. 
 
    Sasha narrows her eyes at something across the room. “I think our pile of free t-shirts is getting low.” 
 
    Seeing how exhausted she looks, I stop her before she can get up. “I’ll go grab some more.” 
 
    “You sure?” She asks, while making no attempt to get up. 
 
    I stand. “Yeah, no problem. They’re in the back stockroom, right?” 
 
    She nods, “Yep.” Then she looks over my shoulder. “Can you help her?” 
 
    “I can do that," the masculine voice responds, and my heart taps an extra beat. 
 
    I don’t turn around. Looking would be a mistake. I know exactly who’s behind me because it’s the same voice I hear when I sleep at night. 
 
    A large palm presses into the small of my back. “Let’s go, Nora.” 
 
    It’s not an offer of assistance. It’s him telling me. 
 
    I’m going to be alone with him. 
 
    Brave Nora. 
 
    Before I step away from the table, I pick up my glass and gulp down half my margarita. 
 
    Ronnie snorts a laugh, but I ignore her. Just like I ignore the grin on Sasha’s face. 
 
    “Ready?” John’s voice asks, closer. 
 
    I can feel the warmth of it on my neck and I have to bite my lip to stop the moan that tries to climb out of my chest. That alcohol I just consumed is either going to be a great or terrible idea. 
 
    “Ready.” I lie. 
 
    Keeping his hand on my back, John steps up next to me. And then I make the biggest miscalculation of the night. I look at him. 
 
    Sweet mother of god, he’s in a suit. 
 
    He’s in a suit, and I’m so fucked it’s not even funny. 
 
    With our height difference, his chest is at my eye level, and I find myself staring at a crisp white shirt. The material stretched over his firm muscles. The very top button is undone, the collar open, showcasing his Adam’s apple, and it’s the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen. I want to fall into him, stretch up on my toes, and run my tongue up the column of his neck. 
 
    But it’s his suit coat. His pitch-black, perfectly fitted suit coat that fills my belly with warmth. 
 
    I didn’t think guys in suits were my thing. Maybe they aren’t. Maybe it’s just John. 
 
    John, the man I first laid eyes on as he lifted another man by the neck before slamming him into the ground. He’s an adult version of the neighborhood Bad Boy, only he’s in a motherfucking suit, and he carries a federal badge. 
 
    I tell my eyes to stop. To look away. But instead of listening, they take in the rest of him. 
 
    John’s chin is covered in a heavy shadow, and I wonder if he shaves every morning. And if it’d be as rough under my fingers as I imagine it to be. 
 
    And his mouth. That sinful, delicious-looking mouth. I want to know what it feels like against mine. I want to feel his tongue against mine and pull his lip between my teeth. I want to know how much he’d let me get away with. 
 
    When my eyes trail unbidden up to meet his, I know the answer is nothing. 
 
    He’d let me get away with nothing. 
 
    His hand slides down an inch, his pinky resting against the top of my ass. “Let’s go, Little Bird.” 
 
    Little Bird? 
 
    I don’t reply, but I still move with him, away from the table and the rest of the crowd. 
 
    John’s hand never leaves my back, and neither of us says a word as we walk down the hallway.   
 
    By the time we reach the storeroom, we’re surrounded in tense silence. 
 
    With unsteady fingers, I enter the employee code to unlock the door. 
 
    When the door lets out an audible click, John reaches past me, pressing the handle down and pushing the door open. He steps into the room first, flicking on the light, and then holds the door open for me to enter. 
 
    Walking past him, I stop in the middle of the small room. 
 
    This is it. This is the moment I’ve been asking for, dreaming of, begging the universe to give me. I have John. All to myself. 
 
    I should make a move. Come on to him. Ask him out. DO SOMETHING. 
 
    The door clicks closed behind me. 
 
    Brave Nora. 
 
    I turn and face him. 
 
    His gaze is locked on mine. He’s impossible to read, but I could swear I see lust that matches my own. 
 
    I take a step towards him. 
 
    There’s only a few feet between us. I need to tell him that I want him. 
 
    John’s eyes don’t leave mine. 
 
    I take another step closer. 
 
    I could reach out and touch him. He’s so close. Within range. 
 
    But instead of taking control, I freeze. 
 
    “Is there something you want, Nora?” John asks the question, but I can see that he already knows the answer. 
 
    My mouth opens, but nothing comes out. 
 
    He takes a step towards me, nearly closing the distance between us. “Is there something you need, Nora?” 
 
    My chest is heaving and I feel like I’m on the verge of passing out, but I manage to nod my head. 
 
    The corner of his mouth tips up. “Good girl.” 
 
    John tucks two fingers into the waistband of my jeans. 
 
    “What - “ 
 
    The motion is swift when he tugs me towards him and my body collides with his. My hands automatically come up to land against his chest, and my eyes flutter closed. 
 
    His muscles flex under my palms. His chest is firm and large, and everything I’d imagined. 
 
    My fingers spread out, trying to feel as much of him as I can. 
 
    His lips brush against my ear. “Tell me to stop, Nora. Tell me to stop, and I will.” 
 
    I pull my head back enough to look at him, “I don’t want you to stop.” 
 
    John curls his fingers, pressing his knuckles into my stomach, pulling me tighter against him. 
 
    My hands start to slide up his chest, reaching for the top button of his shirt, but then they still. 
 
    I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. How aggressive does he want me to be? I don’t know how to act with a man like John. 
 
    John uses his free hand to cup my chin, tipping my head up until I’m looking back at him. 
 
    “Want me to take over?” 
 
    My breath hitches, and I nod. 
 
    He leans in, leaving only a few inches between our lips. “Say Yes, John.” 
 
    My thighs clench as I feel heat flood my core. “Yes, John.” 
 
    A low sound leaves his mouth, then it’s pressing against mine. 
 
    John’s mouth is on mine, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced before. 
 
    I melt into the kiss. His full lips slanting over mine, demanding them to open. 
 
    I try to focus. I try to remember the exact moment I open my lips for him. I try to memorize every swipe of his tongue. I try to focus, but there’s a lightning storm going off inside my body, and I can’t hold on to a single bolt. 
 
    My arms wrap around the back of his neck, anchoring him to me. He’s my tether, and if I lose this connection, I know I’ll be lost. 
 
    His hands grip my sides, holding me tight against his body, and I’ve never felt safer in my life. He’s warm and large and feels like a man-shaped security blanket made just for me. 
 
    John’s large hands move up my sides, the heat of them seeping through the thin cotton of my shirt. Keeping the tips of his fingers against my ribs, he spreads his grip out until his thumbs trace along the underside of my breasts. 
 
    I lean into the touch. The press of his body against mine is divine torture. But then he’s gone. 
 
    His hands leave my sides the same time his mouth leaves mine. 
 
    My eyes blink open, but instead of finding his gaze on mine, I find his hooded eyes focused on my chest. 
 
    With slow movements, John grabs the top edge of my cami and starts to pull down. He doesn’t stop until the material bunches under my breasts. 
 
    He uses his thumbs to rub over each nipple, the tight buds visible even through my bra. And I can no longer stay quiet. 
 
    I reach out and grab onto the fabric of his shirt, holding myself steady as I let out a whimper of appreciation. 
 
    John’s tongue slides across his lower lip at the same time that he grips the top of my bra, pulling down until my tits are fully exposed. The empty bra cups pushing my breasts up to unnatural heights. 
 
    “Fuck.” He groans the word as he palms my breasts, leaving my nipples exposed between his thumb and forefinger. “Fuck," he says again, before dipping down and taking one small barbell into his mouth. 
 
    “Oh - god!” My fingers leave his sides and dig into his hair, hanging on for dear life. 
 
    This is the first time someone other than me has played with the piercing, and it’s so much more intense. He’s rougher than I’ve been willing to go, and it’s perfect.   
 
    He tugs and plucks at the nipple not in his mouth, and I’m so achy - so needy - I’m ready to burst. 
 
    “John.” I pant. “Please. John.” 
 
    Letting my breast pop free, John stands back to his full height. 
 
    My hands reach out for his belt, then falter. 
 
    Why can’t I make myself do this!? I know he wants it, so why can’t I just do it!? 
 
    John stills. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    When I don’t answer he reaches out, pinching one of my nipples. “Nora, tell me what’s wrong?” 
 
    Averting my eyes, I admit the truth. “I’m not like them. I’m not like the women you’re used to.” 
 
    John places one finger under my chin to lift my gaze to his once again. “What do you mean?” 
 
    I swallow, thinking about the description I was given of his last girlfriend. “I’m not tough. I’m not an alpha.” 
 
    A slow smirk pulls across his face as he straightens to his full height. “Don’t worry, Darling,” he pulls his suit coat off and tosses it aside. “I’m alpha enough for the both of us.” 
 
    My pulse skyrockets. 
 
    John grips my chin again. “Undo my belt.” 
 
    Feeling those words everywhere, I do as I’m told. 
 
    My trembling fingers reach out and grip the leather. He waits silently while I work to free his belt and let it drop to the ground next to us. 
 
    “Take my dick out.” 
 
    Jesus Christ, why is hearing him say that so hot? 
 
    Keeping my eyes locked on the front of his pants, my fingers undo the button, and pull the zipper down. His wide stance stops his pants from falling down and they rest low on his hips. 
 
    Dark, tight boxer briefs are all that stand between his cock and my hands. Swallowing against the dryness in my mouth, I pull down the front of his briefs. I pull down. And down. Until his erection bobs free. 
 
    Of course his cock would be long and thick and perfect in every way. 
 
    Not needing to be told how to do this part, my fingers wrap around his length. Gliding up the hardness, and back down. 
 
    John’s hand closes over mine, and he squeezes, forcing me to grip him tighter. 
 
    Our moans mingle. The sound signaling pleasure. 
 
    “Take off your pants.” John squeezes my hand once more before releasing his grip. “And your panties.” 
 
    Letting go of his cock, I remove my cardigan, toe off my shoes, then shimmy out of my jeans. 
 
    With my thumbs in the waistband of my thong, I pause. 
 
    “Off.” John snaps. 
 
    It’s a command, not a request.  
 
    I comply. 
 
    Stepping out of my panties, I’m left standing before John, half naked, with my tits hanging out. 
 
    John strokes himself, once, twice. “You’re fucking perfect.” 
 
    Then he’s stepping into me, lifting me, and setting my ass on the edge of a table. The surface is covered in boxes, so I’m half on the table, half afraid of the table collapsing beneath me. But then John’s using his warm palms to spread my thighs, and when he steps between them, all thoughts other than John leave my body. 
 
    My hands grab ahold of the front of his shirt, and this time I make quick work of the buttons, finally exposing his chest to me. 
 
    John lets out a low groan, and I follow his gaze down to see my own slickness coating my thighs. I should probably be embarrassed about how wet I am, especially considering he hasn’t even touched me down there yet, but the look on John’s face is pure hunger. 
 
    “Wider,” he growls. 
 
    I press my thighs open even farther. Each command I comply with boosting my confidence. 
 
    John runs the tip of his dick up the length of my pussy. “Tell me you’re on birth control.” 
 
    Red flags wave in my peripheral. I should stop this. I don’t know him. That there are worries beyond pregnancy. This man is a stranger. 
 
    But instead of being smart, I nod. 
 
    John growls, gripping the base of his cock, lining it up with my ready entrance. “I’m going to fuck you now.” 
 
    A shiver ripples across my skin. “Please.” 
 
    The hand not on his dick runs up my side, squeezing my breast, pinching my nipple, then gripping the base of my neck. 
 
    He presses his lips against mine. At the same time, he presses into me. 
 
    One inch. Then another. And another. His tongue shoves into my mouth and I’m filled with him. All I can feel is John. All I can taste, all I can hear, all I can smell is John. 
 
    I was bracing for a quick thrust. But this… this slow, insistent invasion is so much more than I was prepared for. 
 
    I arch. Writhe. Moan. 
 
    With both hands on my ass, John pulls me forward, onto him, as he enters the final inches. 
 
    My fingers claw at him. Pulling him closer, pushing him away. But he holds still. He doesn’t move. 
 
    Until he does. 
 
    John pulls out. Slams in. Over and over. His hands are everywhere. Tugging on my nipple piercings, gripping my ass, feeling every exposed bit of skin. 
 
    “John!” I cry out, feeling ready to burst. 
 
    It’s too much. It’s too soon. But I can’t stop the pressure that keeps rising. 
 
    “That’s it,” John growls into my mouth. 
 
    A rough thumb presses where we’re joined, and I jolt in surprise. 
 
    “Oh god - ” My head falls back. 
 
    He circles my clit. Quicker and quicker. Pressing harder and harder. 
 
    “Keep those pretty eyes on me," he demands. 
 
    My eyes flicker open. 
 
    “Good girl.” His fingers don’t stop their assault. “That’s my good girl.” 
 
    “I’m so close!” I cry. 
 
    “That’s right, Darling. Come apart for me. Come on my cock.” 
 
    His deep voice is the last piece of the puzzle. 
 
    I shatter around him. Convulsing. Shaking. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    JOHN 
 
   I  can’t stop.  
 
    Can’t slow down.  
 
    Nora’s orgasm is the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever witnessed. 
 
    The only thing hotter than the feeling of her pussy fluttering around my cock is the sounds she’s making. I don’t even think she knows what she’s saying. 
 
    “Yes, John. Thank you. Oh my god, thank you - " she pants. 
 
    Stopping my torment of her clit, I grip her ass with both hands. Her skin is perfectly soft beneath my palms. 
 
    Smack! 
 
    Before I know what I’m doing, I’ve slapped her ass cheek. 
 
    To my surprise, Nora throws her head back and clenches around my dick. 
 
    “Fuck me.” I groan. 
 
    My dirty girl liked that. 
 
    I slap the other cheek. 
 
    “John - " she clenches around me as she moans my name. 
 
    And it’s all I can handle. 
 
    I pull out of her sweet heat, her body arching towards mine, trying to keep the contact. 
 
    Gripping her waist, I lift her off the table and set her down in front of me. “On your knees, Little Bird.” 
 
    Nora complies, dropping down in front of me. And it’s the prettiest damn sight I’ve ever seen. 
 
    I drag my thumb across her lips. “Open up.” 
 
    Her eyes are wild, “Yes, John.” 
 
    Jesus. This woman is every obedient fantasy I didn’t know I had. 
 
    Nora lets her mouth drop open and I guide my cock between her lips. 
 
    When she closes her mouth around me, sucking my length like she was made for it, I lose the last shred of my self-control. 
 
    Wrapping a hand around the base of her glossy ponytail, I press in deeper. 
 
    “I want to fill you up.” My words are a growl. 
 
    I pull back and thrust in deeper, until I feel my tip hit the back of her throat. 
 
    Her hands reach out, gripping the backs of my thighs. But she’s not trying to push me away. No, she’s pulling me closer. 
 
    “I want to watch myself drip out of that pretty pussy,” I tell her. 
 
    I hold her steady, and push deeper. 
 
    “I want to come all over those pierced tits.” 
 
    I press past the resistance of her throat, sinking in even further. 
 
    “But we have a party to get back to.” 
 
    I pull all the way out, letting her breathe, and run a finger down the front of her neck. 
 
    “Relax, Little Bird.” I rub the head of my cock back against her lips.  “Let me in.” 
 
    I push forward. 
 
    “Let me go deep.” She takes in more of me. “There’s my good girl.” 
 
    Nora lets out a groan, and it reverberates up my dick. 
 
    “Fuuuuuuck...” My grip in her hair tightens. “Touch yourself, Darling. Make yourself come again.” 
 
    My view of her pussy is blocked by her mouth wrapped around my cock, but I can see her shoulder moving, telegraphing the frantic movement happening below. 
 
    “That’s it. Swallow me down.” 
 
    I try to hold off. 
 
    I try to even out my breathing. 
 
    But when I go to pull back, Nora uses the hand still wrapped around my thigh to drag me closer, until every inch of my dick is buried in her throat. 
 
    I let go of my control. 
 
    I let go of it all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
    NORA 
 
   F eeling John’s cock spasming down my throat sends me over the edge. Again. 
 
    Intense shocks of pleasure rock my body, and I have to concentrate on not biting his dick. 
 
    Ignoring everything else, I let myself enjoy the moment. Soaking up every last twitch and moan, hardly knowing what belongs to who. 
 
    When I finally release my death grip on John’s leg, he slowly pulls out of my mouth. 
 
    I cough a little as I slump back onto my heels and use the back of my hand to wipe at the tears on my cheeks. I’m not crying, it just seems to be a side effect of being choked by a cock. 
 
    John crouches down before me, and I see that he’s tucked himself back into his pants, the zipper still open. 
 
    He traces a finger over my lips. “You okay?” 
 
    I nod, hardly believing what we just did. What I just did. 
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever deep throated a guy before. Definitely not one as large as John. Not to mention having spontaneous sex with a man who’s basically a stranger. I think this might count for my first one-night stand. 
 
    Feeling proud of myself, my lips pull into a small smile. 
 
    John starts to shake his head, and I have half a heartbeat to worry that he’s about to say something shitty, like that was a mistake, but then his lips tip up into a smirk. 
 
    It’s the first smile I’ve ever seen on his face, and it changes everything about him. In that one small movement, he’s suddenly not quite as intimidating. Not quite as cold. 
 
    It feels like I’m seeing a secret part of him, and I tuck that feeling away to look at later. 
 
    Standing, John offers both of his hands. Taking them, I let him pull me up from the floor. 
 
    We dress in silence, and it should feel super weird, but I’m far too sated to feel awkward. 
 
    I just had sex with John. 
 
    Me. 
 
    Special Agent John, of the FBI, just fucked me. 
 
    Since there’s nothing in here to clean myself with, I cringe a little when I pull my thong back on. And cringe a little more when I zip my jeans up. 
 
    Should’ve had sex in the custodial storeroom. They’d probably have paper towels. 
 
    After adjusting my tits back into my bra and cami, I slip on my cardigan. 
 
    John’s already dressed and watching me, so I gesture to the box of t-shirts, the reason we came down here in the first place. “Would you be able to bring that box to Sasha? I need to stop in the ladies’ room to straighten up.” 
 
    John’s gaze roams over me before stopping on my hair. “Probably a good idea.” 
 
    Reaching up, I feel that my whole ponytail is askew. 
 
    I can’t help it. I grin. 
 
    With another small shake of his head, John lifts the box with ease and carries it in one arm while using the other to hold the door open for me. 
 
    I take one last look around the small room, making sure we didn’t leave any signs of our debauchery behind. 
 
    I have no delusions about this being anything other than a one-time thing. An itch we both wanted to scratch. There were no declarations of love or promises to call later. Tonight was about carnal pleasures. And I thoroughly enjoyed myself. 
 
    With my grin still in place, I step through the door and leave my encounter with John firmly locked up in that storeroom. And in the past. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    JOHN 
 
    
     “G 
 
   
 
    ood morning, Agent Clark!” The guard greets me as I pass the security desk. 
 
    With a grunt, I tip my almost-empty coffee cup in his direction. 
 
    I’m not sure I can agree with his sentiment. Ever since I left that damned storeroom last night, I’ve been in a mood. I’m a 42-year-old FBI agent; I don’t get in fucking moods. 
 
    It’s that damn woman. She’s under my skin and inside my head and I’m not sure what to do to get her off my mind. 
 
    Downing the rest of my coffee, I toss the empty cup into a nearby garbage can. 
 
    I’d felt a connection with Nora since the first moment I laid eyes on her. Her damn eyes. And I swear there was an electric, crackling pulsing between us during those few steps when I walked past her. I’d never experienced anything like it before, and by the time she was out of my sight I figured it was all in my head. 
 
    But then I ran into her and that damn box, and the pull I felt towards her was even stronger than the first time. 
 
    By the time I jumped out of my car to stop her outside on the sidewalk, I knew I had to have her. I didn’t have a plan in mind, aside from bribing her into my vicinity with coffee, but apparently I showed up at the absolute perfect moment last night. And for once in my life, I’ll have to thank Sasha for sticking her nose in my business. 
 
    However, I doubt what Nora and I did was quite what Sasha had in mind. She probably thought we’d talk, get acquainted, make a date. Start a relationship. But I don’t think she imagined a round of bareback fucking on a spare buffet table in the storeroom, ending with me balls deep down Nora’s sweet throat. 
 
    “Goddamnit.” I grumble and casually adjust myself. 
 
    Everything about last night was unexpected. I’ve ragged on so many guys for walking around with condoms in their pockets, as though they’re about to get laid at any second. But now I understand the genius behind that practice. Not that it stopped me yesterday. I want to punch myself. I know better than to have unprotected sex with someone I hardly know. But I can’t say I regret a single second of it. I should, but I don’t. 
 
    I shake my head at myself. Fucking the woman with secrets in her eyes was supposed to sever this desire I have for her. Or at the very least dilute it. But no. Of course not. Why can’t life be that easy for me? Instead of feeling content, I feel stressed. The idea of that being all I get of Nora is making me anxious. But I don’t feel anxiety. Not for Nora. Not for anyone. 
 
    Stopping, I drag a hand down my face and let out a long sigh. Then I change direction. 
 
    Two minutes later, I’m standing outside the door to Tye Enno’s office. Speaking of regrets I should have - I lift my fist and knock - this motherfucker is going to be a pain in the ass. 
 
    Not waiting for permission, I turn the handle and enter the small windowless office. 
 
    Tye doesn’t glance up. “Sure man, just let yourself in.” 
 
    “You should watch your tone, Enno. What if I was the brass?” 
 
    He scoffs. “You’re the only dickhead who bothers to knock but doesn’t bother to wait for a response.” Tye finally looks up, smirk in place. 
 
    My sister met Tye once when he came to my place to drop off a file. After he left, she fake collapsed on the couch asking where have you been hiding that exotic man-god, and I immediately wished I’d met him in the lobby. 
 
    Being half Native American and half Greek, Tye’s heritage is hard to place from just looking at him. And it turns out my sister is the type of woman who finds long-haired, baby-faced types covered in tattoos attractive. Sasha asked me how much of his body was covered in tattoos, and I foolishly admitted to seeing him shirtless once. Of course that led to more questions, and I had to explain that I’d seen him shirtless because he was one of the contenders in a MMA fight I was at. I know he’s tattooed from his neck to his fingertips to his waist, but - to Sasha’s disappointment - I don’t know how far south they go. 
 
    I shake off that unfortunate memory and look around Tye’s office. 
 
    Tye works in the cyber department, so he doesn’t have a typical setup. Instead of a standard desk with visitor’s chairs, he has a U-shaped station that takes up most of the small office. Wires and lights and devices I can’t name cover every surface. 
 
    There’s a single, uncomfortable chair in the corner covered in a pile of hoodies. Lifting my foot, I use the toe of my boot to shove the clothes off the chair and sit. 
 
    Tye rolls his eyes, “Make yourself at home.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I prop my foot up on the edge of his desk, relishing in the horrified look on his face. 
 
    “Dude, this better be good.” He glances at one of his many screens. “But I guess since you’re here before 8am it’s something you want done right away.” 
 
    I feel more tired just being reminded of the time. I spent my night pacing my living room, thinking of Nora. So when I finally did fall asleep, my dreams were filled with pretty brown eyes, staring up from my lap. 
 
    “I need you to run someone,” I tell Tye. 
 
    Tye spins his chair around, already opening the program. “Name?” 
 
    “Nora Matilda Foster.” I got her middle name the night Sasha told me about the piercings. But the background check I ran is peanuts compared to the goldmine Tye can usually dig up. 
 
    “Nora…” he starts typing. “Case number?” 
 
    I don’t answer his question. There is no case number. 
 
    At my silence, Tye stops and slowly swivels his chair to face me. 
 
    “What case is this for, John?” His mouth is twitching, like he’s trying really hard not to smile. 
 
    When I continue to just stare at him, he loses the battle and grins like an idiot. “Ooh, so it’s like that?” 
 
    I just glare in response. 
 
    Tye laughs and does a visual scan of my body. “Tired. Grumpy. At the office extra early.” He clicks his tongue. “Stalking doesn’t look good on you.” 
 
    I cross my arms. “Just run the fucking name.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” He spins back around. 
 
    A few moments later, I see Nora’s information displayed on the several screens decorating Tye’s desk. 
 
    “Nora Matilda Foster, age 31. Lives in a house she owns over in Lakeview. She bought the house when she was 25. Impressive.” He whistles. “She pays her mortgage on time. Hmm, and looks like she adds an extra $200 to every payment. Smart girl. She’s a Senior Manager at a place called Great Lakes Personal Insurance. She’s been there for just about 10 years and… got a five figure pay increase when she moved to her current role 2 years ago. She has a 401k through her company.” He hits a few more buttons, and the screens change. “Typical social media accounts, but she doesn’t use them much. Her most current photo was posted last Christmas.” A photo of Nora in a pretty green dress fills the screen on my right. “Five foot three. Caucasian. Brown on Brown. Fine as hell.” 
 
    “Watch it - ” I warn. 
 
    Tye ignores me. “Only child. Parents are Corey and Charles Foster. Charles took Corey’s last name when they married. Both their names are on the birth certificate.” He glances over his shoulder. “I’ve seen this before when the parents have used a surrogate.” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Not much for extended family. A few cousins and such are spread around the country. Nora’s monthly bills look normal. She’s got some student loan debt, but not crazy. Her car’s paid off. Nothing on her criminal record.” He pauses. “Except our girl likes a little speed. She’s gotten nabbed a few times for speeding.” 
 
    Of course she does. 
 
    I fight down the urge to smile. 
 
    Tye moves to a different screen. “As far as I can tell, she’s not seeing anyone. Last boyfriend was several months ago. They met on one of those dating sites. Hmm… One second.” He clicks a few more keys. “Yep, this prick was cheating on her. He responded to a bunch of hookup messages while they were still together.” 
 
    A hot anger warms my chest. “What’s his name?” 
 
    “Danny Copper.” Tye snorts. “Sounds like a fucking magician. 
 
    I grind my teeth. “Sounds like a dead magician. I want his info.” 
 
    “Can do.” I can hear the grin in Tye’s voice. 
 
    “Has he tried to contact her since they broke up?” 
 
    Tye clicks a few more keys, shaking his head. “Not through here at least. She cancelled her account.” I start to sigh, but then Tye keeps talking. “She has a few of the other dating apps on her phone though. But it doesn’t look like she’s signed into any of them in months.” 
 
    My fists relax slightly. 
 
    Tye turns back to face me. “Well, that’s the basic stuff. I can go into her medical records if you want. Check her dads’ financials. Run her coworkers.” 
 
    I hold up a hand as I stand. “No, that’s good.” 
 
    The purpose of this exercise was to check for any glaring red flags that I’d missed, but instead of feeling reassured, I just feel like a creep. I still want to know more about Nora, but I think I’d rather learn it from her. 
 
    “You’re welcome!” Tye calls to my retreating back. 
 
    Not responding, I let the door shut behind me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “T 
 
   
 
    hat’s it, Little Bird. Open up for me.” 
 
    My lashes flutter as I look up the length of the male body standing before me. 
 
    Letting my jaw relax, I allow him to push in further. 
 
    John opens his mouth, letting out a loud chime. 
 
    “Aw, hell.” I groan. 
 
    My hand slaps around on my nightstand, trying to silence my alarm. 
 
    When my fingers hit the edge of my phone, I tap them across the screen until I hit snooze. 
 
    With a groan, I roll over and bury my face in my pillow. Praying for sleep to take me so I can finish the events of my dream. 
 
    Little Bird. 
 
    He called me that a couple times that night. I still don’t know how to take it. My brain tells me that it could be an insult. Like he’s calling me a flighty creature. But my chest, my gut feeling, tells me that he said it with affection. 
 
    I try to feel indifferent about it, but I’m not. I love the idea of him giving me a nickname. I wish I’d be able to hear it on his lips again, but I’m willing to settle for only hearing it in my dreams. 
 
    It’s been nearly two weeks since my encounter with John in the storeroom, and I’ve fully accepted it was a one-time thing. I knew it would be before we even started. We weren’t trying to build a relationship. We were just letting the tension between us ignite. 
 
    And holy hell, it exploded. 
 
    My body still hasn’t recovered from the experience. My nipples were sore for a solid day after the attention he gave them. Now, more than ever, I’m sure the piercings were a good idea. 
 
    But even without the increased sensitivity of my new jewelry, I can’t shake the horniness that John has brought out in me. I don’t know if it’s John himself, the way he fucked me, or just finally getting some again, but I can’t seem to get sex off my mind. Worse than that, though; it’s not just sex that’s been consuming my thoughts, but companionship. 
 
    Not only do I want someone to touch me, I want someone to spend time with me. Which has left me stuck in the frustrating place of feeling both physically and emotionally needy. I’ve been on my own for so long, I should be used to it. But one hour with John and I suddenly feel lonelier than I have in years. 
 
    And so I’m blaming Frustrated Nora for my actions last night. 
 
    My alarm goes off for a second time, and I smack my phone more violently than necessary. 
 
    Flat on my back, phone in hand, I glance at my nightstand drawer, then back to the clock. 
 
    I debate for a second, but end up climbing out of bed with a curse. My damn dream left me all hot and bothered, but if I take the time to rub one out, I’ll definitely be late for work. As someone who despises mornings, I don’t leave myself much spare time between alarm and I have to leave now time. And as much as I want to get off right now, I also don’t want to be running late. 
 
    Being late stresses me out, but even more importantly - I don't want Denice to see me coming in late. I thought I was in the clear after my lie about going home with my fake boyfriend, but something else must have happened because her paranoid behavior has been turned up to 11. And I don’t need that crazy turned my way. 
 
    Shuffling down the hall, I follow my nose to my cup of steaming coffee. 
 
    All hail whoever created the preset timer function on coffee makers. 
 
    Mug in hand, I shuffle back down the hall, through my bedroom, and into the master bathroom. With a yawn, I set my coffee on the high corner shelf in my walk-in shower. 
 
    I don’t really need a 2-bedroom, 2-bathroom house just for myself, but the master suite had me drooling. The shower alone makes my annoying neighbor worth it. 
 
    I’m keeping my expectations low for tonight, but I still do a full round of shaving - ankles to armpits. And even though I’m coming home after work to change and catch a Lyft to the coffeeshop, I still take my time applying my makeup and drying my hair. It’s good to be prepared for anything. 
 
    Today’s bold choice is a lacy, light-peach blouse under my trusty black blazer. The lace gives the top a feminine touch, and - with the color so close to my skin tone - it almost looks like I’m naked under my jacket. 
 
    Feeling sexy, I find myself in a surprisingly good mood during my drive to work. Thursdays are usually my least favorite day, after Monday, because it’s so close to Friday, but it’s not Friday and that just sucks. 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    “Morning, Beck-“ my greeting falters as I take in the scene in front of me. 
 
    Becky’s the type of person who’s always smiling, always talkative, and never in a bad mood. It’s one of the reasons why she’s perfect for the front desk, welcoming people to our office. But today, instead of her too-happy smile, she’s using a tissue to dab tears away from the corner of her eye. 
 
    We’re not exactly friends, but Becky’s always been nice to me. And ever since I changed my lunch order for our Friday meetings a few weeks ago, she’s gone out of her way to ask me what I want to eat every Friday. No longer assuming I’d want that same stupid salad. 
 
    Shifting my purse on my shoulder, I step closer to the desk so I can keep my voice low. “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    I want to smack myself. Obviously, she’s not okay. 
 
    Becky gives me a shaky smile. “Yeah, sorry.” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry, that was a stupid question.” Glancing around, I make sure we’re alone then I move around to join her behind the desk. “Did something happen? Do you need to go home?” 
 
    Becky sniffles. “No, I’m just overreacting. It’s just - “ she looks around this time, then lowers her voice to a whisper, “Denice is being a real bitch today.” 
 
    A snort escapes before I can stop it and I slap a hand over my mouth. Becky smirks and dabs at her other eye. 
 
    “Sorry,” I apologize, “I thought you were immune to her shitty behavior.” 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “Please, god herself wouldn’t be immune to that wench’s mood swings.” 
 
    This time I do laugh. “So, it’s not just me.” 
 
    Becky shakes her head. 
 
    “Want to tell me what happened?” I ask. “I’m guessing it’s something more than her usual cunty behavior.” 
 
    She nods, taking a deep breath. “You’ll hear about it anyway, since I’m not the only one she interrogated.” 
 
    Becky's word choice springs a red flag in my mind. “Interrogated?” 
 
    “Yeah. Apparently, she lost some important file and she’s losing her damn mind over it. She wouldn’t even tell me who the file was for.” She holds her hands up in a WTF gesture. “Like, how am I supposed to help her find it if she won’t tell me what name I’m looking for. And then,” she sniffs, “then she starts questioning me. Pretty much implying that I stole the stupid thing. Even though I don’t know what the fuck file she’s talking about!” 
 
    I’ve been trying to put the conversation I overheard out of my mind, but my bitch senses are tingling and I’m almost sure this is related. 
 
    Unaware of my internal freak out, Becky continues. “Then she starts asking me about security footage.” 
 
    My heart skids to a stop. 
 
    “What?” the word croaks out. 
 
    “Yeah, the bitch wanted me to pull footage of the office so she could ‘catch the thief.' ” 
 
    Holy mother fucking fuck. 
 
    Does she already know that I was the one who was in the office that night? 
 
    Can she do that!? 
 
    Needing to know the answer, I ask, “Did you get the footage for her?” 
 
    Becky shakes her head. “I couldn’t. First off, there’s only cameras on the elevators…” 
 
    Air rushes into my lungs. Oh thank god. 
 
    “… also in the lobby and at all the exits…” 
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    Of course, there’d be cameras at all the entry points for the building. 
 
    Why didn’t I think of this before?! 
 
    “… so none of those cameras would help her find this supposed file thief. And secondly, when I called the security office downstairs and they told me they don’t just give out footage. Something about security laws or whatever. Basically, Denice would have to file a police report about the missing file and then the cops could request the footage.” 
 
    I slump against the edge of Becky’s desk, letting it hold my weight while I work on breathing normally. My poor heart can’t take this emotional whiplash. 
 
    I want to hug Becky for this information, but I stay focused on her story, “So, is she going to file a report?” 
 
    “No!” She says, clearly exasperated. “I thought she’d jump all over the opportunity, but instead she ... she called me an incompetent fool and told me to get out of her office.” 
 
    “What?” My eyebrows rise. Becky is the most competent person I think I’ve ever met. “Don’t listen to her. She’s a dumb cow. All that bleach she uses on her hair has clearly seeped into her brain and killed one too many synapses. That, or she ran out of her usual breakfast of boiled fetuses.” 
 
    Becky makes a choking sound, before a snort of laughter pops out. “Oh my god! Why didn’t I know you were funny?” 
 
    I shrug, far too pleased at someone calling me funny. “I keep to myself.” 
 
    This gets me an eyeroll. “Understatement of the decade.” She uses the tissue to wipe at her nose. “Thanks for letting me vent. I feel better already. I don’t even know why I was crying, it’s not like she hasn’t been rude before. But this time… I don’t know how to describe it. She was just being so intense it freaked me out.” 
 
    “I know I don’t act super, I dunno welcoming - but you can come vent to me anytime you need.” 
 
    “Thanks, Nora.” She reaches out and squeezes my hand. “I really appreciate it.” 
 
    “Us girls have to stick together - ” I pause. “And I’m not counting Denice in that group. That dragon is more reptile than human.” 
 
    Becky throws her head back in a laugh, and I take that as my cue to leave. Giving her a smile, I turn around and make my way towards my office. 
 
    Jokes aside, if Denice is stepping up her intimidating behavior, I need to be extra careful. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTEEN 
 
    JOHN 
 
   S eeing Tye’s name on the caller ID, I answer. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hey, just thought you’d like to know that your girl activated one of her dating profiles last night.” 
 
    My grip tightens around my phone. “She did what?” 
 
    “She connected with someone.” 
 
    “SHE DID WHAT!?” 
 
    I can hear the smirk in his voice, “Would you like to know where they’re going to meet?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “S 
 
   
 
    ure you don’t want some?” Craig gestures to the second blueberry muffin that he’s nearly finished eating. 
 
    “No thanks.” I take another sip of my hot chocolate. The sweet beverage is absolutely the best part of the evening. 
 
    My regret builds as I watch Craig shove another bite into his mouth. 
 
    I can’t believe I put on a dress for this. I mean, seriously, who gets three muffins on a first date? Three! And it’s 8pm! If he wanted to get dinner, he should’ve suggested a restaurant instead of a coffeeshop. But if he wants a meal of muffins, I guess I’m fine with it. At least here I can leave when I finish my drink. 
 
    “So, you bake?” His question is muffled by a mouthful of carbs. 
 
    “Umm…” I shrug. “A little, but it’s not my favorite thing.” 
 
    The sound Craig makes portrays disappointment, and I’m tempted to reach across the table and shove that third muffin up his nose. 
 
    “Well,” he shrugs, “my mom makes the best brownies. I bet she’d share her recipe.” 
 
    My mouth drops open. Literally drops open. 
 
    Craig is my age, and he looks enough like his profile picture that I was able to easily find him in the café. But the somewhat blurry photo didn’t prepare me for his combover. 
 
    I can look past a terrible hair style. I can even look past him wearing a full-on cable-knit sweater in the dead of summer. But I can’t look past him being a total freaking tool. 
 
    Confusing my shock for gratitude, Craig carries on. “She shared all her recipe cards with my ex-girlfriend, so I don’t know why she wouldn’t let you look through them.” He shoves another mouthful of muffin into his mouth, crumbs falling, adding to the collection already stuck in his sweater. 
 
    Ex-girlfriend? Did he seriously just bring up his ex-girlfriend 20 minutes into our first date? 
 
    The audacity of this prick. 
 
    Regret. I now feel nothing but regret over my hasty decision to go on a date tonight. 
 
    It’s all John’s fault. He’s the one who woke up this lustful beast inside of me. And ever since our sexy encounter I’ve been a mess of desire and loneliness. But no matter how much I’m jonesing for sex, there’s no force on earth that could get me in bed with Craig. Just the thought makes me feel queasy. 
 
    Lifting my cup, I wonder how quickly I can chug the rest of this beverage and excuse myself from the rest of this date. 
 
    Craig washes down his food with a mouthful of his drink, then looks me straight in the eye. “So, do you live near here?” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I ask. 
 
    He eyes the empty muffin wrappers on his plate like he’s contemplating eating the paper. “Your place, is it close?” 
 
    I’m about to tell him this date is over when a shadow falls across our table. 
 
    Before I have time to look up, a hand snaps out and grips the back of Craig’s sweater. 
 
    I know it’s him before my eyes even reach his face. 
 
    “Is this a date?” John’s voice is deep and full of… fury? 
 
    Craig struggles to turn, trying to see who’s got a hold of him. 
 
    Meeting John’s gaze, my heartbeat flickers. 
 
    His angry hazel eyes are locked on mine. And, dear god, he’s in another suit. The dark material stretched across his wide shoulders, contrasting against the bright white of his shirt. And a tie. Holy shit, he’s wearing a tie. 
 
    “John?” His name comes out like a question. As though I’m worried I might be talking to a mirage. 
 
    “Answer the question, Little Bird. Is this a date?” 
 
    Incapable of lying to this man, I nod my head. 
 
    John lets out a sound rivaling a growl as he hoists Craig from the chair. 
 
    “Hey!” Craig shrieks. 
 
    John ignores him, using his free hand to point at me. “No more, Nora. This is your only warning.” 
 
    Warning? 
 
    John pulls a complaining Craig away from the table, giving him a small shove as he lets go of his sweater. 
 
    I know it’s a small shove because Craig isn’t flat on his back like the last guy I saw John manhandle. 
 
    As it is, Craig has to take a few steps to catch his balance. “You can’t touch me, dickhead. I’m calling the cops.” 
 
    John angles towards Craig, pulling his jacket back so he can grab his wallet out of his pocket. The movement blatantly displays the gun holstered at his side. 
 
    John flashes what I’m assuming is his badge, “That’s Federal Agent Dickhead. Now get out of my fucking sight.” Craig takes a step back, and when his head starts to turn in my direction John steps between us, blocking Craig’s line of sight. “You’re done looking at her.” 
 
    “You can’t - “ Craig stops talking the second John takes a step towards him. 
 
    I have to lean over in my seat to see around John. 
 
    Craig’s walking backwards, hands in the air. “Fine man, you win. She can just Venmo me for her hot chocolate.” 
 
    “Get. Out.” 
 
    Craig heeds the warning in John’s delivery and hustles out of the coffeeshop. 
 
    Slowly, so slowly, John turns around to face me. 
 
    I have no idea what he’s doing here. Or how he found me. Or why, after two weeks of silence, he’d care about me being a date. But he looks pissed. And some part of me tells me it’d be a bad idea to smile right now.   
 
    Keeping my mouth shut, I watch as John takes the seat he evicted Craig from. 
 
    The whole café is far quieter than it was moments ago, and I don’t need to look around to know everyone is staring at us. 
 
    John’s brows furrow as he takes in the pile of muffin wrappers on the table in front of him. I don’t know why he looks, but John picks up Craig’s cup and pops off the lid. Peering inside, I know what he’ll see. Milk. 
 
    When John’s eyes trail back up to meet mine, he has the most incredulous look on his face. And I can’t take it anymore. I burst into laughter. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 
 
    NORA 
 
   I t takes me a solid minute to get my laughing under control. 
 
    Tonight turned into a clusterfuck of ridiculousness. Craig. The muffins. John’s over-the-top behavior. The fact that every eye in this place is on us. 
 
    Finally catching my breath, I use my fingertips to brush away the tears caught in my lower lashes. 
 
    “Done?” John asks. 
 
    Looking at John for the first time since breaking down, I find him sitting, back straight, with his arms crossed, and not looking the least bit amused. 
 
    My eyes glance to Craig’s cup of milk and another chuckle pops out of me. 
 
    John leans forward, putting his elbows on the table. “I’m glad you find this funny, Little Bird. I’m assuming this… man was chosen as a joke, just to piss me off.” 
 
    Matching his move, I lean forward. “You know, you bring up a rather good point, Federal Agent Dickhead. How exactly did you know that I was on a date?” He doesn’t break eye contact. “Because I distinctly remember not inviting you tonight.” 
 
    “Nora.” He says, full of impatience. 
 
    “Not-uh.” I shake my head. “You don’t get to act all jealous. It’s not like we’re dating. Unless I missed some imaginary conversation between us.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I figured being 9 inches down your throat was hint enough," he deadpans. “Need me to ask your parents for permission?” 
 
    My face flames red and I can hear snickers coming from the tables near us. 
 
    “At this rate, I’m not sure they’d approve,” I mumble. 
 
    John grabs my hot chocolate, still half full, and I expect him to take a drink. But instead, he stands, picking up Craig’s cup and plate, too. 
 
    I watch as he strides towards the garbage can. 
 
    “Wait, that’s still –“ I start to call after him, but he ignores me and drops both drinks in. 
 
    Carrying the dirty plate up to the counter, John hands it to the barista and proceeds to place an order. 
 
    After paying, John turns so he’s facing me, then leans against the counter, waiting for the drinks. 
 
    This is all so absurd. I want to smile, but I also don’t think I should encourage this brutish behavior. 
 
    Our stare-off lasts until the barista taps John’s shoulder. 
 
    In my periphery, I can see faces turn to watch John as he nears my table. I’m guessing they’re invested in our little shitshow, but maybe they’re just staring because - dressed in a suit and wearing a scowl - John is a walking wet dream. 
 
    He takes the seat across from me again, sliding one of the cups across the table. “I told them not to make it too hot, so you don’t have to wait.” 
 
    “Oh, um, thank you.” Reaching out, I wrap my hands around the warm paper cup. “John, this is… unnecessary. Not to mention wasteful.” I tip my head towards the garbage where my unfinished first drink went to die. 
 
    “I disagree. And I’m not about to sit here while my girl drinks something that Milk Boy purchased.” 
 
    My girl? 
 
    Milk Boy? 
 
    My mouth opens, then closes. “You… John…” I huff out a breath. “I don’t even know how to argue against this type of crazy!” 
 
    His forehead furrows. “Crazy?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I give him my best duh expression. “You showing up here, pulling my date out of his chair.” I swear I hear John’s teeth grind when I call Craig my date. “And just declaring me as your girl. I mean… I don’t even have the mental capacity at the moment to worry about how you found me, let alone how you knew I was meeting someone.” I do my best to glare at John, but he’s unfazed. “And I’m guessing that if you have the ability to find me at your disposal, then you also have the ability to find my phone number. A number you could’ve used any time over the last two weeks to let me know you were interested.” I lose a little of my bluster as self-doubt swirls in my belly. “Assuming you’re here because you are interested. “ 
 
    I watch his chest rise and fall on a deep breath. “I’m interested.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Alright.” I swallow. I wasn’t expecting him to just admit it. 
 
    “And?” He tips his chin down. 
 
    “And what?” I ask. 
 
    John lets out an exasperated breath. “And are you interested too?” 
 
    “Oh, um, yeah? I mean, yes.” My stupid blush is back. 
 
    “Then why the hell were you here with Craig?” He says the name like it might poison him. 
 
    “Well… I…” I pause. “I don’t remember telling you Craig’s name.” 
 
    “Nora. Why are you here?” 
 
    Crap. Okay so we’re sticking with this question. 
 
    I drop my eyes to the table. How am I supposed to admit this? 
 
    John’s hand reaches out, cupping my chin. 
 
    Tipping my head up, John’s fingers keep their hold. “The truth, Nora.” 
 
    The truth. Okay. 
 
    “Our, um, night together…” I swallow. “I enjoyed it.” 
 
    When I pause, John leans closer. “And?” 
 
    “And, well, it left me feeling a little lonely.” The heat of his fingers burns through my skin. “I didn’t want to be lonely tonight.” 
 
    His thumb trails across my lower lip. “I can help with that.” 
 
    John lets go and leans back in his chair. “Drink your chocolate, Pretty Girl.” 
 
    He’s killing me with these names! 
 
    My tongue darts out to wipe away the tingling sensation his touch left behind on my lip. 
 
    I grab my cup and take a tentative sip. I have a half second to appreciate the temperature before the flavor hits my tastebuds. 
 
    Moaning, I take a larger drink. 
 
    “Oh my god.” I lick away the small amount of whipped cream that I can feel on the top of my lip. “Why is this so good?” 
 
    John’s eyes stay locked on my mouth. “I had him add some caramel.” He shrugs. “My niece likes it that way.” 
 
    “Annie?” I ask. 
 
    John nods. “She knows her way around a hot chocolate.” 
 
    “It would appear so.” I take another drink. 
 
    John shifts in his seat, and for the first time he looks a little uncomfortable. “So, what were you and Got Milk talking about?” 
 
    I smile at his petty name calling. “Um…” I think about his question and my smile grows. “His mother, actually." 
 
    John raises a brow. “Alright.” Then he shrugs. “Well, there’s not much to tell. My mom passed away several years ago, and my dad was never in the picture. Sasha’s my only sibling, but ever since she married that ugly Mazzanti bastard I’ve sorta been osmosed into his family. Which is… loud. But also kinda nice, I guess.” 
 
    I blink. 
 
    Then I blink again. 
 
    Did he think Craig and I were discussing our family history? 
 
    Wait… is he trying to turn this into a date? 
 
    “I’m really sorry about your parents…" is all I can think to say. 
 
    John lifts a shoulder. “My mom was great. We were lucky to have her for as long as we did.” When I just continue to stare, befuddled by this whole night, John rolls his eyes. “This is when you reciprocate with some information about yourself.” 
 
    “Okay.” Taking another sip of my new favorite drink, I decide to give John what he wants. The truth. “I have two dads. I call them Dad and Dad-Dad. They’re gay, obviously. They’re great parents and just celebrated their 35th anniversary. They retired a few years back and moved out of the Twin Cities and over to a small town in Wisconsin. It’s only about three hours away, so it’s not too far, but I don’t see them enough.” I tap my finger against the table and keep my gaze on John. “I’m trying to think of something you wouldn’t’ve learned from a background check.” 
 
    John just stares back at me, not confirming or denying my unveiled accusation. 
 
    I narrow my eyes. “So you know I was born through a surrogate, right?” John’s mouth twitches but he still doesn’t say anything. “Well, my dads look a lot alike. Same coloring, similar height and build. So they both, uh, donated to the cause, and let the doctor randomly choose for the impregnation. So, one of them is my bio dad, but we don’t know which one.” I grin thinking about it. “And depending on who’s arguing with whom, we either claim or disown each other. In a super-loving way, of course.” 
 
    “Of course.” John lets a small smile play across his mouth. “You’re right. That’s something I didn’t know.” 
 
    A quiet laugh leaves me, “This honesty thing is kinda refreshing.” 
 
    “Makes things easier,” John agrees. 
 
    He’s only been here a few minutes, but I’m already feeling bolder. It’s almost like I’m able to pull some of his bravery away from him and into myself. 
 
    I settle back into my chair. “Okay, well - I told you why I came out tonight. How about you tell me why you waited two weeks before stalking me.” 
 
    “Stalking sounds a bit extreme.” 
 
    I gesture around. “Shall we poll the crowd? I think extreme is a fitting description of your entrance tonight.” 
 
    John sighs. “Fine. I was waiting for my desire for you to pass.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Disappointment floods my chest. I try to hide my reaction, but I’m sure the emotion is written plainly across my face. 
 
    “But it didn’t work.” John’s foot presses against mine under the table. “You’re too good for me. Too sweet, kind, generous.” I open my mouth to argue, but John doesn’t give me the chance. “No - you asked, so now you’ll listen.” I press my lips together and nod. “Contrary to the rumors you’ve clearly heard, I don’t date a lot. And getting involved with someone who volunteers at my sister’s work seems like a recipe for disaster. But when I got a call tonight, telling me you’d made a date on one of those fucking hookup apps, I lost my damn mind.” 
 
    “Got a call?” I ask incredulously. 
 
    “Anonymous tip.” 
 
    “Okay, sure.” I roll my eyes. 
 
    He’s so full of shit. 
 
    “You’re welcome, by the way, for the restraint I showed. I wanted to do a lot more than drag Craig Alan Morgenson out of this chair.” 
 
    There’s so much to unpack in everything John just said. 
 
    Like him saying I’m too good for him. 
 
    Like the fact that he’s clearly using his FBI resources to find me. 
 
    Like the fact that I definitely didn’t tell John Craig’s full name. I didn’t even know it. 
 
    What I know for sure is that I should start running in the other direction. This conversation has been nothing but red flags. 
 
    But I know I won’t. 
 
    I take another sip of my hot chocolate. “Thank you. I’m sure everyone here appreciates the lack of homicide tonight.” 
 
    John tips his chin down. 
 
    “So, what now?” I ask. “Am I supposed to call you my boyfriend?” 
 
    The title sounds ridiculous for a man like John. 
 
    He waits so long to answer that I start to fidget, picking at the cardboard sleeve around my drink. 
 
    John’s large hand covers mine, stilling my fingers. “Like I said, I don’t have a lot of experience with relationships. But if someone else puts their hands on you, I’m likely to remove those hands from their life source. So yeah, Darling, you can call me your boyfriend.” 
 
    “This is nuts,” I whisper. 
 
    His fingers flex around mine. “We can wait. Revisit the conversation in a couple weeks. But by then, I’ll have fucked you in every way I’ve already imagined. Seems like the question would be kinda moot by that point?” 
 
    My lips part, torn between laughing and begging him to take me now. 
 
    “Did you drive here?” John lets his previous implication float away. 
 
    I shake my head. “I don’t like first dates to see my license plates.” 
 
    “Good girl.” 
 
    Fucking hell. If he’s gonna call me "Good Girl," then he might as well skip past girlfriend and just call me his wife. 
 
    “I’ll drive you home.” John’s fingers drag over mine as he pushes his chair out and stands. 
 
    Following his lead, I let John guide me towards the door with his hand against my lower back. 
 
    I glance towards the counter as we past and see the barista watching us. His thumbs are tucked into his suspenders, and he has a huge grin on his face. He’s witnessed my date night start-to-finish, and - instead of calling the cops on John - he seems to be enjoying the drama. 
 
    With the hand not holding my hot chocolate, I give him a little wave goodbye. 
 
    Stepping outside, I’m not surprised to find John’s big black SUV parked illegally right in front of the coffee house. 
 
    “You kinda have a problem following the rules, don’t you?” I ask, not really expecting an answer. 
 
    John shrugs as he pulls the passenger door open for me, then stands holding it as I climb in. 
 
    I expect him to shut the door, but - instead - he steps closer, crowding the open door. 
 
    “What - “ I start. 
 
    He grabs the seatbelt, stretches it forward, then - with his left hand braced on the seat next to my shoulder - he leans into the car, using his right hand to reach across my body and buckle me in. 
 
    His body is so close. His face only inches away. 
 
    The click of the belt is unseemly loud in the quiet car, muted only by my suddenly racing heart. He’s been inside me. He’s controlled my body in a way I didn’t even know I liked. But this, this right here has my blood sizzling. 
 
    He pauses, locking his eyes with mine. My eyes close, expecting the kiss, only he doesn’t kiss me.  He steps back, curses, and shuts the door. 
 
    I watch John adjust himself through the front of his pants, as he circles around the front of the vehicle. 
 
    He stays quiet as he starts the SUV. 
 
    He stays quiet as he pulls into traffic. 
 
    He stays quiet as he reaches across the center console to interlock our fingers, hands palm to palm. 
 
    He stays quiet, not asking for a single direction as he drives me to my house. 
 
    Any potential doubts about him running my information are thoroughly quashed when he pulls up to my house, backing into my driveway, without so much as turning on GPS. And for the hundredth time tonight, I remind myself that this isn’t normal and that I should probably definitely be freaked out. 
 
    But then again, he is in the FBI. It’s probably protocol to make sure that a potential date isn’t a criminal. Really, I’m more surprised that he’s not hiding what he knows more than I’m surprised that he did it in the first place. 
 
    Letting go of my hand for the first time since he grabbed it 20 minutes ago, John puts his car in park and turns off the engine. 
 
    I move to get out, but John closes his hand over mine on the seatbelt buckle. “Wait.” 
 
    So I do. 
 
    I’m biting my lip when John pulls my door open, and - mirror image of the earlier scene - he leans in and unclicks my seatbelt. 
 
    “John - “ I start, but he cuts me off. 
 
    “Let me.” He grabs my hand again, helping me out of the tall vehicle. 
 
    There’s only a dozen steps between us and my front porch, and we cross them quickly. John starts to hold his free hand out to me, like he’s asking me for my keys, when he sees the keypad I have on the deadbolt for my front door. 
 
    “What’s your code?” he asks, already hovering his fingers over the keys, ready to type it in. As though there’s no chance I’ll deny him. 
 
    At my pause, John turns to face me, and the heat in his eyes sets all my common sense ablaze. 
 
    “2005.” I’ll scold myself tomorrow. 
 
    John keys in the code, flips the deadbolt, and opens the door. Like he’s bringing me into his house. 
 
    I always leave a lamp on when I’m gone, so there’s a soft glow casting shadows across the open living and kitchen area that my front entryway opens into. 
 
    John locks the door behind us and I toe off my shoes, setting my purse down on a side table. 
 
    I bite my lip. “Would you like a tour?” 
 
    His hands grip my shoulders and he turns me to face him. “Next time.” 
 
    When his mouth crashes into mine, I’m ready for him. I’m so fucking ready for him. 
 
    Our lips part, the kiss moving straight to claiming. 
 
    My hands tug at his shirt, pulling him closer. I feel my nails scraping against the plains of his chest, and I want to tear the material from his body. 
 
    His hands span the width of my back, covering me in his touch, pulling me against him. 
 
    I break the kiss by turning my head and pant, “Bedroom.” 
 
    “Fine," he growls. 
 
    I turn to walk away, but he snags me by the wrist. “Not so fast.” 
 
    Before I can turn back to face him, I feel his fingers on the zipper of my dress. 
 
    “John - “ 
 
    He cuts me off, and - I swear to god - if he doesn’t let me finish a sentence, I’m going to scream. 
 
    “You’re making me wait until we get to the bedroom. I’m walking there with the view I want.” 
 
    His fingers make quick work, and before I can protest my dress slips off my shoulders and pools around my bare feet. And I’m so incredibly thankful that I wore cute underwear tonight and not those hideous spandex shorts under my dress. 
 
    John’s hands grip my sides, and when he steps up behind me I can feel the contrast of his suit against my bare skin. 
 
    He presses his lips to my shoulder. “Bedroom.” 
 
    Pulling on every thread of bravery laced through my body, I step away from him. Leading the way in nothing but black undies and a matching bra, knowing his eyes are on my ass. 
 
    By the time I step into my bedroom, I’m beyond wet. 
 
    It’s hard to feel self-conscious when I can feel the desire rolling off John. 
 
    I walk across the dark room and flip on the dimmest lamp in the room. As much as I want to inspect John’s naked body, I still don’t feel super excited about being naked under bright lights. 
 
    Turning away from the lamp, I find John standing at the foot of my bed, his suit jacket already discarded onto the small bench I have below my window. 
 
    With his eyes on me, he starts to undo the buttons of his shirt. 
 
    “Take it all off, Little Bird.” 
 
    I stay frozen in place, unsure where to start. 
 
    “Bra first.” 
 
    Okay then. 
 
    Trying for graceful, I reach behind my back and undo the clasp. Then, doing what I’ve seen in a few porn videos, I use one arm to hold the bra cups in place while using the other to pull the straps off my shoulders. 
 
    With John’s eyes on my chest, I let the bra drop to the floor. 
 
    His chest is heaving. “Panties.” 
 
    I bend forward, feeling my breasts hang down with the movement, and pull my underwear down my hips until they drop to the ground. There’s a visible damp spot, and I’d be embarrassed if John didn’t look so turned on. 
 
    Having undone all the buttons, John shrugs off his shirt. 
 
    I almost forget to breathe. John hardly took off any clothes the last time we were together. He’s… perfect. His biceps flexing with every little movement he makes. His chest hair leading a trail down to the top of his pants, where he’s undoing the button. 
 
    I’m about to move towards him, but John speaks again before I can. 
 
    “Get on the bed.” 
 
    Knowing there’s pretty much nothing I wouldn’t do to feel him inside me again, I sit on the bed and shimmy myself to the middle of the queen mattress. 
 
    John’s down to his boxer briefs now, this time a dark grey, his erection straining against the material. The bottom hem of the briefs stretched tight around his powerful thighs. 
 
    “Lie back.” 
 
     I do as asked, squeezing my thighs together. 
 
    “Hold your legs open.” 
 
    My eyes, which were locked on his hands as he pushed the top band of his boxer briefs down, snap up to meet his. 
 
    “Put your hands on the inside of your knees and hold your legs open.” 
 
    Oh. My. God. 
 
    I can’t believe I’m going to do this. 
 
    But I do. 
 
    Fighting against my urge to hide, I do as he asks. 
 
    “That’s it.” John strokes himself, his gaze staying between my thighs. 
 
    He puts one knee on the bed, then the other. “I was on an assignment last month I needed a full physical for. You’re the only one I’ve been with since then. I’m clean.” 
 
    As he moves closer, I try to understand what he’s telling me. 
 
    He’s almost to me, when he bends at the waist and flattens his tongue against my pussy. Licking bottom to top in one firm motion. 
 
    My hips arch off the bed, “Oh my god!” 
 
    The grip I have on my inner thighs tightens until I’m holding legs as wide as they’ll go. 
 
    “Delicious,” John moans as he crawls over me. “I needed to get a taste. Next time I’ll have a feast.” 
 
    An unintelligible sound leaves me as his dick rubs along my pussy, following the same path as his tongue. 
 
    When his lips close around one nipple, sucking the small bar into his mouth, my shoulders leave the mattress. 
 
    “John. Please.” 
 
    The tip of his cock notches against my entrance. 
 
    Careful not to move his hips, John leans up bracing one hand next to my head, and the other spreads wide across my chest, pressing down, pinning me in place. 
 
    He stares into my eyes. “Please? You want this? You want my cock filling you?” 
 
    I’m going to die. This is how I die. 
 
    “Yes, John.” 
 
    He applies a little more pressure on my chest. The move fills me with a sense of safety and my eyes start to close. 
 
    “Nora.” 
 
    I open my eyes. And John thrusts forward, burying his length inside me.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINETEEN 
 
    JOHN 
 
   W et, tight, heat. 
 
    I’m lost in her. 
 
    Holding her down like I’m afraid she’ll disappear; I brand her as mine. 
 
    I’m rutting into her like I’m a damn animal, but I can’t stop myself. The primal part of me won’t let go of the rightness of this. Of her. Us. 
 
    So I quit trying to fight it. I let the animal side take over. And need overrides every other emotion. 
 
    “John. John. John.” She repeats my name with each thrust. 
 
    She’s let go of her legs, no longer needing to hold them open since my body is between her thighs. 
 
    “That’s it, Pretty Girl. Take what I give you.” 
 
    Her hands fist in the blankets next to her head as she moans and thrashes. 
 
    Sitting back on my heels, I grip her hips with both hands and pull her further onto my dick. 
 
    Her ass is supported on the top of my thighs, and her legs fall open even farther.   
 
    Reaching forward, I lightly rub back and forth across one nipple, then the next. 
 
    I gently tug on one piercing. “What made you do this? What made you pierce yourself, Little Bird?” 
 
    Her hands close around my forearm, holding my hand in place against her tit. 
 
    “Truth?” she asks, breathlessly. 
 
    I tug a little harder. “Always.” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    I halt. Me? I search her face for any hints of a lie, but I see none. 
 
    She pulls on my arm, pressing my hand against her flesh more firmly. “I did it the day after I first saw you. I wanted to feel sexy. I wanted to be the type of woman you’d want.” 
 
    “Christ.” I press forward, pushing my cock as deep as possible. 
 
    “I did it for me, too," her eyes dark with pleasure, "but you were the catalyst. My inspiration.” 
 
    My other hand grips her other breast, pinching the jewelry between my fingers. “You were thinking about me when you got your pretty little nipples pierced.” 
 
    She nods, her eyes darting around my face, as if my twitching cock isn’t enough of an approval. 
 
    “A siren. A fucking sorceress sent here to tempt me. Fuck!” Her pussy clenches and I grind into her. “That’s the hottest thing I’ve ever heard. But I’m not coming before you.” 
 
    Grabbing one of her hands, I guide it down between us. “Rub your clit, Darling.” 
 
    I watch her fingers as they start to move in circles. 
 
    Then I drop my weight over her, trapping her hand between us. 
 
    Wrapping my arms under her back, I hug her to me, leaving just enough room for her to rub herself. 
 
    With my girl under me, overtaking my senses, I increase my pace. The lewd sounds of sex fill the room. 
 
    Her hand that isn’t trapped between us claws at my back. 
 
    “Oh, John. Oh, fuck.” She pants into my ear as I bury my face in her neck. “I’m… I’m gonna…” 
 
    “Let go, Pretty Girl. Milk me dry.” 
 
    When Nora’s muscles tighten, her pussy gripping my cock, she does exactly what I asked her to. She pulls the orgasm straight from my body. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY 
 
    NORA 
 
   T rying to catch my breath, I pry my eyes open when John pulls out of me and rolls to the side. 
 
    “Shit,” he groans, “I think my heart might give out if we keep this up.” 
 
    I grin towards the ceiling. “We all gotta die of something.” 
 
    John laughs. 
 
    I hear the sound of Kleenex being pulled out of the box I have on my nightstand, so I hold my hand out. It’s not glamourous, but the realities of bare back sex are messy. 
 
    Only John doesn’t set the tissues in my hand, instead I feel his hands pulling my legs apart. 
 
    I have time to let out a squeak of protest before he starts cleaning me up. 
 
    Cleaning. Me. Up. 
 
    Who the fuck is this man!? 
 
    My hands fly up and cover my face because I absolutely don’t know how to deal with this. 
 
    I hear John move over to my small garbage can, but I don’t look until a soft buzzing cuts through the silence. Parting my fingers, I see John bending down to pull his vibrating phone out of his pants pocket. 
 
    He glances at the screen then looks at me. “Put your pajamas on.” 
 
    I want to argue simply because he doesn’t need to dictate every move I make, but pajamas do sound like a wonderful idea. 
 
    Trying not to think about my nudity, I climb off the bed, grab a pair of pjs, and hurry to my bathroom. 
 
    Changed, face washed, teeth brushed, I open the bathroom door and find John standing with his pants on, but still no shirt. 
 
    He watches me as he speaks into the phone. “I’ll be there in 45.” There’s a pause. “I said 45.” Then he hangs up and drops the phone back into his pocket. 
 
    None of my sleep wear is what you would call sexy. Or even cute. But I did grab my softest pair. The black pants and matching tank top are made of the softest material I’ve ever felt. And I continue to run the hem of my shirt between my fingers as I speak. “Work?” 
 
    John nods. “Yeah.” 
 
    “You have to go?” I didn’t even dream that I’d see John today, so I shouldn’t feel so sad about him having to leave. 
 
    John pulls the covers back and gestures for me to get in. “I’ll leave in 20.” When I don’t move, he pats the mattress. “Get in bed Nora. Lay down how you’d normally go to sleep.” 
 
    “Umm… okay.” I climb into bed, scooting across until I’m in my usual spot, curled on my side. Thinking about what he said, I grab my usual pillow and hug it. “You planning to watch me sleep, Stalker?” 
 
    In lieu of a reply, the lamp clicks off and the mattress dips behind me. 
 
    John’s body forms to mine, his warm breath ghosting across the back of my neck while one of his heavy arms drapes across me. 
 
    I smile into the dark. “I wouldn’t have pegged you for a cuddler.” 
 
    “You won’t be pegging me at all.” 
 
    It takes me a moment to realize what he said, but when I do, I burst into laughter. 
 
    John’s arm grips me harder, holding my shaking body tight against his. 
 
    I use my elbow to nudge him. “I didn’t know you were funny.” 
 
    “Well, now you know.” 
 
    His deadpan response makes me laugh again, but it’s cut off when I let out a huge yawn. 
 
    “Sleep.” 
 
    I shimmy a little, sinking further into his hold. “I thought you had to go do something for work.” 
 
    “I do. I’m just gonna rest for a few minutes before I leave.” 
 
    “Okay.” I yawn again. “Not cuddling, just resting.” 
 
    “Sweet dreams, Little Bird.” John kisses the top of my head. “And no more fucking dating apps.” 
 
    “No more dating apps.” I mumble the promise. 
 
    Wrapped in John’s heat and strength, I drop into darkness feeling safer than I have in years. 
 
    But that’s because I hadn’t noticed the angry redhead hiding in the shadows outside the coffee shop.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 
 
    DELL 
 
   T ipping back my glass, I let the whiskey burn a trail down my throat. 
 
    That stupid little whore. She thinks she can just saunter in with her big ass and innocent eyes and steal John from me. 
 
    Bitch has no idea how wrong she is. 
 
    Catching the bartender’s eye, I gesture to my glass. 
 
    But it’s not just the mousy little brunette. It’s John. 
 
    What is he playing at? Is he trying to make me jealous? Is this all some big charade? 
 
    It has to be. 
 
    I called him earlier, and he didn’t answer. 
 
    He didn’t fucking answer! 
 
    I figured he was working. I never thought he’d just blow me off. Screen my fucking calls! 
 
    And when I found him in our coffeeshop with that slut. 
 
    Seething, I scratch my nails into the wooden surface of the bar. 
 
    Rage tears through my body, and I close my eyes, trying to focus on the breathing exercise my therapist gave me. 
 
    It doesn’t work. I told my uncle that doctor was a fucking quack. I don’t need anger management. I just need people to do what they’re supposed to fucking do! 
 
    I scratch harder, remembering the way John was looking at her. 
 
    I’d been giving him space. Enough for him to crave me and realize the mistake he’d made. 
 
    I knew he didn’t really want to breakup with me. He just didn’t think it’d work with us. But I came here to show him it could. 
 
    The bartender slides another double across the bar top towards me, taking my empty glass in the process. His eyes never leaving my tits. 
 
    I smirk and take a controlled sip of my drink. 
 
    If John thinks he can just ignore me, throw me away for some nobody, then he needs to learn that there are consequences to his actions. 
 
    He’s not the only reason I came back. 
 
    Tapping a few keys on my phone, I bring it to my ear. 
 
    As the phone rings for the fourth time, my irritation grows and my jaw clenches. 
 
    If she thinks she can make me wait -  
 
    “Hello?” The voice is scratchy with sleep. 
 
    I don’t bother with niceties. “I need you to do something for me.” 
 
    “Do you know what time it is?” 
 
    “I know exactly what time it is!” I snap. The addicting feeling of power fills my chest. “You work for me. Or do I need to remind you who the fuck I am?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 
 
    NORA 
 
   T he sound of my alarm tugs at my consciousness. 
 
    Letting out a cranky moan, I reach groggily for my phone. But my eyes snap open, my body coming fully awake, when I remember what happened last night. 
 
    My disastrous date. John appearing out of nowhere and dragging poor Craig out of his chair. 
 
    A smile pulls across my lips. 
 
    John was such a confusing combination of caveman and adorable last night. He barged his way into my evening, but then made an actual effort to share information about himself. It was the weirdest, but also probably best, date I’ve ever been on. 
 
    My alarm starts its cycle all over again, and I’m forced to get up when I can’t find it with my slapping hand. 
 
    Leaning up on one elbow, I find my phone’s not quite in its usual spot. Stretching to reach it, I see that it’s also plugged in, which I don’t remember doing. 
 
    Snagging it, I yank out the cord and drop back onto my bed. 
 
    John must have plugged it in for me. 
 
    My eyes trail over to my nightstand again. I’d like to think that I’d have woken up if he dug through my special drawer, but - considering I didn’t wake up when he got up and let himself out - I’m thinking I wouldn’t have woken up for anything. 
 
    Nothing to do about it now except hope he didn’t find all my electric friends. 
 
    Tapping the screen to stop the annoying sound, I see that I have an unread text. 
 
    John: Good morning, Goldfinch. 
 
    I read the message a dozen times before I sigh and drop the phone next to me. 
 
    The contact simply reads “John” with his cell number and nothing else. I guess it’d be too much to ask for him to run a background check on himself and forward it to me. I mean, that’d only be fair. 
 
    And Goldfinch? "Little Bird" wasn’t specific enough? And dammit what does Little Bird mean anyway? I should’ve asked last night. With his whole tell the truth kick, he’d have to tell me. 
 
    Wait. 
 
    Me: Morning, Stalker. Care to tell me how you broke into my phone? 
 
    Considering John left for work late last night, I don’t know if I should expect him to be awake. 
 
    I get my answer a few seconds later. 
 
    John: I’d hardly call it breaking in. But since you mention it, I took the liberty of cleaning up a few things while I was in there. 
 
    What…? 
 
    I swipe out of my text messages and scroll through my home screen. I have no idea what I’m looking for, but once I see it, I start to laugh. 
 
    All 3 of the dating apps I’d downloaded are gone. 
 
    Curiosity niggles at me so I go to the app store on my phone and search for them. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    They’re gone. Or blocked. Or something, because no matter what I type, I can’t find any evidence that the apps even exist. 
 
    Me: Do you have a warrant for that, Special Agent? 
 
    John: I’m sure I have no idea what you’re talking about. 
 
    A big stupid grin takes over my face. 
 
    Me: Cute. 
 
    John: I’ve been called a lot of names. Cute isn’t one of them. 
 
    I scoff. 
 
    Me: I’m sorry, are you more accustomed to descriptors like “handsome” and “sexy”? 
 
    John: Did you just call me handsome and sexy? 
 
    We’ve had sex twice now. Filthy amazing sex. But somehow this conversation is causing me to blush. 
 
    John: Cat got your tongue, Little Bird? 
 
    Me: Oh shut up. You know you’re good looking. Now leave me alone, I need to get ready for work. 
 
    John: Text me when you get to work. 
 
    Me: Okay… 
 
    John: And when you get home. 
 
    Me: Alright… 
 
    John: Tomorrow too. 
 
    Me: Okay… 
 
    John: I’ll be pretty busy so I might not respond. 
 
    Me:  Then why do you want me to text you? 
 
    John: Don’t argue with me, Nora. 
 
    I start to type back, but even in text he manages to cut me off. 
 
    John: You can text me or you can be stubborn and force me to track your phone. 
 
    Me: But why would you track my phone? 
 
    John: Safety, Nora. I want to know when you’ve made it safely to work and home and wherever your pretty little face decides to go. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Wow. 
 
    An intense warmth fills my chest. He’s concerned about me. 
 
    I know my parents love me, they always have, but it’s been so long since another man has cared about me. About where I am. It’s been so long since I’ve felt cherished. 
 
    My throat feels tight and I’m so incredibly glad John can’t see me right now. 
 
    Me: I’ll text you. 
 
    John: Good. Now go get ready before you’re late. 
 
    Being reminded of work makes me think about John and work. And all at once, I realize how dangerous his job is. He’s a freaking FBI agent. And not one that primarily does computer work sitting behind a desk. He’s out there, carrying a gun, dealing with the worst criminals. 
 
    My fingers tremble a little as I type out my message. 
 
    Me: Please be safe out there. 
 
    John: Always. 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    Worry for John fills my mind the whole time I’m getting ready for work. 
 
    Even if I count the first day I laid eyes on him, we’ve really only just met. I have no right to feel this much concern on his behalf. He’s an adult, a professional. I’m sure he can handle himself. 
 
    I just need to remind myself a thousand times. 
 
    When I pull into my parking spot at work, I force myself to keep my message short and sweet. Afraid that if I let myself get carried away, I’ll end up begging him to change careers. 
 
    Me: At work. Have a nice day. 
 
    As warned, John doesn’t respond. But that doesn’t stop me from staring at my phone the entire elevator ride up to my floor. 
 
    Becky’s on the phone when I walk past her desk, so I don’t stop to talk, but she looks happy and tear free. She waves and smiles at me, making me wonder why I waited so long to befriend her. 
 
    Nodding to a few people as I pass by the cubicles, I fidget with my purse strap. 
 
    John made me feel really good about myself this morning, so I decided to go with one of my cuter dresses. The material is several shades of pink, the colors blending in an almost tie dye fashion. The fabric is flowy, and I’ve cinched a black belt around my waist to match my black cardigan and ballet flats. It has a bit of a Sunday School vibe, but the memory of walking nearly naked down the hall in front of John reminds me that I’m hardly pious, but rather full of sin. 
 
    Setting my stuff down on my desk, I decide to go get my latte now. I could use the added caffeine jolt sooner rather than later. 
 
    When I push through the door to the break room, I see why Denice’s office was empty. She’s in here. 
 
    Her phone is pressed to her ear and she’s holding the refrigerator door open. “Yeah, it’s done.” 
 
    The door makes an audible click as it closes behind me, catching Denice’s attention. 
 
    She looks over her shoulder, spotting me. 
 
    Keeping the phone against her ear, Denice lets the fridge door close, with a yogurt in her other hand. 
 
    I can hear the muffled sound of the voice on the other end of her call, but I don’t try to listen. 
 
    Not wanting to be rude, I smile and nod my head in greeting. 
 
    The smile Denice gives me in return is so full of malice it causes goose bumps to skitter up my arms. 
 
    “Morning, Nora. Have a nice evening?” 
 
    “Uh… good morning.” 
 
    My awkward answer only makes her smile grow. And my unease increases. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything else, and I wait until the door closes firmly behind her before I sag against the counter. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 
 
    JOHN 
 
   T he smell of stale beer and french fries hit me as I step into the dim room. 
 
    Jazz picks a new bar every time we meet. Which has apparently been his MO since he started informing. His previous handler warned me about it, but Jazz is just your typical paranoid snitch, so it’s easier to go along with it than try to press the issue. 
 
    He’s also notoriously late, so I’m not surprised that his greasy head is nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Dragging out a rickety stool, I take a seat at the bar. The place might be a dive, but the burger the guy a few seats down is eating looks pretty fucking amazing. On cue, my stomach growls, reminding me that it’s past 10 and I haven’t eaten since lunch. 
 
    “Need a menu?” the bartender stops across from me. 
 
    He looks to be about 50, and - he’s rough around the edges - but I don’t read him as a threat. 
 
    “Nah.” I nod to the guy to my right. “I’ll have one of those. And a whiskey coke.” 
 
    Technically, I’m still on the clock, but Jazz is easier to deal with if I have a drink in my hand. 
 
    The bartender nods and wanders off, presumably to put in my order. This isn’t the type of place that has a computer system feeding into the kitchen. This is the type of place where orders are yelled through closed doors and employees are paid in cash. But tax fraud isn’t my field, so I don’t give a shit. 
 
    Setting my phone screen up in front of me, I debate sending a text to Nora. 
 
    I had to do some work out of town last weekend, and in the days since I’ve been bogged down by endless bullshit. Normally I don’t mind when work takes over my life, but I’ve been craving a mouthful of Nora more than I’m craving this burger. 
 
    We’ve texted some, but it’s been a few days since I’ve replied. 
 
    I wasn’t lying when I told her I don’t date much. And that wasn’t just some douchebag way of saying that I prefer to sleep around. Sure, I had a thing with Dell in the semi-recent past that wasn’t technically dating, but that was a one-off. Usually, I date the same girl for a handful of months before she gets sick of my “aloofness” and “bad attitude” and “the fact that I care more about work than her”. So, long story short, I don’t know what to say. I don’t want to come off as some sort of fuckboy. But I also don’t want to come off like a pussy-starved weakling. 
 
    And it’s not like I have anyone to ask for advice. Tye is a work friend. He seems like a decent guy, but I don’t know anything about his personal life. So how can I trust his judgment? And then what? I have Vincent and Angelo, no fucking thank you. If I even hint at the fact that I like a woman, they’d be relentless. And since I like Nora, the very last thing she needs is to be interrogated by an ogre. And Sasha’s not even an option. If I ask her for advice, she’ll try to take me ring shopping. 
 
    My goal for this weekend is to eat Nora’s pussy, not propose. 
 
    “Food’ll be out in a few," the bartender says as he slides my drink across the scratched wood surface. 
 
    “Thanks -” I nod, and lift my drink. 
 
    I resist making a face at the first taste. Fucking dive bars, I should’ve asked for Jack. This rail whiskey tastes like shit. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I tip the glass up and down the contents. 
 
    Setting the glass down I find the bartender staring at me. He’s probably wondering why I didn’t just order a shot. 
 
    “Beer,” I’m about to say whatever’s on tap, then change my mind. “You got any cans of Surly?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’ll take the darkest one you got,” I tell him, thinking it’ll get the taste out of my mouth. 
 
    Just as the bartender sets down a can of stout, a short, heavyset man pushes through the set of swinging doors carrying a plate piled high with a burger and fries. 
 
    I down a mouthful of beer that tastes exactly like it should, then start in on my food. 
 
    I’m shoving the last bite of burger into my mouth when I remember that I’m supposed to be meeting Jazz. Tapping my phone for the time, I see he’s now a solid 30 minutes late. That’s unusual, even for him. 
 
    On the off chance he came in and didn’t spot me, I turn on my stool to look around. 
 
    The movement makes my head swim. 
 
    I have half a heartbeat of confusion before every cell in my body snaps to alert. 
 
    I push out of my seat so fast the wooden structure crashes to the floor behind me. 
 
    I feel multiple gazes on me, but I lock eyes with the bartender, whose face has gone pale. 
 
    I point a finger in his direction, ignoring the way my vision pulses. “If you had any part in this, I’ll bury you.” 
 
    His lack of defense is all the confirmation I need. 
 
    I want to reach across the counter and break his fucking neck, but I can’t waste any time. 
 
    I need to extricate myself from this situation. Now. 
 
    Staggering away from the bar, I weave through the tables, looking at every face and committing them to memory. The noise level dropped when I knocked my stool over, but now that I’m stumbling around like just another drunk asshole, people are no longer interested in what I’m doing. 
 
    Making it to the front door, I pause. 
 
    Fuck. I’m not thinking straight. 
 
    Someone did this to me for a reason. Either they’re waiting outside these doors, the back doors, or both. 
 
    Clenching and unclenching my hands I take a deep breath in through my nose. 
 
    I have my gun on me, but if I shoot someone after consuming alcohol I’m going to have a world of shit to deal with. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that my stupid ass just got drugged by a fucking AARP-eligible bartender. 
 
    Slamming through the door, I look around the dark street. There are hundreds of bars downtown to pick from, but this one is in a half-abandoned industrial area on the edge of the city. If the pricks that are planning to jump me haven’t killed Jazz already, I’ll do it for them. 
 
    Knowing it’s the direction they want me to go, but not having many choices, I turn towards the gravel parking lot. If I can get to my car before they get to me, maybe I can run them over. 
 
    I focus on walking quickly, my eyes darting back and forth, searching for the enemy. 
 
    Fuck. I should’ve called someone before I even stood up. Why am doing this all wrong? 
 
    Fury flows through my veins, washing away some of the sluggishness trying to weigh me down. 
 
    My hand just starts sliding into my pocket for my phone when three guys step out from behind the cheap wood fence that separates the bar from the parking lot. 
 
    I withdraw my fingers. Guess I’m going this alone. 
 
    “One warning,” I growl, pushing all the menace I feel into my tone. “This is it. Walk away.” 
 
    The biggest guy steps forward. His features fuzzy as my eyes struggle to focus. “We aren’t getting paid to back down from one man.” 
 
    So that’s how it’s gonna be. 
 
    On my next step, I exaggerate my stumble, keeping my shoulders hunched as I right myself. 
 
    The trio, now a dozen steps away, all straighten with confidence. 
 
    They’re cocky, even though I’m the one closing in on their position. 
 
    “I’ll tell you what - " the leader smirks, "we'll come at you one at a time. Even out the playing field a little.” 
 
    Fucking amateurs. 
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek, making my words sound extra slurred. “Whatever helps you sleep at night.” 
 
    It’s not hard to act fucked up, because I feel severely fucked up, but underestimation is going to save my life. I’ll do my best not to kill these guys, but they won’t be returning the favor. 
 
    The leader takes a step forward, putting me within reach. 
 
    The fool grins before cocking his arm back for a punch. 
 
    Even drugged, I’m insulted at his sloppiness, but I’ll gladly take advantage of it. 
 
    I wait until he’s about to swing his arm forward, then I act. 
 
    Standing to my full height, I rear back, lift my leg, and kick out with the full weight of my body. The sole of my heavy boot connects with his stomach, just below his ribs. 
 
    The hit halts his forward motion while also causing his diaphragm to seize. 
 
    He won’t be able to draw a breath for the next several seconds at the very least, meaning he’s no longer an immediate danger. 
 
    The hit also causes my equilibrium to tilt and the next stumbling step I take is not faked. 
 
    As the leader crumples to the ground, thugs Two and Three glance at each other, then charge me together. 
 
    Not good. 
 
    Except these guys are morons. They’re untrained, and too close to each other to attack effectively. 
 
    “Eenie Meanie…” I aim for Three. He’s taller, and one step closer. 
 
    Taking two sprinting steps, I duck under the wild haymaker he throws, and - staying low - ram my shoulder into his chest. 
 
    We both go down, but he hits flat on his back, his head bouncing off the hard packed gravel. 
 
    My ears are ringing, but I can still hear the frantic war cry of Two. 
 
    Rolling onto my back, I find Two standing above me, reaching for my neck. 
 
    In the split second it takes me to chamber my legs, the word “idiot” scrolls through my brain. 
 
    I let his hands get an inch away before I kick out. This time with both feet. I don’t really need both, but I don’t trust my aim right now. And with two size 14 boots, it’s impossible to miss the knee closest to me. The one holding most of his weight. 
 
    With an audible crunch, my kick pushes Two’s knee past the point of resistance. 
 
    I swallow down a gag at the sound. There’s a beat of silence before a wail splits the air. 
 
    I watch in satisfaction as the man tips to the side, crumpling onto the ground. 
 
    Rolling over once more, I push up to all fours. 
 
    Three is still on the ground. Blinking over at me, holding his hands up in surrender. 
 
    Breathing heavy, I let out an internal sigh. Blackness is starting to press in on my vision. If I have any chance of making it out of here, I need to do it now. 
 
    Years of training to take over when I see Three’s eyes widen at something behind me. 
 
    I drop my weight to one side, letting my weight drop. 
 
    Too slow. 
 
    Something burns across my shoulder. 
 
    Continuing the roll, I end up on my back. I see One looming over me, bloody knife poised above me. 
 
    Once again, I reach out with my legs. Only - instead of kicking - I wrap my legs around one of his. With a jerk, I pull his feet out from under him. 
 
    Before he hits the ground, I’m moving - jack-knifing up, and flipping to my knees. 
 
    When his back hits the ground, loosening his left-handed grip on the six-inch blade, I’m ready. 
 
    With my left hand fisted, I bring it down in a Donkey Kong like smash on his stomach, re-seizing his diaphragm, stopping his breath. 
 
    With my right hand, I pull the blade from his grip and slice, perpendicular to his arm, an inch below his elbow. 
 
    He tries to scream, but - without air in his lungs - he can’t. 
 
    Continuing my momentum, I drop a knee onto his right hand, reach across his body, and repeat the cut on his right arm. 
 
    Blood wells from the wounds, but blood loss isn’t his biggest problem. It’s the severed tendons. 
 
    His arms flop around while he’s still trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Keeping my grip on the knife, I push up to standing and survey the scene. 
 
    One is bleeding, unable to breathe, and completely out of the fight. 
 
    Two is gripping his thigh above his messed-up knee, whimpering, and keeping his eyes averted from the fucked-up joint. 
 
    Three is trying his best to crab walk away from me, but when my eyes land on his - he stops. 
 
    I step closer to him. But unlike these jackasses, I stay out of striking distance. 
 
    “Who hired you?” 
 
    Three frantically shakes his head before I even finish the question. “I don’t know. He - “ he points to One, “set it up. I don’t think he even knows.” 
 
    Black pulses in my periphery and I realize I don’t have time for this. If I stick around any longer, I’m going to end up laying in the dirt next to these guys. 
 
    I use the knife to point at him. “You’re going to get these two and get out of here. And when whoever hired you asks, you’re going to tell them that you killed me. Got it?” 
 
    He nods. “Yeah. Yeah, man.” 
 
    “Give me your keys.” 
 
    I figured this guy might be the driver, and I was right. 
 
    While he tries to dig the keys from his pocket, I pull out my phone and take photos of each of the men. 
 
    As I tuck my phone away, Three tosses the keys at me, and - by pure - luck I catch them. 
 
    Clicking the lock button, I follow the honking to a dark 4-door sedan. 
 
    Staggering, I pull the door open and see a sticker for a rental company. Even better. If this isn’t their car, then they shouldn’t have a way to track it. 
 
    An idea started forming when it looked like I was going to survive the fight, but driving away in my own car would ruin the plan. 
 
    Twisting to back out of the parking spot, a burning sensation in my left arm reminds me that Motherfucker One got a swipe in. 
 
    I spare my shoulder one quick glance. 
 
    I can’t see the cut without stopping, but I can see the blood that’s soaking through the top part of my sleeve. It’s enough that I’ll probably need stitches, but not enough that I’m worried about bleeding out. 
 
    Shifting into Drive, I gun it as I drive past the pile of broken men. I’m confident that I left Three motivated enough to get out of here without his car. 
 
    Blinking hard, I force my eyes to focus. The night sky is getting darker as thick clouds roll in to cover the moon. 
 
    I squint, trying to read the words on the street signs as I pass them. 
 
    I need to go play dead for a little while. But I need to make it through this drive without killing myself first. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “G 
 
   
 
    ah!” A loud crack of thunder startles me so badly that I lose my grip on my phone, dropping it onto my face. 
 
    “Ow.” I rub my nose before stretching out to click on my bedside lamp. 
 
    I’m not afraid of storms. I’m really not. But I don’t like them. 
 
    I know some people love the thunder, and the lightning, and the rain. And that’s great for them. But I watched one too many horror movies growing up where bad things happened during storms. And if I’m looking out a window during a lightning storm, I can’t help but picture some faceless villain out there beyond the pane. Each flash of light illuminating him getting closer and closer, until that one final bolt of light reveals him pressed against the glass. 
 
    I shudder. 
 
    Wow, Nora. Way to make it worse. 
 
    Kicking my legs out of bed, I shuffle over to my fuzzy slippers. There’s no way I’ll be able to fall asleep now. My mind was already stuck trying to decide if I should text John or not, since I haven’t heard from him in a few days. But now on top of that, the storm has me on edge. And nothing embodies fuck my life quite like getting out of bed around midnight to have a beer. 
 
    I grab my robe off the hook by my door and pull it on over my shorts and tank top. 
 
    My fingers are tying the belt around my waist when another bolt of lightning illuminates the house, thunder immediately following. The storm is right on top of me. As the rumble dissipates, the sound of rain seems louder than before. 
 
    My steps freeze. 
 
    I’m halfway down the hallway between my bedroom and living room, but something is wrong. Something is off. 
 
    It’s the rain. 
 
    I can hear it perfectly. Too perfectly. The drops are no longer muted by walls and windows. 
 
    My breath gets stuck in my chest. 
 
    Oh god. Oh god. 
 
    A door to the outside is open. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Another wave of thunder shakes the house around me. 
 
    I still haven’t moved. Haven’t breathed. 
 
    When the thunder trails off, my ears strain for any sign of movement. Except… Except I don’t hear the rain so clearly anymore. 
 
    Did I imagine it? Or… Fuck. Or is someone in the house now? 
 
    I glance over my shoulder towards my bedroom. I left my phone sitting on my night table. Do I go back for it? And what? Quietly call the police to tell them I heard some rain? 
 
    Be brave, Nora. 
 
    I ball my hands into fists and take one step forward. 
 
    I can do this. I’m an adult. I can check on a sound in my house. 
 
    My steps falter. 
 
    I don’t got this. 
 
    I clench my fists tighter. 
 
    What option do I have? 
 
    Time to clip on my lady balls and face my fears. 
 
    With my mind and heart racing, I reach the end of the hallway. 
 
    Carefully, so slowly, I peer around the corner, trying to see if anything is out of place. But the house is too dark for me to make out anything. 
 
    Okay, Nora. What now? 
 
    Do I flip on the light switch? Sprint back to my room and lock myself in the bathroom? 
 
    Indecision leaves me stuck in stasis. 
 
    Staring into the dark, my eyes strain to see through the kitchen to the sliding glass door that leads out onto my deck. 
 
    Shadows tumble and dance through the room, but I can’t catch them. 
 
    I lean further out of the hallway. 
 
    Thunder vibrates through me a second before lightning shines brightly through the windows. The brilliant light silhouettes a man standing between me and the glass doors. 
 
    No! 
 
    Terror invades every cell in my body. 
 
    This can’t be real. 
 
    He can’t be real. 
 
    Another flicker of light. He’s moving forward. Towards me. Silently. 
 
    A scream rips its way out of my throat. 
 
    My body turns too fast and I have to catch myself against the wall. 
 
    I need to get to my phone. I need to call 911. 
 
    “Nora.” 
 
    Flooded with adrenaline, my brain doesn’t register the voice. 
 
    My feet won’t cooperate. I feel like I’m trapped in a nightmare. I can’t run! 
 
    “Nora.” 
 
    The sound comes again. Louder this time. 
 
    The blood pumping through my veins dulls the voice, but something in it makes me listen harder. 
 
    “Darling, stop.” 
 
    I know that voice. 
 
    “John?” His name comes out as a squeak as I press away from the wall. 
 
    I step out of the hallway and reach for the closest light switch, flipping it on. “What the fuck are you doing!? You scared the hell…” 
 
    My words trail off. 
 
    John’s standing next to my dining table, soaked to the bone. 
 
    He’s looking at me, but his eyes aren’t focused. And he looks pale. 
 
    He tries to take a step, but he lurches to the side and has to grip the back of one of my dining chairs for balance. 
 
    I open my mouth to ask if he’s drunk, but my eyes catch on the water pooling at his feet. Only it’s not just rainwater collecting below him, the puddle is tinged red. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” I ask, my eyes moving over him. 
 
    I’m already moving forward when he starts to collapse. 
 
    Rushing to his side, I wrap my arms around him in a hug. I don’t know where the blood is coming from. If it’s his, I don’t want to hurt him more, but I can’t just let him fall and hit his head on the floor. 
 
    “I’ve got you. It’s okay.” Pressing into him, I pin John between my body and the table. 
 
    Getting this heavy dining table into the house was a bitch, but I love it now more than ever as it holds strong against our combined weight. 
 
    Feeling around with my foot, I’m able to snag the leg of a chair, pulling it until it’s right behind him. “Can you sit?” 
 
    John’s head lulls in what I’m guessing is supposed to be a nod. 
 
    Bracing, I try to lower him onto the wooden seat, but his legs give out and he drops to the chair with a thud. 
 
    Keeping a hand on his shoulder, I move until I’m crouching before him, trying to catch his gaze. 
 
    “John. John - can you hear me?” 
 
    He slumps in the chair, his head hanging back. 
 
    The motion allows the kitchen light to splash across his upper body. And that’s when I see the slice cutting through his shirt across the top of his left arm. The sleeve below is soaked through with blood. 
 
    “Oh my god!” 
 
    Standing, I carefully grip the torn shirt and pull the fabric apart until the long gash in his skin is revealed. 
 
    Blood is oozing out, not gushing, but I don’t know how long it’s been like this. I don’t think a person could bleed to death from a wound this size, but I’m no doctor. 
 
    “You need a hospital,” I tell John, even though he looks like he’s passed out. 
 
    I’ve taken one step away when John’s hand suddenly grips my wrist. 
 
    Still jumpy, I let out a yelp of surprise. 
 
    “No ... hospitals.” His words are slurred, but I understand them. 
 
    “You need stitches.” 
 
    His grip tightens. “No hospitals. No cops.” 
 
    “John, please - ” I place my free hand over his. “You need stitches.” 
 
    “Someone’s trying to kill me.” 
 
    “Someone… What!?” 
 
    His eyes hold mine for one second, then they roll back in his head and his body tips sideways. 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Dropping to my knees, I catch his head in my lap as his body collides with the ground. 
 
    Looking down at his unconscious form, a lump of worry fills my throat. 
 
    My curse comes out quieter this time. “Shit.” 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    Pacing between John’s unconscious form on my kitchen floor and the window overlooking the driveway, I try to calm my nerves. 
 
    Ten minutes ago, I caved and pulled that beer out of the fridge. It was the whole reason I got out of bed in the first place, and if ever a situation called for alcohol, I think this is it. 
 
    But as terrifying as finding John in my kitchen was, I can only imagine how much I would’ve peed the bed if I’d still been lying there when his bloody form came stumbling into my bedroom. 
 
    Headlights flash across the ceiling, and I look out the window to see a truck pulling into my driveway. 
 
    I hurry to the door and hold it open as the older man gets out of his pickup, hauling a large duffle bag with him. 
 
    He raises his hand in greeting as he climbs up my front steps, hunched against the rain. 
 
    I let him get inside, locking the door behind him, before I dare to speak. 
 
    “Thank you so much for coming. I didn’t know who else to call. He told me, no hospitals. And I hate to put you in this situation, but - like I said - he’s in the FBI, so you won’t get in trouble or anything. And his brother-in-law is super rich so you can charge him whatever you want and I’m sure he can pay it.” My pitch is increasing with each sentence, making my panic obvious to both of us. 
 
    Dr. Nussen places a hand on my shoulder. “Nora, take a breath. It’ll be okay.” 
 
    His steady voice calms me immediately, and I do as he says, taking a slow inhale. 
 
    Letting it out, I give him a small smile. 
 
    “Good.” He nods. “Now, where’s my patient?” 
 
    I step around Dr. Nussen and walk across the open living space to where John is lying. 
 
    When I realized that John wasn’t going to wake up, I put a pillow under his head and used the belt of my robe to hold some gauze over his wound. Then after I called Dr. Nussen, I threw on sweatpants and a hoodie. I didn’t need to be flashing my skimpy pajamas. 
 
    I point to my sad attempt at bandaging. “That’s where the cut is. I wasn’t sure what to do… He’s all wet from being outside but I didn’t want to hurt him more by struggling with his clothes.” 
 
    Unphased, Dr. Nussen drags John further away from the table so there’s space for him to kneel next to the injury. 
 
    He starts to unwind the wrap. 
 
    “We’ll start with what we know and go from there.” He glances up to me. “I grabbed an old pair of scrubs in case he needed a change of clothes, but no amount of struggling will get this boy into my stuff.” 
 
    I let out a small snort of laughter. They’re both over 6 feet tall, but Dr. Nussen probably weighs a third of what John does. I’ve known the doctor for over 20 years, and he’s always been a thin man. He’s probably pushing 70 now, but he’s just as calm and caring as I remember. 
 
    Taking off the gauze, Dr. Nussen tisks. “Got yourself cut up good, didn’t you, son?” 
 
    Taking a pair of shears out of his bag, he starts cutting away John’s shirt. 
 
    “Can I do anything to help?” I ask, twisting my fingers together in front of me. 
 
    “How about a couple towels and a beer.” 
 
    Happy to have a task, I rush to the guest bathroom and grab a stack of tan bath towels. I’ve been meaning to change these out for something with more color, so I don’t mind if they get ruined. 
 
    Stopping at the fridge, I shift the towels under one arm and pull out a bottle of stout. 
 
    “Shove one of the towels under his shoulder.” Dr. Nussen leans back, and I see that John is naked from the waist up. His shirt’s still trapped beneath him, but his chest and arms are bare. 
 
    Dr. Nussen lifts his injured shoulder enough for me to get one of the folded towels beneath him. 
 
    “Good.” He adjusts the towel slightly. “This’ll keep him in place a little better. And make clean up easier.” 
 
    “Alright. And what about the beer?” I look at the bottle in my hand. “I thought you were supposed to use hard liquor to clean out a wound.” 
 
    He chuckles. “You are. But lucky for us, I have everything we need in my trusty bag of tricks. The beer is for me.” 
 
    I uncap the bottle and set it on the table next to my half-finished one. 
 
    Then I sit on the floor next to John and watch. Dr. Nussen cleans the cut and gives John one shot of antibiotics and one to numb the area, even though John’s still out. 
 
    When he readies the needle for stitching, I scoot closer. Placing one hand on John’s chest, I place the other on the top of his head, my thumb mindlessly rubbing patterns in his hair. 
 
    My attempts at comfort seem to be unnecessary, since John doesn’t so much as stir. I’m glad he didn’t wake for the stitches, but the prolonged stillness is starting to worry me. 
 
    I slide my hand over until it’s resting over his heart. “Do you think he passed out from blood loss?” 
 
    Dr. Nussen shakes his head. “Doubtful. It’s a nasty cut, but it didn’t hit anything major.” Tying off the final stitch, he starts to feel around John’s head. “I don’t see any signs of a blow to the head, so I don’t think he has a concussion.” 
 
    “Then what would… Oh god, do you think he was drugged?” 
 
    He shrugs. “It’s the most probable answer based off what we know.” He reaches into his bag and comes out with a syringe and vial. “I’m guessing he’ll want his blood tested, so I’ll draw some. You’ll have to keep it in your fridge.” 
 
    “Okay.” I do my best to not make a face. I already have a bunch of John’s blood on my floor, but something about having it in my refrigerator seems extra gross. 
 
    Once again, John doesn’t react when Dr. Nussen sticks him with a needle. I watch as the dark liquid fills the small vial, wondering what secrets it holds. When he’s drawn enough, Dr. Nussen caps the syringe, dropping it into a small waste bag, then hands me the vial. 
 
    Taking it from him, I slowly get to my feet and have to stretch out my limbs before walking to the fridge. Nothing makes you feel old like getting up after sitting on the floor for an extended period of time. 
 
    “Alright. Pants are next,” Dr. Nussen announces. “We can make sure he’s not injured anywhere else before we get him into bed.” 
 
    Dr. Nussen does a similar stand-and-stretch routine. 
 
    Grabbing his untouched beer, he holds mine out for me. 
 
    We take matching drinks, and I watch his brows go up in appreciation. 
 
    “I always knew you had good taste.” He smiles, then gestures down to John. “Well, I guess the jury’s still out on this one.” 
 
    I smile back. Then sigh. “He seems like a good guy, but he clearly found some trouble tonight.” 
 
    “He’s lucky to have you looking out for him.” Dr. Nussen takes another long pull of his beer. “Alright, I’ll lift his hips while you pull his jeans down. We’ll be able to get them off pretty easily from there.” 
 
    “Okay.” I crouch down and try not to feel like a pervert when I undo John’s belt and then the button and zipper on his pants. 
 
    “Ready?” Dr. Nussen asks. 
 
    I crouch over John, straddling his legs, and grip the top of his jeans so I’m ready to pull them off. “Ready.” 
 
    Dr. Nussen is holding the ends of the shirt that’s still trapped under John, sliding the fabric down until it’s under John’s lower back. Using the material, he lifts, bringing John’s hips and lower back a few inches off the ground. 
 
    As soon as there’s room, I yank his jeans down past his butt. 
 
    Watching my progress, Dr. Nussen sets him down as soon as I’m clear. “He’s a heavy little shit, isn’t he.” 
 
    I knew it would happen eventually, and that’s the comment that does it. 
 
    I lose it. 
 
    A fit of laughter takes over my body, and I bow forward. My forehead presses against John’s stomach, my lips just above his belly button. 
 
    I’m not cut out for this. Not any of it. 
 
    Finding John in my house. Bloody and drugged. 
 
    He’s the freaking federal agent, but he still demanded no hospitals or cops. 
 
    I did the best I could. I really did. But it’s too much. 
 
    And Dr. Nussen casually calling John, the nearly naked FBI man on my floor, a little shit… It’s more than I can handle. 
 
    Just like my sanity, my laugh cracks. And the next sound that leaves me is a sob. 
 
    Someone tried to kill John tonight! 
 
    What if he’d died out there in the dark, in the rain and all alone? I’d never have known what happened to him. He could’ve died without me ever telling him - 
 
    A whimper crawls out of my throat and onto his stomach. 
 
    I’m not in love with John. It’s too soon. I don’t know him well enough. But he feels like the type of man I could love. He feels like the type of man who could actually love me. And we came so close to losing that. So close to losing our chance. 
 
    And we aren’t in the clear yet. What if he doesn’t wake up? 
 
    I sniffle, trying to quell the fear rising inside of me. 
 
    “Don’t cry, Little Bird.” 
 
    My head jerks up. “John!?” 
 
    His eyes are still closed, “No more crying.” 
 
    His demand makes me do the opposite, and more tears roll down my cheeks. 
 
    I crawl up his body until my face is level with his. 
 
    “Are you okay?” I ask, not caring how dumb the question is. 
 
    “Wiggle around some more and find out.” 
 
    A watery laugh fights for dominance in my chest. “I see your personality is intact.” 
 
    A throat clears above us, and John’s eyes snap open. But I’m so close that he probably can’t see past me. 
 
    “Nora?” He manages to say my name as both a scold and a question, but I’m just happy to see his eyes open. 
 
    “Hi.” I press a kiss to his lips, not lingering, even though I want to. 
 
    Some of the tension leaves his features. “Hi. Care to tell me why my pants are half off and who’s standing behind you?” 
 
    I roll my eyes and press up until I’m sitting on John’s hips. When I move to stand, his hands reach out to grip my thighs. The numbing shot in his arm must still be working, because John doesn’t so much as flinch. 
 
    Staying put, I lean to the side so John can see Dr. Nussen. “John, this is Dr. Nussen. Doctor, this is your patient, John.” 
 
    “Pleased to officially meet you.” Dr. Nussen smiles and takes another drink of his beer. 
 
    Without lifting his head, John trails his eyes over Dr. Nussen, but directs the question to me. “Doctor? He your family physician or something?” 
 
    “Oh, um…” 
 
    Dr. Nussen chuckles. “Usually my patients are of the four-legged variety. But all mammals stitch up pretty much the same.” 
 
    John’s eyes slowly move to meet mine. “You called a vet?” 
 
    Biting my lip, I lift a shoulder. “You said no hospitals.” 
 
    John stares at me. “You don’t even have a pet.” 
 
    “My dads used Dr. Nussen. For their cats.” 
 
    John sighs, turning his head to look at the stitches in his arm. “Fucking cats? I’ll never live this shit down.” His words are mumbled. 
 
    “Just be thankful I didn’t need to shave you - ” Dr. Nussen jokes. 
 
    John does not look amused. 
 
    Dr. Nussen sets down his empty bottle. “Alright, let’s use this burst of energy to get him off the floor.” 
 
    John releases his grip on my thighs, and I scoot back down his body. “Since we’ve already started, let us just get your wet jeans off before you try to move anywhere.” 
 
    I know he wants to argue with me, but I also have a feeling he’s feeling more exhausted than he’s letting on. 
 
    With little complaint, John lets us unlace his boots and remove the damp denim off his legs. I hesitate for a moment, then I pull off his socks. 
 
    I’ve had sex with this man, but somehow removing his socks seems like the most intimate thing I’ve done to him. 
 
    Feeling awkward about Dr. Nussen watching, I keep my eyes down until he speaks again. 
 
    “This will go easier on everyone if you accept our help," the older man says to John. 
 
    John grunts, and that’s the closest thing to agreement that I think we’re gonna get. 
 
    Dr. Nussen guides us, and with only a few swear words, we get John to his feet. 
 
    “Bed or couch?” Dr. Nussen asks, from his spot on the other side of John. 
 
    “Bed, far end of the hall.” Then, feeling like I’m talking to an older relative and not the family vet, I justify my decision. “He’s too tall for the couch.” 
 
    One shaky step at a time, we get John down the hall. Since I left the blankets flung back from when I got out of bed earlier, we bring him to my usual side of the mattress. 
 
    John’s having a hard time keeping his eyes open, and I know he’ll be out again in a matter of moments. 
 
    After pulling the blankets over him I whisper, “Can you lift your hips for me?” 
 
    He blinks, “Huh?” 
 
    “I’ll dry your clothes for you. And I, uh, don’t think you want to sleep in cold wet underwear.” 
 
    He groans, “Boxer briefs, Darling. Not underwear.” But he lifts his hips. 
 
    Like a woman removing her bra under her shirt, I keep the action hidden under the blanket and manage to remove the offending item with little issue. 
 
    John’s eyes are still closed when he asks, “Doc, can you take some blood for my guys to test?” 
 
    Dr. Nussen pats his foot, “Already did. Nora’s keeping it safe for you.” 
 
    I think John nods his head, but I can’t be sure. 
 
    With John situated, I walk Dr. Nussen to the door. “I don’t know how to thank you for this.” 
 
    He pats my shoulder. “Just have your boyfriend tell that brother-in-law of his that the favor I owe Uncle Enzo is paid.” 
 
    I open my mouth, then close it again. 
 
    Dr. Nussen smirks. “Get some rest, Nora. And get him to drink some water next time he wakes up.” 
 
    Standing, speechless, I watch as Dr. Nussen drives away into the darkness. 
 
    Feeling completely out of sorts, I head back to my bedroom, and the unconscious man in my bed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE 
 
    NORA 
 
   T he warmth under my cheek is the first thing I notice as my mind lifts out of sleep. 
 
    John. 
 
    I know I went to sleep on the far edge of the bed, not wanting to disturb him or cause him to roll away onto his bad arm, but - clearly - I didn’t stay put. 
 
    I burrow my face in closer, soaking in the feel of his body against mine. 
 
    I’m tucked into his side. He's on his back, and my leg is slung up over his. He’s still naked, but I went to bed in sweatpants and a t-shirt, so it doesn’t feel too scandalous. I usually sleep in minimal clothing, but I didn’t want John to wake up with the wrong idea. Not that we haven’t been naked together before, but I distinctly remember Dr. Nussen telling John to take it easy for the next few days. So sex is out of the question. 
 
    John’s chest rises and lowers on a contented sigh, and I finally start to blink my eyes open. 
 
    This is so comfortable, and I want nothing more than to stay just like this for another couple hours. Especially since I stayed up late to wash and dry his clothes. It was when I put everything in the washer I remembered a box of clothing my dads had given me for donation that I’d put it in the second bedroom and forgotten about. It won’t be a good fit, but Dad is about the same height as John, and 50 pounds heavier, so it’ll all be wearable if nothing else. I know I didn’t have to wait up for everything to dry and fold it, but I wasn’t comfortable just going to sleep so soon after John tumbled to my floor. Not that I had any way of helping him if he just up and stopped breathing, but I wanted to keep an eye on him for a while longer 
 
    And that exhaustion that has my brain working slowly this morning. 
 
    My eyes open a little more. 
 
    Why do I feel like I’m missing something? 
 
    I blink some more against the brightness. 
 
    Brightness? 
 
    There’s too much sunlight seeping in around the edges of my curtains. 
 
    Sunlight! 
 
    Fuck, I overslept! 
 
    With a hand on John’s chest, I press down, trying to bring myself up to sitting. But the arm draped over my shoulders tightens its grip, holding me in place. 
 
    John lets out a grumble that sounds a lot like “Stay”. 
 
    “I gotta get up!” I tell him, already panicking. “I must’ve turned my alarm off!” 
 
    Glancing up, I see John shake his head. “It was me.” 
 
    “What was you?” I ask, confused. 
 
    “I turned your alarm off.” 
 
    “What!?” I struggle to get up again, but John doesn’t budge. 
 
    “You needed the rest. I know you stayed up late.” 
 
    “John, I have to go to work - ” I argue, torn between annoyance and swooning. 
 
    “Call in.” 
 
    “But - “ 
 
    “Don’t argue with me, Little Bird. Your alarm was blaring for a solid minute, and you never even twitched. Your company will survive one Friday without you.” 
 
    That makes me groan. I forgot what day it was. 
 
    Why does it feel like everything keeps happening to me on freaking Fridays? Not only does it look bad to call in sick on a Friday, but it means I’ll miss our weekly meeting. 
 
    “Fine.” I concede. I won’t win this argument with John, mostly because he’s right. “But I need to get up and call my boss.” 
 
    I crane my neck to look over John to the clock on my nightstand. I’m surprised to find the several feet of open mattress between us and where John was sleeping when I came to bed. I wasn’t the one who went to him in my sleep, he came to me. Huh. 
 
    The realization starts to make me smile, but then I see the time on the clock. 9:30! I should’ve been at work 30 minutes ago! 
 
    A small distressed sound squeaks past my lips, and John finally releases me. 
 
    “Go call your work, Babe. Mind if I use your shower?” 
 
    I shake my head, climbing out of bed. “Go ahead. You’ll probably think my stuff smells girly, but use whatever you want. Just try to keep your stitches dry.” I googled stitches care last night and found out way more than I wanted to know. “I have some clothes for…” 
 
    I trail off as John walks across the room towards the bathroom. Naked. He’s just walking around totally naked. And totally hard. 
 
    I swallow. “Um, there’s clothes.” 
 
    When John lifts his head to look at me, I just point to the stack I folded and left on the dresser. 
 
    A slow smirk covers his face. “Hurry up and make that call. You can join me in the shower.” 
 
    My gaze drops to his cock, and I lick my lips but still manage to shake my head. “You’re not supposed to exert yourself.” 
 
    His smirk falls. “You’re not serious.” 
 
    I nod. “Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “Nora.” John’s voice holds too much heat. 
 
    When his hand moves down to grip his dick, I snatch my phone off the table and hurry out of the room. If I stay around an aroused naked John any longer I’ll start breaking all the rules. 
 
    John makes a sound that’s stuck somewhere between amused and disbelief, but I ignore him. 
 
    After I’ve paced across the kitchen for the fourth time, I click on Denice’s phone number and close my eyes. 
 
    I don’t want to talk to her. Like at all. But since I rarely call in, this shouldn’t be suspicious. Even if it is a little out of character. 
 
    When Denice’s voicemail picks up, I pull the phone away from my ear and hang up the call. 
 
    Why am I such a chicken when it comes to her!? 
 
    Glad she didn’t answer, I still need to tell someone I won’t be coming in, so I dial Becky’s line next. 
 
    She answers on the second ring. “Good morning, Great Lakes Personal Insurance.” 
 
    “Hey, Becky - ” Too late, I remember I’m supposed to be sick, so I lower the volume of my voice. “It’s Nora. Foster.” 
 
    She laughs, “Yeah, Nora, I know it’s you. What’s up? Wait, you’re calling me and it’s after 9… Are you sick?” 
 
    The genuine concern in her voice makes me feel like such a jerk. 
 
    “Yeah, I tried to call Denice, but she didn’t answer. Could you, uh, just tell her that I won’t be in the office today. I’m not feeling great.” 
 
    Not a lie. 
 
    Even after sleeping in, I’m still super tired. Not to mention worried about John. 
 
    “Oh of course! I hope it’s one of those short-term things. It would suck if you were sick all weekend.” 
 
    “Thanks, I’m sure it’ll pass. And I can still call in to the meeting today, but I’ll need the conference room extension. Or I guess someone could just call me and put it on speaker.” 
 
    Becky makes a dismissive sound. “I’ll tell Denice you offered, but even that bitch probably wouldn’t make you call in while you’re sick.” 
 
    I let out a snicker. “Hopefully, but she’s been in a mood recently.” 
 
    She scoffs. “Aint that the fucking truth. Well, you go rest, and I’ll go let her know you’re sick before she can notice you’re gone.” 
 
    “Thanks, Becky. You’re the best.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Her tone matches the eye roll I’m sure she’s giving me. “Feel better and have a nice weekend!” 
 
    “You too.” 
 
    Hanging up, I feel a boulder of stress roll off my shoulders. I still have plenty of shit to worry about, but having work off my plate is a massive relief. 
 
    I’m scooping fresh grinds into my coffee maker when my phone notifies me of a new text. 
 
    Looking, I see it’s from Denice. 
 
    Denice: Becky told me that you’re sick. Don’t bother calling in to the meeting. I’ll mark you down for PTO. 
 
    I hesitate a moment before typing out a short response. 
 
    Me: Thanks. I’ll see you Monday. 
 
    If I ever actually went on vacation, I’d be bummed about using up a PTO day, but I don’t, so I’m not. 
 
    By the time I hear John coming down the hall, the pot of coffee is done and I’ve started to pour it into two mugs. 
 
    “How do you take your coffee?” I call over my shoulder. 
 
    “Black is good.” 
 
    “Yours is ready then.” Lifting his mug, I turn to face him. And halt. 
 
    As expected, John is standing just a few feet away. But - unexpectedly - he’s wearing some of the clothes that I found for him. He has a pair of flannel pajama pants on. They’re long enough but he has them cinched tight to keep them from falling off his hips. And they’re currently low on his hips. The precarious positioning highlighted by the fact that the only other piece of clothing he’s wearing is an unzipped hoodie. John is not an airbrushed Instagram model, but holy hell he’s hot as fuck. His pronounced pectoral muscles, covered with just the right amount of chest hair, have my fingers twitching around his coffee mug. And that chest hair trails down, and down, to his flat stomach. And lower to his… 
 
    “Eyes up here, Little Bird.” 
 
    I clear my throat, holding out his coffee. “Um, here you go.” 
 
    He smirks and takes the hot beverage from me. “Thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Why am I freaking blushing? “I’m going to go change, then I’ll make us some breakfast.” I pause. “I mean, I guess I was just assuming you were staying for a while. But if you need a ride somewhere…” 
 
    John holds my gaze as he takes a sip of his coffee, “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to stay. I’m hoping to play dead until I know the fate of the guys who came after me.” 
 
    At the reminder, anxiety crawls back up onto my shoulders. 
 
    John brushes a thumb across my cheek. “I’m fine, Nora. This is about strategy, not safety. If I thought for a second that they could track me here, I wouldn’t have come.” His hand moves to the back of my neck and his grip tightens. “I’d never put you in harm’s way, Nora. Never.” His thumb moves to rub down the front of my throat. “You believe me?” 
 
    “I’m not worried about myself,” I tell him. 
 
    “Let me worry about the both of us.” His thumb moves up and down again. “Do you understand?” 
 
    My blood heats before I even speak the words, “Yes, John.” 
 
    “That’s my Good Girl.” He leans forward, pressing a kiss against my forehead. “Now, go get your pretty ass dressed.” 
 
    I’ve been so independent for so long, it’s strange to have someone around telling me what to do. But… I kinda like it. There’s a level of freedom that comes from following directions. For once, I don’t have to think about every single fucking detail. I can just do. Just be. 
 
    Back in my bathroom, I brush my teeth, and pull my hair up into a messy bun. For half a second, I debate putting makeup on, but doing that now feels a little silly. I hate putting makeup on if I haven’t just showered, and John’s already seen me without it. So the cat’s out of the bag, so to speak. 
 
    Mind made up, I leave my face alone and go to my walk-in closet. I spend way too long staring at my clothes before I opt for a mix of comfort and revealing. If John can tempt me with his open sweatshirt, I can do the same to him. 
 
    With a few hip wiggles and a small hop, I tug on my favorite pair of black leggings. They’re comfortable, but the material is high-end and holds everything in place. And since there’s no way I’m wearing a bra on a PTO day, I dig out one of my tank tops with the built-in support. The light pink material is indecently low, and the “extra support” is little more than a second layer of thin cotton, but it keeps the girls looking perky-ish. 
 
    I’m halfway down the hallway before I start to second-guess all of my decisions. 
 
    I should’ve taken a shower. And done my hair. And put on - 
 
    “Fucking hell.” 
 
    My eyes follow the sound of John’s grumble. 
 
    He’s on the couch, watching me, eyes skating all over my body. “If this is how you dress at home, we’re never leaving the house again.” 
 
    I try to blow off his comment with an eye roll, but the wide smile on my face gives me away. 
 
    And “we”. Why does that one little word sound so wonderful? 
 
    “Do you like pancakes?” I ask, changing the topic away from me. 
 
    John lifts a brow. “Does anyone not like pancakes?” 
 
    I laugh. “Good answer.” 
 
    “Want help?” 
 
    “No, no - ” I wave for him to stay seated. “Rest your arm. I’m fine.” 
 
    Gathering the items I’ll need, I turn the stove on and start to heat the pan for pancakes. I can hear John on the phone while I mix the batter. I do my best to not eavesdrop, but I catch a few things including the word blood. I wasn’t sure if he remembered asking Dr. Nussen about the vile he drew, but it sounds like he does. 
 
    Finishing up the final pancakes, I heat up some maple syrup and set plates on the table. I almost always eat in front of the TV, but it feels a little tacky to do it with company. 
 
    “Alright, food's up!” I tell John, setting the platter down in front of the two spots I readied. 
 
    “Smells great, Darling.” John drops into a chair, and I pile several pancakes on his plate. 
 
    He’s lifting his mug when he finally reads what’s written on the side. My mind was so distracted when I poured out coffee that I forgot to pay attention to which mug I grabbed for him. 
 
    His eyes slowly raise to meet mine. “Bitch Juice?” 
 
    I have absolutely no response for him, so I bite my lip and try not to smile. 
 
    He keeps his gaze on me while he takes a long drink. Those hazel eyes burning a promise into mine. A promise for retribution. 
 
    A promise that I think I’ll like. 
 
    Grabbing my own coffee, I shake off the flush I’m feeling and have a seat. 
 
    John tops his pancakes with some butter and the smallest drizzle of Maple syrup. Psycho. Then he grins as he watches me drown mine in Mother Nature’s greatest gift to mankind, the way breakfast foods were meant to be eaten. 
 
    “You’re the weird one in this situation,” I tell him, lifting my forkful of pancake, syrup dripping onto my plate. 
 
    He shakes his head, “You and your sweetness.” Then he takes a large bite of his own, his eyes widening. “These are great!” 
 
     “It’s just a mix,” I shrug.  “They’re super easy to make and full of protein, so they’re supposed to be good if you’re on a diet.” 
 
    I snap my mouth shut, hating when I ramble. 
 
    John’s fork stops halfway to his mouth, and his face turns stony. “Who the fuck told you to go on a diet?” 
 
    My mouth pops back open. I was not expecting that reaction. 
 
    “Oh, um… no one.” 
 
    “Was it that fucking ex of yours?” I watch him clench his fist around the fork. 
 
    John’s anger is palpable, and I love that he’s so mad on my behalf. But fucking ex? That sounded really specific. But I don’t remember telling him anything about Danny. Or any of my exes. I’m almost certain of it. 
 
    A knock at the door stops us both from having saying more. 
 
    I start to push my chair back, but John places his hand on my arm. “Stay. That’ll be Tye.” 
 
    I’m assuming that’s who he was on the phone with earlier, so Tye must be here to pick up the blood sample. 
 
    John stands, his eyes lingering on my chest. “In case I haven’t made it crystal fucking clear, your body is perfection. So eat the pancakes if you like them but not because they’re some sort of fucking diet food.” He shrugs out of his sweatshirt, leaving him completely bare from the waist up. “But your perfection is mine.” He reaches out, putting the hoodie over my shoulders. 
 
    Jesus fucking Swoon. 
 
    “Arms.” 
 
    At his gruff command, I push my arms through the sleeves. 
 
    John grips the bottom of the sweatshirt, lines up the zipper and pulls it up. 
 
    Pausing halfway, he ducks down and presses his face into my cleavage. 
 
    His words are muffled but I can hear him say, “I’ll miss you.” 
 
    A laugh bursts out of me, and I shove at his shoulders. “Oh my god! Go answer the door.” 
 
    I swear I feel him lick the top of my breast before he finally pulls away, yanking the zipper up to my chin. 
 
    Adjusting himself, he walks towards the front door mumbling something about the death of me. 
 
    I’m fanning my cheeks as John unlocks the door. I don’t want to be a blushing mess when his coworker walks in. 
 
    Feeling only partially in charge of my body, I angle myself to see the man that just entered my house. And, holy shit, Tye is crazy good-looking. 
 
    His features are… stunning. My mind can’t even think of another description for him. He’d almost be pretty, if he didn’t look so intimidating. His dark eyes, black hair past his shoulders, and wide mouth look like they belong on a magazine cover, not in the FBI. In a t-shirt and jeans, I can see that the tanned skin of his arms is covered in black tribal tattoos. 
 
    I’m too far gone on John to have any real interest in this new man, but I’m kicking myself for not putting on at least a little makeup. 
 
    Feeling overheated, I unzip my hoodie a few inches. 
 
    Tye claps John on the back, “Sup, Pussycat?” 
 
    John’s face hardens at the same time I snort. Both sets of eyes turn my way, and I feel my face blush all over again. 
 
    Tye grins, and it suddenly makes him look approachable. 
 
    Ignoring John’s glare, Tye strides across the living room directly towards me. 
 
    “You must be Nora.” 
 
    I try to act casual and nod. “I must.” 
 
    Not asking for permission, he pulls out the chair opposite me. “It’s great to meet you. I’m Tye.” 
 
    He holds a hand out so I take it. 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Tye.” 
 
    John drops into his seat, and noisily scoots his chair closer to mine. 
 
    Tye holds my hand for a little longer than necessary, and I’m almost sure he’s doing it just to rile up John. 
 
    Finally letting go, Tye’s grin doesn’t fade. “I can never thank you enough for what you did.” 
 
    “Me?” I glance over to John, but he’s just shaking his head. “I think anyone would’ve helped.” 
 
    John sighs, “He doesn’t mean helping, he means calling your fucking vet to patch me up.” 
 
    Tye chuckles, “Makes my whole damn year.” 
 
    My mouth forms the shape of an O, then it clicks; pussycat. 
 
    I clamp my lips together. 
 
    Oh my god. Don’t laugh. Don’t laugh. 
 
    I lose the battle. 
 
    Burying my face in my hands, I let it out, my shoulders shaking in the process. 
 
    John sighs again, and I part my fingers to look at him. “Why would you tell him that?” 
 
    Tye answers, “Oh he didn’t, but he told me Dr. Nussen’s name and that’s all I needed.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I try to apologize to John, but I’m still chuckling. 
 
    “Those look good.” Tye nods to the platter that’s still holding several pancakes. 
 
    “You’re welcome to - “ I start to say before John lifts the platter and slides the remaining pancakes onto his plate. “John!” 
 
    He drizzles his small amount of syrup over his new stack. “You made these for me.” 
 
    I bite my lip. He’s not wrong. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Tye smiles. “I’ve been trying to get this old man to share for years. Someday he’ll cave.” 
 
    John grunts, shoveling an entire pancake in his mouth at once. 
 
    Tye leans back in his chair, suddenly looking serious. “So, wanna tell me what happened?” 
 
    Looking back and forth between the men, I decide I should leave for this part. I start to push back from the table, but John surprises me with a hand on my thigh. 
 
    “You can stay.” 
 
    Maybe a better person would insist on leaving, but curiosity has been eating at me ever since I was sure John wouldn’t die on my kitchen floor. 
 
    So I settle back into my chair, mimicking Tye’s stance. 
 
    John looks me over, like I was the one that was injured last night. “I should have you leave for this conversation, but the truth is I involved you by coming here last night. And for that, I’m sorry. But there’s no going back now. So I want you to hear this, because on the smallest chance whoever attacked me finds out about our relationship, you could become a target.” When my eyes widen, John leans closer. “I don’t think that will happen. I ditched the car I stole a mile from here. There should be no trail from last night. But we’ve already been seen together - at Marie’s House, the coffeeshop, the restaurant we’re doing dinner at when I finally take you on a proper date.” 
 
    The side of his mouth pulls up into a small smile, and I know he’s trying to make me feel better. 
 
    I lay my hand over his on the table, needing the contact. 
 
    “I’m not telling you this to scare you.” He flips his hand over so our fingers intertwine. “I just need you to be vigilant. You’re a smart girl, so use that brain of yours and keep your eyes open for suspicious behavior.” 
 
    My mind instantly flashes to my boss, but I know that’s not what John’s talking about. He’s talking about seeing anyone that looks like his attackers. 
 
    I lick my lips. “Okay.” 
 
    John’s free hand comes up, and I expect him to cradle my face, or brush back my hair, but instead he grips the zipper tab on my hoodie and pulls it back up to my chin. 
 
    The sound of a dish dragging across the table breaks into our moment, and we both look over to see Tye with the serving platter in front of him, boasting two pancakes that he definitely stole off John’s plate. 
 
    John heaves out a breath. “You’re such a child.” 
 
    Tye smiles around a bite of food. “Ya snooze ya lose, Grandpa.” 
 
    I squint my eyes, trying to place Tye’s age. I’m terrible at guessing, but he doesn’t look much younger than John. Based on John’s eyeroll, I’m guessing this is a common insult. 
 
    Accepting defeat on breakfast, John sits back in his chair, crosses his arms, and starts his story. 
 
    I wrap my hands around my coffee cup and listen. 
 
    I listen while John talks about waiting in the bar. About the drink he thought was just cheap liquor. About feeling off, and realizing he’d been drugged. 
 
    When he describes being unsteady on his feet, I grip my mug tighter. 
 
    And when he describes the three men who attacked him, my grip starts to tremble. 
 
    He walks through the fight hit for hit, detailing the damage so Tye can search hospitals for men with matching injuries. 
 
    And when he tells us about the first guy coming back at him with a knife, I let go of my coffee and clasp my hands against my chest. 
 
    He’s being clinical, exact, but it’s recreating the scene inside my mind. It’s like I’m there, watching a group of men trying to hurt my John. If he hadn’t turned at just the right time, that knife would’ve stabbed him in the back. He was so close to death, and he’s telling the tale like it’s nothing. 
 
    My whole body starts to tremble, and I grip my hands together tighter, willing my body to still. This isn’t about me. I don’t need to distract him with my freak out, he needs to focus on finding whoever hired these guys. 
 
    “Nora.” Two warm hands close around mine. 
 
    I blink, my eyes refocusing and finding John squatting in front of my chair. I look around in time to see Tye’s back as he lets himself out the front door. 
 
    “Darling.” One of his hands brushes across my cheek. “Little Bird.” His tone is so soft. “I’m okay. Alright? I’m fine.” 
 
    I suck in a deep breath, fully coming back to my body. 
 
    “Sorry.” I croak out the apology, realizing that I did exactly what I was trying to not do. I made this about me. 
 
    “Hush.” John stands, holding my wrists and making me stand with him. “Come on.” 
 
    I let John lead me to the couch where he settles in the corner, pulling me down with him. 
 
    “Lie down.” 
 
    Only slightly embarrassed by how needy I feel, I lie down with my head in his lap, my legs stretched down the length of the couch. 
 
    John rests his hand on my hip, like he’s holding me in place, and props his feet up on the coffee table. 
 
    Having found the remote, John turns on the TV. It took me a month to master the setup I have, but he clicks through, finding my saved shows and playing the top result. I can’t imagine John is interested in watching this over-privileged couple remodel the home they just bought, but he doesn’t complain. He just turns the volume to low and runs his hand up and down my side. The comfort settles over me like a heavy blanket, and exhaustion starts to slither up from my toes, filling my limbs with lead. The last thought I have is this is not how Brave Nora would act. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 
 
    NORA 
 
   A  shadow moves towards me. 
 
    I try to yell, but nothing comes out. 
 
    A crack of thunder rolls through the room and I step backwards, into nothingness. 
 
    My body jerks into awareness. 
 
    “Woah, it’s okay - ” a deep voice rumbles from over my head, and a large hand grips my side. 
 
    “Shit.” I breathe out the curse. “Sorry.” 
 
    Rubbing at my eyes, I let the dream that woke me disperse into a vague memory. 
 
    “You alright?” John asks, not letting up his hold on me. 
 
    His thigh under my cheek feels warm and solid. “I’m good. What time is it?” 
 
    I feel him shift, “Almost 4.” 
 
    My eyes focus on the sports commentary show John has playing on the TV. “Hmm, this garbage must have put me into a coma.” 
 
    John’s fingers dig into my ribs making me squirm. “Funny girl.” 
 
    Sighing, I resign myself to getting up, and push up to sitting. “Seriously, I can’t believe I slept that long.” As if to punctuate my point, my words cut off in a yawn. 
 
    “I’m guessing you didn’t sleep much last night.” 
 
    I just shrug, because - he’s right - I didn’t sleep much last night. 
 
    Sitting next to John, I blankly stare at the TV while I let my body wake up. I’ve never been a napper. When I sleep, I want to sleep for a solid eight hours. So even though I slept the day away, it wasn’t enough. 
 
    The windowpanes next to my front door are frosted, but from across the room I can see movement outside. A few moments later I hear the sound of a delivery truck driving away. 
 
    “I’ll get it - ” John says, but I stop him. 
 
    “No, I got it. I need to get up and shower anyways. Plus, you’re supposed to be playing possum, remember?” I can’t quite get myself to say playing dead. 
 
    Before I can stand, John grips my chin, making me look at him. “I’m fine. You hear me?” 
 
    The intensity in his gaze reminds me of my reaction to his story. I swallow and give him the smallest nod. 
 
    “I’m okay.” He holds me in place, leaning closer until our lips press together. 
 
    I want to melt into the kiss. Into him. 
 
    He pulls back, just an inch. “Need help in the shower?” 
 
    My eyes had closed at his nearness, but now they open to give him a get real expression. “I think I can manage.” 
 
    “Spoil sport.” 
 
    He’s acting put out, but I have a feeling he was just trying to distract me and make me feel better. 
 
    Smiling on my way to the door, I decide he succeeded. 
 
    My smile turns into a sigh when I open the door and see that the delivery guy left the box at the bottom of the stairs. The tan cardboard and black tape with blue lettering is a visual representation of my late night online shopping. 
 
    Trying to remember what it could be, I trudge my bare feet down the three steps. 
 
    I’m bending to pick it up when I hear, “Nora! Oh, Nora!” and it takes all my willpower to resist sprinting back inside. 
 
    Picking up the box, I tuck it under my arm and brace myself. “Hi, Penny.” 
 
    Penny, my older but not-so-elderly-I-can-call-social-services-and-have-her-committed-to-a-home neighbor, comes half-jogging across the lawn between our houses, waving her hands as if I didn’t already notice her. 
 
    “Nora, what are you doing home? Shouldn’t you be at work?” 
 
    “I called in sick today.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She looks over my unshowered state and nods. But doesn’t back up, or leave me alone, like a person who understands normal social cues would. 
 
    “Welp…” I shift the box I’m holding, hoping she’ll take the hint. 
 
    “So,” she narrows her eyes, focusing on my face, “you got a new boyfriend.” 
 
    She doesn’t say it like a question. 
 
    All of my curtains have been closed since John appeared in my kitchen last night. There’s no way she’s seen him. But if she did… 
 
    Crap! No one is supposed to know he’s here! What do I do? 
 
    “I saw the truck that showed up in the middle of the night. The headlights practically blinded me when I was on my way to the washroom.” She crosses her skinny arms over her chest. “Then I saw the truck leave just a few hours ago.” 
 
    She’s acting like she cracked an enemy spy code, when in actuality she’s talking about two different vehicles. She saw Dr. Nussen’s truck coming and Tye’s vehicle going. I don’t know what Tye drives, but I’d bet my life savings it wasn’t the same make and model as what my old vet drives. But as much as I want to tell the annoying woman that she’s wrong, I don’t really have any other way to explain what she saw. 
 
    So I go with it. “Sorry the lights bothered you. He knew I wasn’t feeling well, so he came to stay with me.” 
 
    “In the middle of the night?” 
 
    Geez, what is this? I don’t need to explain myself to my neighbor. 
 
    And then I remember, New Nora. 
 
    I don’t need to pander to this old bat’s sensibilities. I’m a fucking adult. 
 
    A smirk tips up one side of my mouth. “There’s more than one way to cure a headache.” 
 
    Penny’s eyes widen, and - before she can reply - I spin around and hurry up the steps. Feeling incredibly rude, and reveling in it, I don’t even say goodbye when I open my front door and step inside. 
 
    Johns on the phone again, so I carry my box into the kitchen and slice it open. By the time I get the box open, John’s ended his call and is looking over my shoulder. 
 
    “Balderdash?” he asks, reading the name of the card game. 
 
    “Ever play?” I smile. 
 
    He shakes his head. “Can’t say I have.” 
 
    “I played it with my parents all the time growing up, and I wanted to play it with Lisa and her kids. Her older boy is at that age where lying is way too tempting, so I thought this could be a fun outlet.” 
 
    John leans a hip against the counter. “Lisa?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s… oh shit!” I look at the clock on my stove. “She’s a resident at Marie’s House and I was planning to be there tonight.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t destroy your stuff if you leave me here unsupervised.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “I’m not worried about that. I just need to call Ronnie and let her know I won’t be in. I don’t have an actual schedule, but I mentioned I’d be coming in and I don’t want her to worry.” 
 
    John stays standing next to me as I call and talk to Ronnie. He’s way too intent on what I’m saying, and I wonder if he’s nervous that I might tell her he’s here. 
 
    Ronnie gave me the expected amount of shit but assured me she’d let Lisa know that I’d be back next week. 
 
    “What made you start volunteering there?” John asks when I end my call. 
 
    “Oh…” I suddenly feel very self-conscious. 
 
    John takes my pause the wrong way, straightening to his full height, his features going hard. 
 
    “Did someone fucking hurt you?” Every inch of him screams protective anger. 
 
    I place my palms on his chest. “No, John.” When his nostrils flare, I curl my fingers into the material of his shirt, only now noticing he put a shirt on. It’s not one that I had here. And it’s not the one the Dr. Nussen cut off him. “Where’d this shirt come from?” 
 
    “Tye brought it. Now tell me the truth.” 
 
    Glancing around, I see a duffle bag sitting next to the couch. Huh, I somehow missed that. 
 
    “Nora - ” John snaps. 
 
    “John, I promise you. I swear to… whoever you want - no man has ever laid a violent hand on me.” His eyes are still searching mine. “I’m very lucky. And I promise I’d tell you if someone ever hurt me, because I’d want you to bury them.” I step closer. “You’d do that for me, too, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    John’s voice is low, so low. “I’d dig his heart out of his chest with my bare fucking hands.” 
 
    “And that’s why… I’d tell you.” 
 
    I quickly wrap my arms around John’s waist, hugging him to me. He wraps his arms around my back, holding me just as tightly. I swear, John gives the best hugs, but really I just wanted to bury my face in his chest. That way he won’t be able to see the blush that I’m sure is covering every inch of my body. Because I was about to say “And that’s why I love you”! 
 
    What the shit!? 
 
    I don’t love him. It’s just a saying. 
 
    It’s a totally normal saying. 
 
    But thank fuck I caught it, because - common phrase or not - that would’ve been mortifying. 
 
    There’s a light pressure against the top of my head, and my embarrassment is replaced with a full-body swoon. I don’t know why, but top-of-the-head kisses are some of the best things in the world. 
 
    “Do that again,” I mumble, face still pressed against his chest. 
 
    I feel him chuckle, then I feel his lips against my crown again. “Go shower. Then it’s back to the couch for both of us.” 
 
    Inhaling his scent once more, I step back. 
 
    John’s hand comes up to rest on the front of my throat. “No matter what happens between us in the future, you come to me if someone harms you. Understand?” 
 
    I have to clench my thighs to keep upright. His words are so sweet, but his hold on me is anything but. And my libido is here for it. 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    “Good girl.” His fingers tighten ever so slightly before letting go. “I’m going to call Sasha and tell her not to expect me this weekend either. And before you overhear anything and get the wrong idea, I’m not going to tell her about us because she’d be a royal pain in the ass about it. She’s always on me about dating, so if I even hint at the fact that we’re together she’ll become the most intolerable person on earth. You get me?” 
 
    He’s so serious, I have to smile. “I get you. And I appreciate the warning.” 
 
    I’d like to say that I wouldn’t have thought twice about it if I heard him lying to his sister, but I absolutely would’ve taken it personally. 
 
    “Oh wait!” My hands rise as I suddenly remember - “I can’t believe I forgot to tell you!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Dr. Nussen, he knows… Ugh, what was the name.” I close my eyes. “When I asked him about payment, he said to have you tell Vincent that this clears out his favor to his uncle…” 
 
    “Enzo?” 
 
    “Yes!” My eyes pop open. 
 
    John shakes his head. “I guess I feel better about him stitching me up then. If he was involved with Uncle Enzo, then there’s no way I was the first human he worked on.” 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    I take my time showering, shaving, and moisturizing. Then dress in a pair of soft grey flannel pants and a loose tank top, throwing a baggy cardigan on over everything. It’s all worth it when John pulls me down onto the couch next to him, presses his nose to my hair, inhales, and tells me I smell good. 
 
    Melting. 
 
    “So,” he settles back into what I’m now thinking of as his spot, “what do you normally do on a Friday night?” 
 
    I snuggle into his side, “Honestly, not much. Which is why I started volunteering at Marie’s House.” I tug the throw blanket off the back of the couch and drape it over my lap. “I didn’t mean to make you worried earlier when I hesitated to answer your question about going to Marie’s House. I was just embarrassed.” 
 
    “Embarrassed about what?” 
 
    From the trajectory of his voice, I know he’s looking down at me, but I keep my eyes forward on the muted TV screen. “Just that I don’t have much of a life.” 
 
    “Nora.” John’s tone isn’t pitying, it’s more of a reprimand. I glance up. “Babe, from what I can tell, you have your life a lot more together than most of the people I know. You have a good job. You own a nice home. You seem to have a good relationship with your parents.” 
 
    My lips pull into a smile. “I do.” I let my cheeks puff out. “I have the basics, the pillars of a solid life. It’s just…” I groan and rub a hand over my face. “There’s no way to say this without sounding like a total loser.” 
 
    John nudges my shoulder. “I spend most of my free time with my sister and her tween step-daughter. Try me.” 
 
    The chuckle I let out sounds as sad as it feels. “That’s two more people than I have.” 
 
    John’s large hand pulls my own away from my face, intertwining our fingers. 
 
    And in that moment, that movement, the loneliness that has surrounded my life feels suffocating. I’ve isolated myself so much over the past 10 years. I’ve been so alone. And I’m so tired of being alone. 
 
     I grip his fingers tightly. “I… People don’t…” I swallow against the ache in my throat and my words come out as a whisper. “I’m trying to be different. To break out of this stupid shell of shyness and insecurity that I’ve been trapped in. I’ve always hated confrontation, ever since I was a kid, but somehow, I let that turn into just never speaking up. Never letting anyone meet the real me. It was just easier to be quiet. And I’m not… I’m not this boring mousy girl, but I let myself become her. And I don’t want to be her anymore.” Blinking away the urge to cry, I take a breath and steady my voice. “I’m not letting myself be her anymore. Marie’s House was the start. It was a way for me to be around people who didn’t have any preconceived notions about me. And sure, maybe none of them consider me a friend, but I feel more like me there than anywhere else. And, well you know about my piercings.” John squeezes my fingers, bolstering me to continue my emotional unloading. “And I know I told you that you were the reason I did that. But I don’t want you to feel like you’re stuck with me because of that. I don’t want you to feel any sort of responsibility over me. Even if you walked out of my life tonight, I’d still be grateful for meeting you, because you gave me that push to try harder. To unleash more of my inner Nora.” 
 
    There’s a beat of silence and I start to worry that I said too much, but then John speaks. 
 
    “Want to know why I call you Little Bird?” 
 
    John’s question is not at all what I expected. 
 
    I look up at him and nod. 
 
    “When I first saw you, there was something in your eyes. A wild look, like a Little Bird locked in a cage, dying to break free. Only you’re not a songbird. You’re not something fragile that needs protection from the world. You’re something different. An eagle, a hawk, a bird of prey with sharp talons. A pretty creature, able to defend herself.” He traces a finger up my arm. “You don’t need me to protect you. But I’ll do it anyways.” His finger trails over to my neck, then down to the top of my breasts. “And you might feel alone, but you’re not, Darling. Just from the few times I’ve seen you at Marie’s House, I can tell you there're lots of people that would miss you if you stopped going.” His finger moves up the other side of my neck, stopping behind my ear. “I’d miss you. And if you think I’ll be scared off by a little bit of emotion, you missed the part about me spending all my time with my sister and a middle school girl.” 
 
    “You really think I’m an eagle?” 
 
    “Yeah, Darling. But you’ll always be my Little Bird.” 
 
    “One more question.” 
 
    He tips his chin down. 
 
    No one has ever said anything like that to me before. And I feel like my blood is on fire. 
 
    I’m already arching up towards him when I ask, “How’s your arm feeling?” 
 
    “Good enough.” John growls as he falls onto me. 
 
    His weight pushes me down until his body is on top of mine. 
 
    His mouth presses against mine. Lips, tongue, teeth. It’s rough and frantic and I can’t get close enough to him. My hands pull at his clothing, but he doesn’t help, his focus is all on me. 
 
    John pulls down the front of my tank top, exposing both of my breasts. 
 
    “Goddamnit.” His breath heats my skin as he lowers himself, pulling one hard nipple into his mouth. 
 
    “Fuck…” I groan. 
 
    They’re still tender, and the attention he’s giving them has every muscle in my body clenching. There’s a slight pain mixed with the pleasure and good god I can’t get enough of it. 
 
    John releases my nipple and slides off the couch. 
 
    “What - “ 
 
    He grabs my ankles and yanks until I’m facing forward. “Hips up, shirt off.” 
 
    I quickly tug off my cardigan, then my tank top. I lift my hips and John grips the top band of my pants, pulling them and my underwear off. I’m obscenely turned on right now, and - before he tosses them aside, I see the damp spot inside my panties giving me away. 
 
    I reach for him, but he doesn’t climb over me. He spreads my thighs, then lowers to his knees. 
 
    I try to press my legs together, but I can’t. He’s there. 
 
    “What - What are you - “ He trails a finger ever so lightly down the seam of my pussy. 
 
    “You know exactly what I’m down here for, Pretty Girl. I’m here for my fucking dinner.” 
 
    Heat infuses every pore on my body. “But I don’t -“ 
 
    “You don’t what, Darling?” His finger pauses right over my entrance. Touching, but not penetrating. “Nora,” he slowly presses his finger inside me, "the other night when I licked you, just once…” 
 
    I arch my back against the feeling of him entering me. “That was the first time.” 
 
    His finger stops, halfway inside of me. I open my eyes to find his squeezed shut. 
 
    “John?” I don’t know if he’s closing his eyes because my admission turns him on or disappoints him. 
 
    He opens his eyes, and I have my answer. Heat. His gaze is full of heat. “Do you trust me?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    He withdraws his finger, and I squirm against the loss. 
 
    “Tell me to stop.” 
 
    I look John in the eye. “Never.” 
 
    A feral smile pulls across his features. “Then stop fighting me and let me eat this pretty pink pussy.” 
 
    My chest is heaving, I’m breathing so hard. 
 
    John leans down and softly bites the inside of my thigh. I jolt, then do as he says and stop fighting. Stop resisting. 
 
    I let my legs drop open. 
 
    “There’s my Good Girl...” John purrs. 
 
    Then he’s there. He’s right fucking there, and his tongue is… 
 
    “Oh my god!” my back arches off the couch and my legs try to close around John’s head. 
 
    But he doesn’t let it deter him. And he doesn’t go easy on me. He flattens his tongue and drags it up the center of my pussy. When he reaches my clit, he does something to make his tongue firmer, harder, more precise. The tip of it rubbing up and down, back and forth, over and over again. 
 
    “John… Oh my god… John…” 
 
    I can feel his chuckle against my pussy, and I let out a strangled cry. 
 
    His hands come up to press my legs wide again, but his mouth never leaves me. Licking, sucking, devouring. 
 
    His hands leave me all together and I crack my eyes open to see them moving below the edge of the couch. John’s eyes are shut, his face is buried in my pussy, and ohmyfuckinggod he’s touching himself. 
 
    I think I’m chanting his name. 
 
    I think he’s smiling into me. 
 
    I think I might actually die. 
 
    One of his hands stays down low, between his legs, moving. Constantly moving. But I feel his other hand slide up my calf. My thigh. Brushing against my ass. Then it’s there, next to his tongue pressing into me. And it’s bigger. More. I think he’s using two fingers. 
 
    His lips close around my clit and he sucks the bundle of nerves into his mouth. Sucking and massaging. His fingers pumping in and out of me and his thumb… Holy Jesus his thumb is brushing lower. It’s rubbing against my… 
 
    The suction around my clit intensifies and I can’t hold back anymore. 
 
    My body convulses, the orgasm yanking my head backwards and pulling a groan from my chest. 
 
    His lips are quickly replaced by his fingers. His slippery, slippery fingers. 
 
    “Fuck, Nora. So beautiful.” 
 
    Then he’s inside me. All of him.  
 
    My eyes snap open. 
 
    John slams his length into me. It’s rough and frantic and every nerve in my body is alight with pleasure. His fingers quicken on my clit, the movement matching his own frenzied pace. 
 
    I can’t hold still. 
 
    I never even had a chance to come down. I’m still there. Right fucking there. 
 
    John pulls out of me, and I watch with wide eyes as he grips his cock and jerks his hand down the length once. Twice. And then he’s coming. He’s coming and coming and it’s landing on my stomach, my tits, my neck. 
 
    His other hand never lets up on my poor swollen clit, but it’s the heat of his release that’s the final straw. 
 
    I fall over the ledge again, right along with him. My eyes locked on his hand still wrapped around his cock, his movements small and jerky now. 
 
    His hand finally stops moving the same time his other hand moves away from my core. 
 
    My body lets out a final twitch before all my muscles go lax. 
 
    “Holy shit...” I whisper, staring at the mess covering my body. 
 
    John lets out a contented groan, and I look up to find him looking beyond satisfied as he stares down at me. 
 
    He drags a finger down from my collar bone, between my breasts, like he needs to feel the mark he left on me. “I think you need another shower.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 
 
    NORA 
 
   A fter a quick rinse off, I put on my same clothes, fresh undies, and find John standing in the kitchen with a bottle of beer. 
 
    He tips it towards me, “With your sweet tooth, I wasn’t expecting to find beer in your fridge.” 
 
    He’s drinking one of the plain dark beers that I always have on hand. 
 
    Smiling, I walk over to the fridge and dig around until I find my current favorite can of local brew. I crack it open and take a drink making sure the label is facing John. 
 
    He laughs, holding his hand out so I give it to him. 
 
    “Is this for real?” He sniffs it before taking a small taste. 
 
    I watch as he moves the delicious beverage around his mouth before swallowing. 
 
    “Well?” I raise a brow. 
 
    “Surprisingly good.” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “No surprise about it. Chocolate Peanut Butter stout is one of man’s greatest creations.” 
 
    “Uh huh, sure.” He hands me my beer back and picks up his phone from the counter. “I’m gonna order some pizza. Figured neither of us is up to cooking right now.” 
 
    “Good thinking. But I’ll do it.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I hold up my hand and walk into the living room where I left my phone. “I know the best place, trust me.” 
 
    “Fine. But I’m paying.” 
 
    I manage to resist the urge to roll my eyes as I dial the number saved under my favorites. 
 
    While it rings, I look to John, “You have a favorite?” 
 
    He shakes his head. “I’ve never met a pizza I didn’t like.” 
 
    The line picks up, and they greet me by name. “Hey, Nora. How’s your evening going?” 
 
    I recognize the voice, “Hey Andrew, it’s going good, but I’ll be better in about an hour.” 
 
    He laughs. “Pizza makes everything better.” I don’t miss John’s eyes narrowing, or how he comes to stand right next to me, clearly listening to my conversation. 
 
    I narrow my eyes right back, as I reply to Andrew. “That it does.” 
 
    “You want the usual?” 
 
    I’m choosing to not be embarrassed by the fact that I have a usual. “Yeah, but I’ll add a medium pepperoni, and give me the bigger size of garlic bread. Please and thank you.” 
 
    “Sure thing, babe.” 
 
    I swear I hear John’s teeth grind. Is he seriously jealous of the pizza guy? Andrew’s super sweet, but he’s about a decade younger than me and half my size. Even if he was flirting, which he isn’t, I’m not interested. 
 
    Deciding to mess with him a little, I move the phone to my other ear. 
 
    John does not look amused, which only makes me smile. 
 
    “Alright,” Andrew’s voice comes back on the line after the sound of typing, “I got you set, want it on your card?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    As if he can still hear the other side of our conversation, John pulls a credit card out of his wallet and holds it out in front of me. 
 
    I take it, look at it, but don’t read the numbers out loud. 
 
    “Alright, you’re all set. It should be there in about 40.” 
 
    “Thanks so much, have a great night.” I hang up, and grin, tucking the card into John’s front pocket. 
 
    “Nora, I wanted to pay.” 
 
    “And that’s very kind of you. But not necessary.” 
 
    He shakes his head, putting his card back into his wallet. “You’re a pain in the ass. You know that, right?” 
 
    I step in to him and place a kiss on his chest. “I know.” 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    By the second episode, it’s apparent that John has never watched a true crime documentary. 
 
    “That’s wrong," he says, for about the twentieth time. 
 
    Holding in a laugh, I tip my head his way. “Do you want to watch something else?” 
 
    “Huh?” He glances at me, then focuses back on the TV screen. “No, I want to see if I’m right about the killer.” 
 
    “I could just Google the ending for you.” 
 
    John's arm around my shoulders tightens, and his other hand comes up to cover my mouth. “Hush, woman.” 
 
    Grinning, I lean in to his side. I don’t think he realizes that this is 6 episodes long. 
 
    The lull of the TV mixed with the near-constant rumble of John’s chest against me as he argues with the narrator brings me to the brink of sleep. So I close my eyes, and just listen. Comforted by the sounds of another person in my home. 
 
    When the music sounds signaling the end of the episode, I blink my eyes open. “You’re welcome to stay up, but I’m going to bed.” A yawn punctuates my statement. 
 
    “I’ll come to bed.” 
 
    Together, we gather the mostly-empty pizza boxes and transfer the leftovers into glass containers, having eaten our dinner on the couch. I’m already falling too hard for John, but his reaction to my usual order endeared him to me even more. Not only did he not sneer at my Hawaiian-with-jalapenos pizza, he ate half of it. 
 
    Popping a loose jalapeno slice into my mouth, I smile. 
 
    “What has that look on your face?” John asks, apparently watching me. 
 
    Pursing my lips, I suck in a breath, cooling off my tongue even as my cheeks pink. “I’m thinking these peppers are pretty hot, and it’s probably a good thing you, uh, went down on me before eating.” 
 
    John’s smile is slow. And wicked. “You’re probably right. Hot peppers might be a bit much. But a little bit of minty mouthwash… now that’s something you might enjoy.” 
 
    My brows furrow. “What…?” Then I really think about it. That intense minty-fresh tingly feeling that a good mouthwash leaves behind. And then having that tingly tongue down there. “Is that something people do?” 
 
    John rolls his shoulders back at the same time he palms the front of his jeans. “Your innocence is killing me. Just like I’m going to kill your ex-boyfriends.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    John grabs the containers from my hand and shoves them into the fridge. “Because…" his hands cup my cheeks, forcing me to look at them, "because your body should be worshipped. And the fact you’ve gone your whole adult life without having someone feast on your clit is criminal. So the fools you dated before me deserve to be removed from the living. And if by chance you were lying to me, and someone before me has had their face between your thighs… Well, I just can’t have another man walking around this world who knows what you taste like. So, he’d have to die, too.” 
 
    I feel my mouth pop open. 
 
    John traces one of his thumbs over my bottom lip, pressing just the smallest bit into my mouth. 
 
    I watch his jaw clench before he takes a step back. “Let’s go to bed.” 
 
    I think about telling him I wasn’t lying, but decide it’s probably safest to let the conversation stop there. 
 
    Getting ready for bed, we go through the motions side-by-side, as though this isn’t the first time. Brushing our teeth. Changing into pajamas; me - in my cutest pair of boy short underwear and a loose tank top, John - in his boxer briefs, and nothing else. 
 
    John goes to the side of the bed he slept in last night, and even though that’s my usual spot, I move to the other side and crawl under the covers. 
 
    Once he’s settled on his back, John reaches to turn off the lamp on the nightstand, but pauses while looking at me. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I glance around, like maybe he’s talking to someone else, “What?” 
 
    “Nora, get the fuck over here.” 
 
    Oh my god, this man. 
 
    The edges of my mouth start to pull into a smile, and I scoot towards him a couple inches. 
 
    “You want me closer?” I tease. 
 
    “Little Bird, if you don’t want to wake up handcuffed to the bed, you’re gonna want to get your ass over here.” 
 
    I think my heart stops. 
 
    Handcuffs? Would he really do that? 
 
    John heaves out a breath. “Okay, fine, you little deviant. If you don’t get over here, I’ll never use my handcuffs on you.” 
 
    Well, when he says it like that... 
 
    Moving as quickly as I can, I press myself into his side, his arm wrapping around my upper back as I rest my head on that wonderful spot between his shoulder and pec. 
 
    The small sound I make is entirely unintentional; he’s just so damn comfortable. 
 
    John clicks the lamp off, cloaking us in darkness. 
 
    I trace my fingers across his chest towards his opposite arm. “How are your stitches feeling?” 
 
    His body shifts a little, like he’s testing them out. “Better than I expected. Doc knew what he was doing.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” I close my eyes and remember the moment he collapsed out of the chair. “I was so scared.” 
 
    The arm around my back flexes, keeping me in place. “I don’t think I thanked you for what you did. So - thank you. And I’m sorry I worried you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. I hope Tye can use that blood sample to find out what they gave you.” 
 
    I feel John shrug. “If it’s something hard to acquire, it might help us narrow down suspects. Tye should call tomorrow and let me know.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I can’t imagine not freaking out about being drugged, but - if John isn’t stressed - I won’t press it. “That was nice of Tye to get you a bag of stuff.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “That duffle bag he brought over,” I remind him. 
 
    “Oh, that’s just the Go Bag I keep at the office.” 
 
    “Go Bag? I didn’t know people really did that.” 
 
    John chuckles. “It’s something I’ve been doing since the Academy.” 
 
    “The FBI Academy?” 
 
    “Police Academy.” 
 
    My eyes pop open, “You were a cop?” 
 
    “Yeah, for a little while. That’s where I got my first round of training. And - cop or not - it’s not a bad idea to have a bag ready in case you gotta leave town quickly.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Now I’m trying to picture him in a cop uniform. “Why’d you switch to the FBI?” 
 
    He shrugs again, “They asked me.” 
 
    “Oh, wow.” I knew John was smart, but now I’m wondering just how smart. “And you wanted to go?” 
 
    “It was after…”  
 
           My eyes have adjusted to the dark, so I can see the outline of his hand as he reaches up to scrub it over his face.  
 
    “They asked me shortly after my mom died. She had Ovarian cancer. It moved quickly, and by the time she told Sasha and me it was already in Stage Four, and she passed away that same year. When they called to offer me the job, I wasn’t sure what to do. I didn’t want to leave Minnesota and make Sasha feel like her whole family just up and left her. But when I told her about it, she said she’d disown me if I didn’t take the job. She was still in college, surrounded by friends and occupied with classes, so she was able to convince me she wouldn’t be too lonely.” 
 
    It’s a strange sensation, my heart cracking for this man, while also warming at the thought of Sasha threatening him. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whisper into the dark. “That’s a lot of change to happen all at once.” 
 
    “Yeah, it was. But it kept me busy. I ended up in Chicago for a while, so I wasn’t too far away. And I came home to see Sasha on the holidays. When I could.” 
 
    When he could. 
 
    I’m not sure I want to know the answer, but I ask anyway, “Is this the first time you’ve been injured on the job?” 
 
    I think John must feel me tense as I ask the question, because - instead of laughing or blowing it off - he lifts his free hand to cover mine where it lies on his chest. “I’m careful.” 
 
    “That’s not an answer.” 
 
    “I’ve never been hospitalized.” 
 
    Still not an answer. But it tells me enough. 
 
    “What about vet clinics?” I ask, hoping to lighten the mood. 
 
    John tugs on the ends of my hair. “Cute.” I feel his lips press against my forehead, in a slow, unhurried kiss. “Now go to sleep.” 
 
    I close my eyes.  
 
    “John?” 
 
    “Yeah, Darling?” 
 
    “I'm glad it was my house you broke into.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 
 
    JOHN 
 
   I  twirl a lock of Nora’s silky hair around my finger, marveling in the softness. 
 
    At first glance, everything about Nora is soft. Her smile, her curves, her manner. But it’s all a costume. Something she wears to fool the world. 
 
    Nora seems to think she’s this mousy, overlooked woman. The idea would be laughable if it didn’t piss me off so much. I don’t know if it was a specific person, or just society that made her feel this way, but it sets my blood to simmering. 
 
    I’ve not been a total man whore, but I’ve met enough women throughout my life to know that Nora is something special. And even though we never exactly agreed when I told her we were dating, as far as I’m concerned - we are. I’ve always been possessive over things I felt were mine, but the level of jealousy I feel regarding Nora is a new high. Just the thought of another man’s eyes on her has me wanting to tattoo my name across her chest. Maybe I can get her nipple rings with tiny charms that have my name stamped on them. No one else would get to see them, but it’d be a good reminder for her every time she showered. Or played with herself. 
 
    I shift, closing my eyes, and think about airplane restrooms. I can’t let myself get hard anytime I think about her tits. Especially with her head in my lap. 
 
    The hair drops from my fingers, so I pick up another strand. 
 
    Today was… perfect. Even with stitches and the looming threat in the back of my mind, I don’t remember a time when I enjoyed myself more. 
 
    We slept in. No alarms. No phone calls. Nothing. Just me waking up with my body wrapped around a warm, sleeping Nora. We had coffee and made breakfast, still dressed in our pajamas. Then, after encouraging her to stick to her normal routine, Nora went to some local farmers' market, coming back with all the ingredients to make spaghetti and meatballs. 
 
    I had the pleasure of watching her reaction when she came home to find me doing sit-ups in nothing but my gym shorts. The heat in her eyes made me want to drag her into the shower with me for a different type of workout. But - as strong as the pull was - I don’t want her to think this is just about sex for me. I suffered through a shower alone. 
 
    Then I spent the rest of the afternoon sitting in this exact spot on the couch, the TV loud enough for Nora to listen while she toiled away making our dinner, insisting I rest every time I offered to help. And while we ate, Nora humored me by listening to me rant about the portrayal of the Bureau in that damn docuseries. No surprise that I was right in guessing the killer. 
 
    After eating twice as much as I should’ve, I made my Little Bird take a break while I cleaned up the dishes. Only instead of focusing on the home renovation show, she kept sneaking peeks of me as I puttered around the kitchen. 
 
    And now, well - now I’m fighting off a boner while my girl is drifting in and out of sleep with her head on my lap. Lying in nearly the exact spot she was when I came all over her last night. 
 
    My phone vibrates on the arm of the couch. 
 
    I read Tye’s name before answering. “You got something.” 
 
    For once, Tye doesn’t bust my balls over being rude. “Yeah. And I’ve got Howard and Jonesy with me.” 
 
    “Fuck - ” I curse quietly. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tye says again. “We’ll be there in 5.” 
 
    I sigh. “Alright.” 
 
    Giving myself a moment of peace, I drop my head back against the cushion. 
 
    If Tye has Howard and Jonesy with him, that means he has answers. Which is good. But the fact that he’s bringing them with him means the answers are bad. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Nora’s sleepy voice sounds from my lap. 
 
    I open my eyes and tip my head forward to look at her pretty face. “That was Tye, he’s on his way over.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rise slightly. “That’s good, right?” 
 
    Keeping the hesitation out of my voice, I nod. “Yeah, he’s just bringing a couple other guys with him. So, it’ll probably take a while.” 
 
    Nora brings one of her small hands up to cover a yawn. “I’ll go hang out in the bedroom.” 
 
    I smooth a hand over her hair. “I’m not trying to kick you out.” 
 
    “I know.” As she slowly rises from the couch, my eyes catch on the shape of her ass in those pants. “I’m more than happy to lie in bed and read.” 
 
    Unable to help myself, I drag a hand over the curve of her ass. 
 
    She swats my hand away. “Down, boy.” 
 
    The flash of headlights across the front window reminds me that I don’t have time to fuck her into submission right now. 
 
    “Later,” I tell her, standing. 
 
    A hand on my chest stops me from walking away. 
 
    Nora opens her mouth, about to say something, then seems to think better of it. Her fingers tighten in my shirt and give me a slight tug. 
 
    Taking the hint, I lean forward. 
 
    Our mouths meet, her lips so soft and warm. 
 
    My hands move of their own accord, one pressing against her lower back, the other circling the front of her neck. The need to possess this woman claws up my spine. Her talons have dug into the center of my being, her hold on me deeper than she realizes.   
 
    I’m already dreading leaving her house tomorrow. 
 
    Her tongue brushes against my lower lip, and my mouth opens. Slanting over hers. My grip on her throat flexes. Tightens. 
 
    I’ve basically moved myself into her house, after one pseudo date. Obviously, I can’t just stay here forever. But fuck, I want to. 
 
    Nora lets out a small moan, pressing her hips into mine. Seeking the friction that I can give her. 
 
    With the hand on her back, I lock our bodies together. 
 
    An overly-loud knock shakes the front door, and the warm woman against me jolts. 
 
    “Want us to come back later?” Tye’s obnoxious voice filters into the room. 
 
    Clenching my teeth, I glare at the front door, and see his dumb face peering through the small arched window in the top of the door. 
 
    Letting go of Nora, I give her ass a light slap. “Go relax, Darling.” 
 
    She gifts me with the sweetest smile before disappearing down the hallway. 
 
    Huffing out my sexual frustration, I open the door. 
 
    Tye saunters in, Howard is next - looking like a classic FBI old timer, and Jonesy is last. Dressed like a stoner teen, it’s easy to forget he’s one of the best forensics guys I’ve ever worked with. 
 
    Glancing out the door before I close it, I see Nora’s neighbor outside watering her garden. Only her hose isn’t on, and her eyes are locked on me. 
 
    Fucking neighbors. 
 
    The guys set up at the dining table, and I detour to the fridge, grabbing out 4 beers. I leave Nora’s special stash alone and make a mental note to restock the rest before I leave. 
 
    I drop into a chair. “Tell me what you found.” 
 
    Jonesy opens the manila folder in front of him and slides a large photograph across the table to me. 
 
    I take a long pull of my beer before I set it down and look at the photo. 
 
    It’s a man. Lying dead on a morgue table. Large gash running across the front of his neck. 
 
    “Fuck.” I shake my head. “Time of death?” 
 
    Jonesy’s fingers tap against the tabletop. “Best we can tell? When you were supposed to be meeting him.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I say again because it can’t be said too much. 
 
    Howard props his elbows on the table. “Good news is that we ID’d him. He was found in a dumpster up in the northern suburbs. No wallet. Nothing in his pockets. But the slit throat tipped off the cops that this might be a bigger deal than just some bar fight gone wrong, so they ran his picture by us.” 
 
    “I guess that’s something.” I look down at Jazz’s closed eyes. 
 
    By all accounts he was, at best, an average human being. No family or close friends to speak off. Always changing jobs. Long-time snitch with no loyalties to anyone but himself. But every time I met with him, he was decent enough. He was a little slimy, but never seemed to do anything to directly harm anyone. 
 
    I shake my head. “It’s a rough way to die. Any leads on who did it?” 
 
    “Nothing yet,” Howard tells me. 
 
    Jonesy clears his throat and slides another page my way, “We got the tox back on your blood. Standard prescription sleeping pills.” I look at the report, seeing a brand I recognize. “It’s one of the most commonly prescribed sleeping aids in the country.” 
 
    “So, no leads there, either.” I sigh. 
 
    “Correct,” Jonesy confirms. “Tye told us that it was about two hours between when you consumed the contaminated drink and when the blood sample was taken. Based off that I feel pretty confident saying that you weren’t given a lethal dose.” 
 
    Tye snorts. “Well, no shit, dude. The fucker’s sitting right here.” 
 
    Jonesy rolls his eyes. “I’m just saying it doesn’t look like the person was trying to kill you with the pills alone. That being said, the concentration was high, so whoever planned the dose probably thought it’d be enough to make you lose the fight against the guys that jumped you.” 
 
    Howard reaches over and claps me on the back. “It’s good to be underestimated.” 
 
    I tip my beer to him. “Truer words.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Jonesy continues, “I get that the adrenaline spike might keep you awake for the fight, but I don’t know how you drove all the way over here afterwards.” 
 
     “I don’t know either.” I shrug. “I don’t remember most of it.” 
 
    Tye laughs. “Maybe don’t put that in your report.” 
 
    I keep my question directed at Jonesy. “Did you get anything off the vehicle I took?” 
 
    He’s shaking his head before I even finish the question. “Not yet. The vehicle itself was stolen from a hotel parking lot. And it doesn't seem like the rental company does a good job of cleaning between customers because the car’s filled with fingerprints and DNA.” 
 
    “Figures.” I resist the urge to slump in my chair. “Alright, how about the bartender? I’m almost positive he’s the one who spiked my drink, but I highly doubt he’s the orchestrator.” 
 
    Jonesy grimaces, and I already know what’s going to be in the photo he’s sliding my way. 
 
    “Shit - ” I curse, looking down at an image that looks way too much like Jazz’s to be a coincidence. 
 
    I’ve been around death more than most. More than anyone should. But you’re never totally desensitized to it. And this… This sort of unnecessary waste of life pisses me off. 
 
    Jazz didn’t deserve to die either, but - when he decided to become a federal informant - he shortened his own life expectancy. This bartender knew something... someone... some detail that got him killed. I saw the fear in his eyes when he realized that I knew what he did, and that panicked look told me this wasn't the sort of thing he'd done before. Chances are he was blackmailed, or threatened, into putting those pills in my drink. It didn’t even matter that the guys outside failed. He was dead the second they decided to use him. And I’m no closer to knowing who’s coming after me. 
 
    “Where’d you find him?” I ask. 
 
    Tye’s the one to answer, and the look on his face tells me he was there. “In his apartment. Went there to question him, but… well, we obviously weren’t the first ones.” 
 
    “Goddamnit.” I scrub my hands down my face. “So we’ve got 2 dead guys, 3 missing assholes, and no idea what case this is even related to.” 
 
    Because it has to be related to a case. Something I worked on in the past or something I’m working on now, which is a long fucking list. 
 
    I’m mentally flipping through a list of possibilities when I realize that the guys are being awfully quiet. 
 
    I drop my hands. “What?” 
 
    This time Jonesy slides a whole stack of photos over. 
 
    Silently, I pull them closer, my stomach dropping when I catch sight of the top image. It’s a small house. The windows blown out. Flame marks scorching up the sides of the building. 
 
    “We don’t have positive ID’s on the bodies,” Howard says, voice full of gravel. “And even if we did, we don’t have anything to compare it to. But what we have so far matches the descriptions you gave Tye.” 
 
    The next photo shows the inside of the small, crappy house. The fire was focused in the center of the main room, but the overall structure is still standing. I flip through the photos, and they focus in on the lump of burned couch in the center of the room. And the three burnt corpses on top of it. 
 
    Jonesy’s finger tapping increases as he runs me through the details. “The bodies are set for full autopsy, but initial reports show gunshot wounds to the head in all three. There was an accelerant used, and a lot of it. But whoever did this didn’t know what they were doing. Looks like they soaked the couch in gasoline, but didn’t put it anywhere else in the house. So the fire burned hot and furious for a moment but it didn’t catch the rest of the house. It was a stripped-down abandoned house, so there was no other furniture - no curtains, not even carpet to catch fire. So the bodies are still pretty intact. Signs of cut ligaments on the inside elbows of one of the guys. A fucked-up knee on another. All middle-aged males.” He lifts one shoulder. “Looks like your guys.” 
 
     I tip my beer back and down the rest of the contents. 
 
    Five dead. Five people dead. All for what? Because someone is trying to get me? Kill me? 
 
    “Any thoughts on who could be behind this?” Howard asks me. 
 
    “No...” I shake my head and say it again - “No.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I try to think through the past couple months. The interactions I’ve had with outsiders for work. A few informants. The usual interrogations. I haven’t done any undercover work recently. I can’t even think of a time that I’ve pissed anyone off recently. 
 
    A flash of Dell’s angry eyes fill my mind. 
 
    Okay, well - I haven’t pissed anyone off more than usual at least. 
 
    “I’ll pull your Chicago cases.” Tye says. “This is pretty elaborate, so maybe it’s someone who’s been stewing on it for a few years.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I mumble. 
 
    Leaning forward, I press my fingers into my temples and try to think. The guys talk quietly around me, but I don’t listen. I mentally flip through my cases, thinking of everyone who might hold a personal grudge against me. But why wouldn’t they just put a bullet in my head? I’m not the President. I don’t walk around with a contingent of security. I’d be easy enough to just take out on a sidewalk. So why the whole charade? What’s the plan? Are they hoping to question me first? To see what I know? Make me hurt? 
 
    The rage that seems to be constantly festering beneath my skin starts to roil. 
 
    Fuck this! 
 
    Fuck this guy who thinks he can tear my life apart. Fuck this guy who thinks I’ll just let him get away with murdering five fucking people. 
 
    Trying to calm myself, I inhale deeply through my nose. But the move just overwhelms me with the scents of Nora’s house. The lingering smells of the dinner she made me, the soft laundry smell of her home, the subtle floral scent of Nora herself. 
 
    And suddenly it’s not the bodies of three men who attacked me that I see in the photo. It’s Nora. It’s my Little Bird, forever caged in a painful fiery death. 
 
    Bile climbs up my throat. 
 
    I can’t let that happen. I can’t let anything touch her. Nora’s mine. She’s mine to protect and fuck and- 
 
    The sound of a door opening down the hall pulls me away from my thoughts. 
 
    I raise my head, the guys also halting their conversation, and we listen to Nora’s soft footsteps as she approaches. 
 
    I flip the photos over, not wanting her to see them, thinking she’s coming out here to say hello. But the sight of her brings my brain screeching to a stop. 
 
    Nora appears from the hallway, hair pulled up in a ponytail, the tendrils around her face damp from a shower. A face fresh and flushed. But that’s not what sends the electrical current up my spine. No, it’s the rest of her. She’s dressed in an oversized t-shirt. A white, thin, nearly see-through t-shirt that barely brushes the top of her thighs. 
 
    With each step she takes, I watch her tits sway, brushing against the soft cotton. And - fuck me - I can see the outline of the barbells that run through each of her stiff nipples. 
 
    My lungs finally suck in a breath just as I hear Jonesy mutter “damn” under his breath. 
 
    The lust coursing through my veins mixes with a possessive wrath. 
 
    “Nora!” I snap her name so loudly her hands fly up to her mouth. Her arms pressing her tits together, her nipples straining the fabric even further. 
 
    “Sorry!” she squeaks. Her cheeks flush pink as she takes in the table full of men. “I just needed my water.” She takes a few hurried steps towards the counter where her water bottle sits. “Um, sorry again.” 
 
    When she spins around to leave, her shirt flares out, and I can see her perfect ass on full display in a pair of light grey panties that leave absolutely nothing to the imagination. 
 
    My dick goes so hard it hurts, and the “Jesus” that Howard lets out fans my already lit fuse. 
 
    Without a word to anyone, I shove back from the table and follow Nora down the hallway. 
 
    She must hear me coming, because she doesn’t try to shut the bedroom door behind her. 
 
    She turns in time to watch as I slam the door shut behind me. 
 
    “John - “ 
 
    Stopping inches away, I grip her ponytail and tilt her head back. “What the fuck were you thinking?” 
 
    “God, sorry!” She tries to shove at my chest, but I don’t move. “I didn’t hear anything!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    She shoves at me again. “I wasn’t eavesdropping.” 
 
    My grip tightens. “I know that. I’m talking about you walking out there looking like that.” 
 
    With my free hand I gesture down her body. 
 
    This time she uses a fist straight into the center of my chest. I still don’t let go. 
 
    “Sorry I’m not all done up in the middle of the fucking night - ” she bites off her words, and - when I look closer - I see that her eyes are full of… hurt? “I didn’t hear you guys out there, I thought they’d left. Next time I need water, I’ll make sure to put makeup on and dress up first.” 
 
    Not caring that I’m being a complete asshole, I keep my grip on her hair so she’s forced to keep looking at me. 
 
    I use my other hand to palm her ass. “I’m talking about this.” I squeeze the soft cheek. “About you walking around showing my men your ass.” I squeeze again. “They aren’t allowed to see this. And you sure as fuck aren’t allowed to show them.” 
 
    Even in the low lighting of the room I can see her face turn a darker shade of pink. “Sorry if I’m not up to their standards.” She’s back to shoving at me. “If they want to make fun of my fat ass, that’s their problem. Not mine.” 
 
    My head rears back before an honest-to-god growl rolls out of my chest. 
 
    “Make fun?” I snarl. “Woman, are you really that dense?” 
 
    I walk her back until I’ve got her pressed into the wall, and I can see it in her eyes the second she feels me. My hard cock against her belly. 
 
    “I… I don’t understand - " she stammers. 
 
    I press into her even harder. “No, you clearly don’t understand. Your body is made for sex, Little Bird. It’s made for driving men crazy. So put some fucking clothes on if there’s anyone but me around. Or better yet, yell for me and I’ll get you your damn water. Because now I have a room full of coworkers I’m going to have to blind.” 
 
    She shakes her head, her breath coming quicker, her breasts moving against my chest. “I’m not going to call out for you to fetch me water.” 
 
    “Oh, Nora, you’ll call out for me alright.” 
 
    “You can’t just barge in here telling me what to do.” Her eyes are sharp, but her voice has gone husky. 
 
    “No?” I let go of her and step back. “Get on the bed. Face down.” 
 
    Her hands open and close, making small fists, but her eyes give her away. She’s as ready for this as I am. 
 
    “Now.” 
 
    Without a word, Nora steps past me, crawling onto the bed, then lowering herself. Her hands layered under her cheek; her face turned away from me. 
 
    She’s the perfect blend of compliance and contradiction. Looking away. Not speaking. While doing exactly what I asked. 
 
    The position lifts her shirt, exposing her ass to me. 
 
    Her back is rising and falling with her deep breaths. And I can hardly string two thoughts together. 
 
    I climb onto the bed, straddling her thighs, using both hands to feel her perfectly round ass. 
 
    She still doesn’t say anything, but her eyes close and her back arches, pressing her chest further into the mattress. 
 
    I know I’m being unreasonable. That I’m being an overbearing brute. But seeing her so exposed was the last fucking straw. It feels like I’ve already lost control of everything over the last 48 hours, and the thought that I could lose Nora next pushes me beyond past reason. 
 
    My fingers dig into her soft skin. “Tell me I’m the only one who gets to see this.” 
 
    I watch her nod her head, but her mouth doesn’t open. 
 
    My right hand comes down hard on her ass, causing the flesh to ripple. “Tell me.” 
 
    “Only you," she pants the words. “It’s all for you.” 
 
    I swear my balls swell at the admission. 
 
    Leaning forward, I press my cock into the valley between her warm cheeks. 
 
    I bring my mouth next to her ear as I whisper, “Tell me to stop.” 
 
    She whispers her response - “Never." 
 
    I grind against her one more time. “Don’t move.” 
 
    I’m already pulling away when she responds, “Yes, John.” 
 
    Fuuuuck. 
 
    Why does hearing her say that to me make my damn heart skip? 
 
    Climbing off the bed, I quickly discard my clothes, ducking to grab an item out of my duffle bag, and another out of her nightstand. 
 
    Naked, I crawl back over her body, keeping her legs together and her clothes on. Reaching forward, I pull her hands from under her face and stretch them above her head. 
 
    “John - ” Nora moans below me. 
 
    “I know, Pretty Girl.” 
 
    The wait is killing me too. But we won’t have much longer to wait. 
 
    Leaning back, I trace my fingers along the edge of her panties, where they cut across the roundness of her ass. 
 
    Keeping the fabric between us, I drag my finger across her center. Feeling the dampness that’s soaked through the material. 
 
    At my touch, Nora’s hands move back down, next to her face, gripping the comforter. 
 
    “Now, now, Nora. I warned you not to move.” I click my tongue and reach for the item next to me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 
 
    NORA 
 
   M y senses are on fire. 
 
    Every time with John is somehow more intense than the last, and right now I feel like I’m about to fly apart into a million tiny pieces. 
 
    His finger traces over my pussy, and I can’t hold still any longer. With nothing else to hold on to, I grip the blanket beneath me. 
 
    “Now, now, Nora. I warned you not to move.” John’s tone sends a shiver down my spine. 
 
    Then one of his hands is gripping my left wrist, bringing it back up above my head where it was before. 
 
    Knowing he’ll reach for the other one next, I bring my right hand up to mirror the other. 
 
    I expect him to let go. But he doesn’t. 
 
    There’s a metallic sound, then there’s something cold against my – click – I lift my head to look, and my breath quickens even more. 
 
    John’s grip moves to my right wrist, there’s the sound of metal-against-metal as he hooks the super short chain through my wrought iron headboard. He secures the other end around my right wrist. The clicking sound of it tightening is obscenely loud in the silent room. 
 
    The sight of my hands stretched above my head, secured to my bedframe with John’s handcuffs, sends a pulse of desire straight to my clit. 
 
    And just like that, I learn something new about myself. 
 
    John’s nose drags along my neck, his lips stopping against my ear. “I don’t want you to hurt yourself. So don’t struggle.” 
 
    I can’t get my brain to form words, so I just moan my agreement. 
 
    John leans harder against my back, his chest pressing me into the mattress. And I feel a hand reaching back between my legs. 
 
    He rubs my pussy through my panties, and I know I’m soaking the material. 
 
    “You ready, Little Bird?” His finger hooks around the edge of my panties, pulling it to the side, exposing my pussy. “Because - once I start - I’m not stopping until I’ve come deep inside of you.” 
 
    “John, please!” 
 
    I feel the blunt tip of John’s cock press against me. Then, in one surge, he’s inside me. Buried to the hilt. 
 
    A scream tears from my mouth. The intensity of the moment fills my eyes with tears. But I don’t have time to overthink my reaction, because John doesn’t stop moving. 
 
    His thrusts are steady and deep and constant. 
 
    The handcuffs rattle against my headboard, reminding me to stay still. More than not wanting to get hurt, I don’t want to disappoint John. I want to be his Good Girl. 
 
    Just thinking that makes me clench my pussy around his length. 
 
    “Fuck - ” John presses up onto his hands, his weight leaving my back, and his hips grinding against my ass, somehow getting deeper. 
 
    I clench again, and I’m rewarded with another slap on the ass. 
 
    My eyes have squeezed shut, and I force them open, looking up at John over my shoulder. His eyes are down, watching where we’re connected. 
 
    I must make a sound, because his eyes snap up to meet mine, his hips slowing. 
 
    I want to kiss him. I want to wrap my legs around his waist. I want to pull him against me. But I can’t do anything. I’m trapped by him. Impaled by him. My legs caught together. My hands held captive. I’m entirely at his mercy. 
 
    As if he’s having the same thoughts, a dangerous smile overtakes his expression as he stops all movement. 
 
    John drops his weight forward again, bringing his face close enough that he presses his lips against mine. 
 
    I try to twist. I want to deepen the kiss, but he doesn’t allow it. He keeps his chest against my back and his hips pressed against my ass. 
 
    He’s so deep. I’m so full. 
 
    I’m about to beg for more, when a familiar buzz fills the air. 
 
    My eyes widen. “Oh my god. I don’t know if I can - “ 
 
    “You can.” John nips my neck. “You will.” 
 
    He doesn’t pull all the way out, but he lifts his hips enough to the take the weight off me, then I feel his hand slide between me and the mattress, moving down my stomach, tucking inside the band of my underwear, and then… oh Jesus Fucking Christ… he presses the vibrator against my clit. 
 
    I cry out. The vibration rocketing me towards the finish line. 
 
    A chuckle rumbles across my back, and then he’s moving. Thrusting in and out. The vibrator pressed firm against my clit the whole time. 
 
    “John. John! Oh my god...” I’m chanting. Begging. Praying for some form of mercy. 
 
    John slams into me. “I’m gonna come so far inside of you you’ll be leaking me for days.” 
 
    Heat sears through my core at his filthy words, and I whimper. 
 
    “Come for me, Little Bird. Milk me dry. Claim me.” 
 
    I feel his hand move slightly beneath me, and the vibrator turns up a notch. 
 
    That’s all it takes. My eyes squeeze shut while my mouth flies opens and my body clamps around him. And I come. 
 
    The vibrations make my sensitive pussy spasm and my hands yank against the cuffs, the metal clattering against my headboard. 
 
    John’s full weight presses down on top of me, his hips grinding against my ass, pushing him as deep as he can go. 
 
    “That’s it. That’s my Good Girl. Take it.” His voice is low, primal, as he fills me with his release. 
 
    “John! - ” I cry his name, and he finally pulls the vibrator free, ending my wonderful torture. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY 
 
    JOHN 
 
   N ora’s body goes limp beneath me. I try to move some of my weight to my elbows so I don’t completely crush her. 
 
    My heart is still racing, and my breathing is ragged. 
 
    I close my eyes and try to get myself under control. I’ve never… 
 
    Fuck, this woman is going to be the absolute end of me. 
 
    The handcuffs move against the metal of the headboard, and - as if in response - I feel Nora’s pussy clench around my softening cock. 
 
    I grin against the back of her neck. “My Dirty Bird.” I kiss her still fluttering pulse. “My perfect girl.” 
 
    A sound of contentment moves through Nora, into my chest. 
 
    I hadn’t planned on using the cuffs, but while I was kicking off my pants my eyes snagged on my bag and I made an executive decision. And damn, it was a good decision. 
 
    I don’t know if it was the taking control, or the release, or Nora herself, but I feel like a whole different person than the man who stormed into this room. I know nothing’s changed, but I feel settled. Like I’m suddenly prepared to handle what’s coming. 
 
    Slowly, I push up, sliding free of Nora. 
 
    I reach down and slide her panties back into place. “Sorry Darling, these are probably ruined.” 
 
    Nora lets out a small chuckle, still face down, still secured to the headboard. “That’s alright. It was worth it.” 
 
    I rub both hands over her ass cheeks one more time before climbing off the bed to retrieve the keys for the cuffs. I pause, and Nora turns her head to look up at me. 
 
    “Don’t tell me you lost the key.” 
 
    I hold the key up. “I’m just committing this to memory before I release you.” 
 
    Nora rolls her eyes, but she wiggles her ass for me. 
 
    I make quick work unlocking one, then the other. Her wrists are pink in spots, where she tugged too hard against the unforgiving metal. 
 
    Helping her roll to her back, I take her hands in mine, gently rubbing my thumbs over the irritated skin. I hate the idea of hurting her, but seeing my marks on her body fills me with a type of carnal pride. My woman. 
 
    The look that Nora gives me doesn’t have even a hint of regret, but I ask anyway. “You okay?” 
 
    She nods. “Better than okay. You?” 
 
    “I’m good.” 
 
    I help Nora off the bed, and while she’s in her bathroom cleaning up, I go out to the living room to turn off the lights. Some part of my brain registered the sound of the front door opening and closing while I was balls deep in my sweet Nora, so I know the guys are gone. They locked the handle when they left, but I lock the deadbolt and check the sliding door before I go back to the bedroom. 
 
    Nora’s got the bathroom door open while she brushes her teeth, so I join her, using the brush that I left on the edge of her sink. We watch each other in the mirror. The whole scene is alarmingly domestic, but I find myself liking it. 
 
    We move to the bed, getting under the blankets together. And this time, when I turn off the light, I don’t have to tell Nora to come to me. She does it on her own. Contentment fills me as she snuggles her face against my chest. 
 
    She stills. 
 
    “What is it?” I ask her. 
 
    “Umm, are your friends still here?” 
 
    I smile into the dark. “No. And they’re coworkers.” 
 
    “Oh. Do you not like them?” 
 
    “They’re good guys. I just meant they weren’t here for fun.” 
 
    “Right.” Her fingers trace a pattern against my side. “Do you… Do you think they heard us?” 
 
    I resist the urge to laugh. I’m pretty sure the neighbors three houses down heard us. “Nah, Darling. They didn’t.” 
 
    She relaxes into me. “Okay. Good.” 
 
    I press a kiss to the top of her head. “I gotta head out tomorrow.” 
 
    “I figured.” Nora sighs. “I’ve gotten so used to you being here; it’s gonna be weird when you leave.” 
 
    “I know.” I use the arm around her shoulders to hold her in place against me. “I need you to trust me.” 
 
    Her face tips up towards me, “I do.” 
 
    I hold her tighter. “I won’t be able to see you until I get this… situation squared away.” 
 
    Nora lays her head back in its place on my chest. “I kinda figured you’d say that. Any idea how long it’ll take?” 
 
    My eyes close, exhaustion trying to drag me under. “A few days. But I’ll always have my phone on me. If anything weird happens, I want you to call me.” 
 
    “Okay,” Nora replies, voice quiet. 
 
    “Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise," she whispers. 
 
    Moments later, I feel her fall asleep. 
 
    “Good night, Little Bird,” I tell the darkness, before I follow her under.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “M 
 
   
 
    orning, Nora!” Becky calls out a greeting before the elevator doors even close behind me. 
 
    Changing direction, I stop in front of her desk. 
 
    “Morning - ” I try to say, but the word is mangled by a yawn. 
 
    She grins. “Fucking Mondays.” 
 
    “Fucking Mondays indeed.” 
 
    Her face turns sober. “You feeling better?” 
 
    My mouth opens to ask what she’s talking about, then I remember. Friday. “Oh yeah, much better. Thanks.” 
 
    Not a lie. 
 
    John left yesterday after breakfast. He used an app to hire a car to bring him home so we wouldn’t be seen together. 
 
    I knew it was coming, and it’s not like he could just move in and stay, but I felt ridiculously sad over him leaving. It was probably only my embarrassment over the urge to cry that kept me from shedding tears. As it was, I still ate a pint of ice cream while curled up in his spot on the couch. 
 
    But this morning I woke up feeling better, with a new perspective. This hiatus between us is temporary. 
 
    Obviously, there’s someone out there trying to harm John, which is terrible, but he’s the most intimidating person I’ve ever met. I’m sure he can hold his own. Plus - he knows that someone is after him, so they don’t have the element of surprise anymore. Not to mention the fact that he has the whole FBI at his disposal. I’m sure his worry for my safety is just an overabundance of caution that he’s built up from being a big brother and uncle. 
 
    I smile and nod, stating again, “I’m good.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it.” Becky sounds sincere, and I wonder if maybe she’s my first office friend. 
 
    “So, is Denice in?” I ask. 
 
    “Unfortunately.” She grumbles. “She’s had her office door shut all morning, and I don’t know if that’s a good thing or not.” 
 
    I pull a face. “Yeah, that could go either way.” 
 
    “Whatever, so long as she keeps her attitude off me. I won’t have to spend my whole shift applying for other jobs again.” 
 
    I laugh. “Can’t say I blame you.” Then I sigh and step back. “Alright, might as well get this started. Oh - ” I stop. “I put it on my calendar, but in case anyone looks for me, I have a dentist appointment tomorrow morning so I’m going to be in late.” 
 
    “Have fun.” Becky wiggles her eyebrows at me, and I walk to my office with a smile. 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    By lunch time, I’ve given up on my shoes. My something fun for the day was a pair of bright red stilettos, but even sitting they’re hurting my feet, so I kick them off. 
 
    Since I’m coming in late tomorrow, I’m doing a working lunch today, eating reheated spaghetti at my desk. 
 
    My fork is halfway to my mouth when a fist pounds on my door, scaring the shit out of me. I jolt, letting out a small shriek and dislodging the meatball from the end of my fork. 
 
    I watch in sad shock as the tasty bite bounces off my chest, then my lap, landing in a plop on the floor. 
 
    “Shit.” I grab a napkin and start scrubbing at my dress. 
 
    Luckily the fabric is a dark grey. The marinara sauce is still visible, but not as bad as if I’d worn white. 
 
    “Come in - ” I say out of habit, even as I hear the door handle turning. 
 
    Glancing up, I see Denice step into my office. My soiled spirits drop even further. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Then she does something she’s never done before. She shuts the door behind her. 
 
    Double fuck. 
 
    Acting far too casual, she takes a seat in my one visitor’s chair. 
 
    “Hi, Denice.” I quickly bend down and use my napkin to grab the meatball off the floor and toss them both in the garbage. Damage already done. I'll clean my dress more after she leaves. 
 
    She raises a brow. “Jumpy?” 
 
    The chuckle I let out sounds a touch manic. “Just really focused on my lunch.” 
 
    Her lips purse and her eyes drop to my rather ample chest. Skinny bitch probably has plenty of thoughts about me and my lunch. 
 
    “Something I can help you with?” I ask. Even though what I really want to say is what the fuck do you want. 
 
    Denice locks her gaze directly on mine. “Have you been in my office?” 
 
    The question catches me so off guard it takes me a second to answer. “No.” 
 
    She doesn’t even blink, and her silence unnerves me. 
 
    “Is - “ I’m about to ask if something is missing, but I know something is, because Becky told me about Denice’s tantrum last week. Only Denice never came to me about it. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    Denice crosses her arms, tapping her pointed nails against her forearm. “Have you seen anyone else in there?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    Her fingers tap another beat. “Noticed anyone staying late?” 
 
    I shake my head again. “No.” 
 
    I’m glad my hands are still in my lap, the desk hiding them from her view, because they’ve started trembling. 
 
    Denice finally looks away from me, her eyes scraping across my office like a drag net, looking for some clue that’ll incriminate me. 
 
    With her eyes off me, I open my mouth to suck in a silent deep breath. 
 
    “Hmm.” Her gaze comes back to mine. “How’s your boyfriend?” 
 
    I swallow. “He’s good.” It was a lie the first time I told her about him, but it’s the truth now. “We had a nice weekend together.” 
 
    Her lips pull into a simulation of a smile. “That’s nice. What did you say his name was?” 
 
    My hands tighten into fists. 
 
    I don’t remember if I told her a name. If I did, did I say John? 
 
    I brace myself and go with the truth. “It’s John.” 
 
    “John.” She repeats his name back to me slowly, and I want to strip the letters from her throat. “John what?” 
 
    Is she seriously asking me for his last name!? 
 
    I force myself to smile. “Oh, well, it’s still really new. I don’t want to jinx it.” 
 
    “I see.” I almost startle when she pushes up out of her chair. 
 
    Denice walks to the door, pausing with her hand on the handle. “You’ll let me know if you see something suspicious.” 
 
    She doesn’t say it like a question, so I don’t respond. 
 
    When the door closes again behind her, I wait until I see her walk past my hallway window, then I wait another several seconds before curling forward. I wrap my arms around myself, willing the tremors to stop even as I feel them growing. 
 
    It’s okay. I’m fine. She doesn’t know anything. She’s just fishing. I don’t know anything. I didn’t steal anything. 
 
    I ball my hands into fists and grind my teeth. 
 
    More than feeling scared, I’m pissed that she’s made me feel like Old Nora again. 
 
    Scared Nora. Quiet Nora. Hidden Nora. 
 
    A single hot tear burns its way down my cheek. 
 
    I wipe it away and remember the promise I made to John. If anything weird happens I have to tell him. But surely, he didn’t mean this. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 
 
    JOHN 
 
   W ith a groan, I drop into my favorite chair, propping my feet on the coffee table. 
 
    My drink is halfway to my mouth when my phone rings. 
 
    Seeing the name on the screen, I let out another groan. If I don’t answer, there’s a 90% chance that she’ll get on the elevator and knock on my door until I cave and open it. 
 
    I take a quick swallow of bourbon before hitting answer. “Hey Sash.” 
 
    “Hey Sash?” she huffs. “Remember what a prick you were to me when I dodged your calls?” 
 
    “You admitting to dodging my calls, then?” 
 
    “Whatever, you knew I was. But that’s because I’d started sleeping with Vincent.” 
 
    “Ugh, come on!” I complain. I’m well aware that my sister’s an adult with a husband, but I don’t need to hear about it. 
 
    “Oh shut up.” I can picture her rolling her eyes. “What’s your excuse?” 
 
    Staying silent, I take another drink. 
 
    “Seriously, you’re not gonna tell me?” Sasha sounds just hurt enough that I feel like a jackass. 
 
    “I was busy with work.” 
 
    “Is everything okay? I stopped by your apartment, but you weren’t there.” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. I've got a few things I’m trying to deal with, but I’m fine.” I let out a breath. “And…” I close my eyes. Fuck, I’m gonna regret opening this particular Pandora’s Box, but - she’s right - if I keep this from her now, I’ll be the biggest sort of hypocrite. “I was staying somewhere else. With someone.” 
 
    “Oh.” I hear her take a quick inhale when she puts it together. “Oh!” 
 
    “Yeah. Oh. But now you know so now you don’t have to worry.” 
 
    Sasha’s laugh is so loud I have to pull the phone away from my ear. “Not a chance, you overbearing dick. You’re gonna give me details. Like her name. What she does. Her astrological sign?” 
 
    “Really, what’s her sign?” My phone beeps at me and I glance at the screen seeing Tye calling. “Look, I gotta go.” 
 
    “Is that her calling?” Sasha asks, sounding way too excited. 
 
    “No, it’s Tye. Look, I really do have a work thing going on. It shouldn’t involve you but tell your husband to keep his security on alert.” 
 
    All teasing leaves her voice. “Okay. You sure you’re alright?” 
 
    “I’m sure. I’ll call ya later.” 
 
    Sasha knows what I do, but I’ve never included her in the details. Mostly I didn’t want to burden her with the darker side of life. And then of course Vincent Mazzanti came along and dragged her straight into the shadows. Unintentional or not, I still punch him for it once a year. Finding out my sister was in the hospital, undergoing emergency surgery, with a bullet in her stomach, is not a moment I ever want to relive. 
 
    And then I went and pulled Nora right into the center of my shit. I’ve never let an outsider in, not like I did with her, letting her hear the whole story. And it might have been wrong, but I need her to keep her eyes open. Sasha has Vincent, Angelo, and Eric always looking out for her. Nora’s on her own. She needs to know what she’s up against. I just wish I knew who to have her look out for. 
 
    I answer Tye’s call. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hey man, you got a few minutes?” 
 
    Tye’s subdued tone brings me to high alert. “Yeah. What’d you find?” 
 
    He sighs. “This is more of a visual thing. You at home?” 
 
    “Sure, come over.” 
 
    “Alright, tell the front desk at your retirement home to let me up.” 
 
    Tye hangs up before I can reply. 
 
    What a prick. 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    Tye must’ve been nearby because he knocks on my door less than 15 minutes later. 
 
    I should be excited that he’s here to tell me what he found, but as I reach for the door handle a sense of dread washes over me. I feel like each rock that’s turned over only leads to more questions. 
 
    Opening the door, I step back to allow my long-haired coworker entrance. 
 
    He lets out a low whistle. “I forgot how swank this place is. Guess I need to swap my desk for a field position.” 
 
    I shake my head. “You just need a sister married to an asshole with more money than sense.” 
 
    Usually I hate taking handouts, but living in Vincent’s building seems like the smallest amount of restitution he can pay for being a giant dumbass. I never intended to stay this long, but considering Sasha was in the hospital for the first two weeks I was here I wasn’t going to take the time to search for apartments. So when Vincent offered me this two bedroom, fully furnished, I took it. 
 
    Sasha argued that I should be up on the penthouse level with them, but that was a hard no. I don’t need that sort of opulence all to myself. What I do need is more than one or two walls between my sister and my sex life. So the 10th floor worked just fine for me. 
 
    Two years later, I can admit it’s time for me to move out. It just hasn’t been much of a priority. And I didn’t know what sort of place I’d want. But now, well - now a cute little two bedroom house with a nice kitchen and a walk-in shower seems like just the thing. 
 
    I follow Tye into the living area as he takes a seat on my couch. Before I can sit, he’s picked up my drink and finished it. 
 
    “Sure...” I drawl. “Help yourself.” 
 
    He holds the empty glass up to me. “You’re gonna want to top this off.” 
 
    I take the glass, but don’t move. “Show me.” 
 
    The folder in his hand didn’t escape my notice. 
 
    He holds my gaze, then tips his chin. “Alright.” 
 
    Tye slips a glossy photo from the folder and hands it to me. “This was taken a few hours before you were supposed to meet him.” 
 
    I allow myself one more breath before I look. 
 
    Coldness settles in the pit of my stomach. 
 
    I don’t know what I expected to see, but it wasn’t this. 
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    My fingers flex on the edge of the photo, causing the paper to ripple. 
 
    Jazz’s features are easy to recognize. He’s behind the wheel of the car. His car. His face is split into a wide smile. He’s not just comfortable, he’s enjoying himself. 
 
    But he’s not the only one I recognize. High cheekbones. Slender face. Long wavy red hair. 
 
    “Dell?” 
 
    I don’t know why I ask Tye, I can see it’s her. I know it’s her. I just don’t know why I’m looking at her. 
 
    “Yeah, man. Sorry.” 
 
    A noise that sounds an awful lot like a laugh leaves my mouth. 
 
    Sorry? 
 
    Sorry for what? For me being a total fucking fool? For me getting played by a woman I have a history with? For having my ex trying to kill me? 
 
    “You want that drink now?” Tye asks. 
 
    Needing something to do, I drop the photo onto the coffee table and stride towards the kitchen. I roughly pull the top off the bottle I left on the counter and pour the dark liquid into my glass. Slamming the bottle back down, I take a long drink. The burn pulls my mind into focus. I need to focus. 
 
    Tye drags out one of the stools around my island. “So…” 
 
    I take another drink. “So, the obvious question here is did I know that they knew each other? And the answer is no. No, I have no fucking clue how Dell would even know Jazz, let alone know that he’s an informant that I work with.” 
 
    “You never brought it up? Not even in passing?” 
 
    I clench my jaw. 
 
    Tye puts his hands palms out. “You know I have to ask. And you know I won’t be the only one.” 
 
    “I know.” My eyes close. “Christ, what a fucking mess.” 
 
    Tye grabs the glass from my hand, taking another drink. 
 
    Leaning forward, I rest my elbows on the counter. “I never mentioned Jazz to Dell. Not ever. I’m certain of it.” I sigh. “I only ever saw her outside of work a few times. I know the rumors, but we weren’t dating. It wasn’t some sort of doomed love match. It was just sex, and it only happened a handful of times. And I never talked to her about my work. Never.” My hands ball into fists. “She came to me a few times, with information.” 
 
    “She was an informant?” I can hear the surprise in Tye’s question. 
 
    “You could call it that. It was never anything huge, just stuff she found out about rival families. It was information that, if we acted on it, would benefit the O’Malley’s. Specifically, Dell. She’s a selfish woman and never did anything unless it helped her out. But it was never my call, I just passed it up the chain. I don’t even know what they did with any of it. But I never gave her information back in return. It wasn’t like that.” 
 
    “Huh." There's a pause, then - “Did you know she was in town?” 
 
    I grab my glass back, taking an even bigger swallow. 
 
    “Shit. That’s a yes.” Tye lets out a humorless chuckle. 
 
    “She called me a couple weeks ago. Maybe two, I don’t know, I’d have to look,” I admit. 
 
    “What did she want?” 
 
    I close my eyes and think back to that day. 
 
    I remember the look on Nora’s face when she collided with me on the sidewalk. She looked like she was in trouble, or like she’d seen trouble. 
 
    Fuck. Why did I forget about that? 
 
    I wanted to ask her about it. I was sure I could get her to talk to me. But then Dell called. 
 
    Fucking Dell. 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose. “She asked me to meet her at a coffee shop. I thought maybe she had another piece of information or something that she wanted me to pass on. But it became apparent rather quickly that she was just calling me for a hook up.” 
 
    “Did you?” I see Tye brace himself as he asks the question. 
 
    We’re getting into personal shit now, and there’s a part of me that wants to shove him off that stool for even asking. But the other part of me wants to tell him everything. 
 
    “No, we didn’t.” I shake my head. “Nora and I weren’t a thing yet, but I’d already met her. Plus Dell and I were already done. We’ve been done for a long time.” 
 
    “I’m guessing she didn’t feel the same way.” 
 
    I shrug. “I think I made my stance obvious.” 
 
    Tye groans. “Let me guess, you were a dick to her.” 
 
    I shrug again. I kinda was. 
 
    “Was that the only time she contacted you?” 
 
    “She called me one other time, but I didn’t answer.” That call came in while I was crashing Nora’s date with Milky Craig. 
 
    “Great. Just fucking great.” Tye complains. 
 
    I narrow my eyes at Tye. “What?” 
 
    “What?” he repeats, giving me a look that says you’re a moron. “Let me get this straight. This chick, from some shady-as-fuck crime family, calls you for a booty call. And instead of being an adult about it, you asshole your way out of the fuck.” I open my mouth, but he keeps going. “Then she calls you again, only this time you fucking ghost her!? Dude - a normal, sane chick wouldn’t handle that well. And you do it to her?” 
 
    I really really hate that he has a point. 
 
    “Well, when you say it like that.” 
 
    But it’s his next question that kicks me in the chest. 
 
    “Any chance she knows Nora?” 
 
    My first reaction is to shout No. But do I really know the answer to that question? Can I say I’m 100% sure? 
 
    If someone had asked me if Dell knew Jazz I would’ve said absolutely not. And yet the evidence clearly shows that they did know each other. At least briefly. 
 
    The evidence also suggests that Dell had a hand in Jazz’s murder. There’s no fucking way they show up together as a coincidence hours before he dies. 
 
    So I think about Tye’s question. I push away everything I think I know about both women and look just at facts. Both times that Dell called me I was with, or heading to be with, Nora. Could that be a coincidence? Yeah. Could it be more? 
 
    I’m a Federal Fucking Agent, I can’t just guess. 
 
    I give Tye the only answer I have. “I don’t know. I just don’t know.” 
 
    My rib cage feels like it’s too small. 
 
    I never had feelings for Dell, not like I have for Nora. Not even a fraction. And I still didn’t see what she really was. 
 
    So does the affection I feel for Nora mean she’s trustworthy, or does it just cloud my judgement? 
 
    “Sorry, man,” Tye says to me again, before he stands. “Howard and Jonesy are going back through Jazz’s stuff now that we have a direction to look. They want to talk with you in the morning, but I wanted to come tell you tonight.” 
 
    My head nods, but I’m hardly aware of it. “Thanks.” 
 
    Tye’s hand lands on my shoulder, then he’s gone, letting himself out of my apartment. 
 
    My mind is reeling. 
 
    I’ve always trusted my gut, my judgement. But now I’m questioning everything. 
 
    In a daze, I walk over to my wall of windows. Drinking, contemplating. 
 
    My phone chimes with a text. 
 
    Nora: Goodnight, Stalker. Hope you had a nice day. 
 
    I read the message over and over. But I don’t reply.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 
 
    NORA 
 
   I  run my tongue over my teeth, enjoying the extra-clean feeling. 
 
    “How’d it go back there, Dearie?” Carla asks me. 
 
    I grin at the receptionist. “No cavities!” 
 
    She grins back at me. “I’d expect nothing less.” 
 
    “Oh, and I love the new building!” I gesture around at the brightly colored lobby. 
 
    “Thanks, it’s always a bit of a cluster to move, but there’s just so much more space here. Hope it wasn’t too long of a drive for you.” 
 
    I wave off her concern. “Not at all, it’s fun to check out a new neighborhood.” 
 
    Her face lights up with an idea. “Before you head back to work, there’s the cutest little café just a few streets down.  You gotta stop and get yourself a treat. They make the best scones I’ve ever had.” 
 
    As if answering the call, my stomach lets out a grumble and we both laugh. “I guess that’s a yes.” 
 
    She writes out the name of the café on a post-It and sends me on my way. 
 
    A few minutes later, I find Say It Ain’t Scone and snag a parking spot on the street a couple buildings down. 
 
    Carla told the truth; this place is the definition of cute. The awning above the door is a checkered white and yellow, and the name of the café is written in large black script across the front window. A woman a few years younger than me pushes her way out the door as I approach and holds it open for me. 
 
    “Thanks,” I tell her before stepping inside. 
 
    The scent instantly floods my senses, and it smells like calories. It’s sweet and sugary with hints of lemon and coffee. And it’s working. My mouth starts to salivate. 
 
    It’s nearly 11, and there’s still a line reaching halfway to the door. Taking my place at the back, I lean to the side, trying to read through the flavors displayed in the big glass case. The lemon blueberry scone with a lavender glaze is instantly the front runner. For half a second I debate evening out the sugar with a plain black coffee, but I dismiss that idea almost as quickly as I considered it. The lavender honey latte would be the perfect pairing. I mean really, it’d be criminal to get anything else. 
 
    My teeth clamp down on my bottom lip, stopping myself from grinning at my own dumb joke. 
 
    I imagine bringing John here and have to bite down harder. My sweet, demanding, controlling, caring John. I bet he’d order a plain scone and black coffee and secretly be jealous of my food the entire time. 
 
    Tugging my phone out of my purse, I decide to send him a picture of the delicious display. Just because we can’t see each other in person doesn’t mean we can’t communicate. I step farther out of line, hold up my phone, and snap a few photos. My thumb slips on the last one, accidently tapping the screen and focusing on something in the background right before clicking the shutter. 
 
    “Oops.” I mutter under my breath, swiping the screen so I can delete the bad image. 
 
    My finger’s about to press on the trash button when something in the picture catches my eye. Bleached blonde hair. And red lip stick. 
 
    I nearly drop the phone as I try to shove it back in my purse while side stepping back over to my spot in line. 
 
    Denice. 
 
    My heart starts to pound. 
 
    What is she doing here!? 
 
    And then I feel like a total idiot. 
 
    Jesus Nora, get a hold of yourself. 
 
    I force my muscles to relax, and almost laugh. Almost. 
 
    There’s no reason for me to lose it over seeing Denice here. I put in for time off to go to the dentist. It’s not like I’m playing hookie. And she’s the boss, so she can do whatever she wants. If she wants to blow off work for a scone, who am I to say anything? 
 
    The line moves forward. 
 
    Be normal. Go say hi. 
 
    My inner pep talk stops there as I remember the last interaction I had with Denice in my office. My pulse didn’t return to normal until I got into my car four hours later. And I was too rattled to go home and sit alone, so I ended up going to Marie’s House and playing Balderdash with Lisa and her boys. 
 
    The line moves forward. 
 
    Okay, I won’t go say hi. But if she looks up, I’ll wave. 
 
    I nod to myself. That’s a good plan. 
 
    The line moves forward and it’s my turn. 
 
    I keep my eyes on the person behind the counter, relaying my order. Then I keep my eyes down while I swipe my card, accepting the small white bag filled with one amazing-looking scone. 
 
    I’m told to wait at the end of the counter for my latte, and that’s when I look up. 
 
    My steps slow, my brain not understanding what I’m seeing. 
 
    It’s like looking at one of those ambiguous illustrations. A picture that looks like two different things. An image that when you look at it one way it looks like one thing - like your boss innocently sitting in a café having a coffee with someone - but then you tilt your head, and it looks like something else entirely. Like your boss having a clandestine meeting in broad daylight with a slender, well dressed, red-headed woman. 
 
    I take another step. 
 
    The other woman looks familiar. Why does she look familiar? 
 
    They’re both hunched over the table, talking to each other in what I imagine are low voices. Then the red head straightens, and I get a better view of her profile. And my steps stop altogether. 
 
    Every emotion I had when I first saw Denice comes back at me full force. 
 
    My heartbeat skyrockets. My palms go damp. My entire body starts to tremble. 
 
    Dell. It’s Dell O’Malley. My boss is sitting with Dell O’Malley. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Fuck fuck fuck. 
 
    Latte forgotten, I force my feet to turn me around. 
 
    “Excuse me,” I whisper the apology as I push my way through the line. 
 
    I need to get out. I need to get out of here now. 
 
    Right. Fucking. Now. 
 
    Shoving out the doors, I keep my face averted from the big window as I hurry by. Not letting myself break into a run until I’m past the view of anyone inside the café. 
 
    My car’s only half a block away, and by the time I get there my breathing is so ragged I’m worried I might hyperventilate. 
 
    But I don’t have time to think. I can’t stay here. They could walk out at any moment. I can’t let them see me. 
 
    Why do I feel like I’ll be dead if I let them see me!? 
 
    I climb into my car and throw my purse and scone bag onto the passenger seat. 
 
    Putting my car in reverse, I carefully ease out of my parking spot. The last thing I need is to get in an accident while I’m trying to make a sneaky get away. With the coast clear, I back into the street, and drive the opposite way of the café so I won’t go past the windows. 
 
    I wait until I’m a mile away before opening the GPS app on my phone. My sense of direction is crap at the best of times, and I can’t afford to get lost right now. I left the café before Denice, so if I can get back to work before her, I can hide away in my office and pretend I was never here. 
 
    Keeping one eye on the GPS, I make sure not to miss a single turn. After eighteen minutes that feel like eight hours, I pull into the parking ramp under my building. 
 
    And still I don’t let myself think about what I saw. 
 
    I don’t think about it in the elevator. 
 
    I don’t think about it as I walk past Becky’s desk, giving her a wave while she talks into her headset. 
 
    I don’t think about it as I walk past the rows of cubicles, as I walk past Denice’s empty office. 
 
    My hands are still unsteady as I swipe my card to unlock my office. But I ignore the tremble, letting the door slam shut behind me. 
 
    And then I think about it. 
 
    It can’t be. It can’t fucking be. 
 
    I double check that the door closed tight, then lower myself into my chair. 
 
    Not wanting this search to show up anywhere on my work computer, I open Google on my phone, and - for the second time - I type in Dell O’Malley Philadelphia. 
 
    After hitting search, I select “images,” and my screen fills with photos of a beautiful red-haired woman. 
 
    The very first night I saw John, my brain kept replaying what Lisa told me. About his ex being some sort of mafia princess in Philly. So, when I got home, I did an internet search. I didn’t actually expect to find anything. Not because I thought Lisa was lying, I just figured that if the mafia was still really a thing, they wouldn’t have their pictures plastered all over Google. But I was wrong. 
 
    Not only did I find an endless supply of photos, I found out her full name. Delilah O’Malley. 
 
    The same selection of images pull up as the last time I looked. 
 
    In every photo, she looks polished and fashionable as she attends charity events and black-tie galas. Of course, all the captions label her as a “donor” or a “distinguished guest” as opposed to “member of a crime family”. 
 
    I click on a photo to enlarge it, but it’s unnecessary. I already know it’s her. The hair color alone sets her apart, but even in profile I saw enough of her face to know it was her. 
 
    I exit out of the search and clear my history. 
 
    Dell O’Malley and my boss. 
 
    I try to reason out benign scenarios that could explain what I saw, but my mind keeps flashing to that conversation I overheard Denice having. The conversation about deals and 4 million dollars. 
 
    I’ve been trying to pretend none of that ever happened, so I haven’t actually asked myself about what I heard. I mean, who would Denice even know that’d have access to 4 million dollars? Or maybe it’s 4-million dollars in assets. 
 
    Assets… 
 
    My eyes move over to the small placard on my desk with my name, title, and Great Lakes Personal Insurance. 
 
    I force a breath in through my nose. 
 
    We insure a person’s assets. Expensive, multimillion-dollar assets. 
 
    Shit. Shit shit shit. 
 
    It’s insurance fraud. It has to be. What else could they possibly be doing? 
 
    And… and what am I supposed to do about it? 
 
    I could call the authorities and tell them… what? Tell them I overheard one half of a conversation. Tell them I saw my boss having coffee with a woman who donates money to inner city art programs? Yeah, that’s not gonna work. 
 
    But I could tell John. 
 
    I should tell John. 
 
    This is probably something that the FBI would care about. But with his history… 
 
    Goddamnit. 
 
    I’m gonna have to admit that I know about him and Dell. And that I Googled her after Lisa told me about them dating. 
 
    A knock sounds on my door, and I’m so startled I let out a small scream. 
 
    Laughter on the other side of the door indicates that it’s not Denice. 
 
    “Come in - ” I croak out. 
 
    Becky opens my door, sticking her head in. 
 
    “Sorry for scaring you.” She grins. 
 
    I do my best to look calm. “I guess I was more zoned out than I thought.” 
 
    “Well don’t let me keep you.” Her grin grows. “I just wanted to let you know that Denice called, and she won’t be coming in today.” 
 
    My whole body sags. “Oh thank fuck.” 
 
    Becky laughs at my reaction, before stepping back and letting the door shut again. 
 
    Now I have the rest of the afternoon to concoct a plan. I need to find a way to tell John about this without making me look like a creeper and without pissing him off. And as much as I don’t want to, I think I need to do this in person. Even though we aren’t supposed to see each other. This just isn’t really something I can explain over text. 
 
    Feeling myself crashing from my earlier fight-or-flight adrenaline rush, I groan and drop my head against the back of my chair. I could really use a bite of that scone, but I’d been feeling so paranoid, and ill, I'd shoved the bag with my poor untouched scone under my car seat. I didn’t want to take the chance that Denice might see me with it. 
 
    Fucking Denice.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR 
 
    NORA 
 
    Me: Hey, I know we aren’t supposed to meet up but I have something I’d like to talk to you about. Are you free? 
 
    No response. 
 
    Me: Hey John. Hope you’re okay. Are you available to meet for a bit tonight? 
 
    Another day. Another ignored message. 
 
    Me: Hey. Please let me know when you have a few minutes to talk. 
 
    Still nothing. 
 
    I’m torn between anger and worry. 
 
    Me: At least let me know if you’re alive. You’re worrying me. 
 
    John: 11:00 tomorrow. The Deli on Brighton and 3rd. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 
 
    JOHN 
 
   I  check my watch again. 11:06. She’s late. 
 
    The deli is packed, as I knew it would be. If you need to go into public when you have someone after you, it’s pretty much a toss-up between going somewhere crowded or empty. Both have their benefits. 
 
    My phone vibrates in my pocket. 
 
    I pull it out and answer. “You set up?” 
 
    Tye sighs on the other end of the line. “Yeah. I’ve got live feeds from all the traffic cams in a two-block radius. Anything more than that is just too much footage to deal with.” 
 
    “If you see Dell, call me - ” I remind him, even though that’s the whole point of this mess. 
 
    “Do you honestly think Nora is in league with that bitch?” This isn’t the first time Tye has questioned me. 
 
    I don’t answer. 
 
    Because I don’t have an answer. 
 
    My gut tells me no. My gut tells me I’m acting like a complete piece of shit. 
 
    But my gut also told me that Dell was harmless. Yeah, she’s from a violent family. But there were never any signs that she was hands-on with the darker side of the business. Except five dead men proved my gut wrong. 
 
    Tye’s voice is resigned. “Don’t worry, I’ll call.” 
 
    I know he’ll do his job, even if he doesn’t agree. 
 
    I spent a lot of time this week debating if I should just call Dell. I could play dumb, pretend I didn’t know she was behind my attack, try to get her to agree to a meeting. But the risk was too great that she’d see through my ruse and bolt. I’m not even sure she’s still in the city. But I’m not sure she’s gone, either. 
 
    A flash of dark purple catches my attention at the crosswalk. 
 
    “Nora’s here.” I hang up and pocket my phone. 
 
    Nora hasn’t seen me yet, so I try to watch her with objective eyes. 
 
    She’s walking quickly, her steps shorter and faster than her usual gate. Instead of the large purse I’ve seen her with before, she has a tiny purse clutched in her hands. The sky is overcast, so she’s not wearing sunglasses, and I narrow my eyes as I watch hers dart all over the place. Like she’s looking for someone? Checking for something? 
 
    Everything about her movements scream nervous. 
 
    But what is she nervous about? 
 
    Reaching the sidewalk, she turns towards me, and I’m hit with her silhouette. Her dress is tight across her chest; not low-cut, but her cleavage is still tantalizingly visible. The royal material making her skin glow. 
 
    She’s stunning. Breathtaking. And she might be working with the woman who’s trying to kill me. 
 
    Her gaze finds mine, and her face morphs from anxious to pleased. 
 
    Pleased to see me, or pleased that I’m here, in her trap? 
 
    Before she reaches me, I take a few steps over and pull open the door to the deli. I won’t stand out here on the street and be a sitting target. 
 
    Nora’s smile falters at my cool greeting, probably expecting a hug, but she takes the hint and steps past me into the air-conditioned building. 
 
    “Hey.” Her voice is timid. And I hate it. But I do nothing to ease her mind. 
 
    Placing a hand on her back I guide her into the long line leading up to the counter. “Find the place okay?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. I’ve been here before," she tells me. 
 
    She’s gripping her small purse with both hands, holding it so tightly her knuckles are turning white. 
 
    I tip my head towards her hands. “You alright?” 
 
    Nora lets out a breath that I think is supposed to be a laugh, but it sounds… off. “I’m a little stressed, if I’m being honest. I can’t stay long. We have our weekly Friday meetings at noon.” 
 
    She glances towards the menu board, and I swear I hear her mumble fucking cursed Fridays. 
 
    When I continue to stay quiet, Nora fills the silence. 
 
    “I - um - I was out of the office Tuesday morning for an appointment, so I kinda snuck out of the office to get here today. I didn’t want my boss to know that I left.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I almost ask her if she’s trying to have work as an alibi, but I don’t want to give away my suspicion. 
 
    Nora shuffles ahead with the line, then turns so she’s facing me. Her body language is all over the place. It’s like she can’t decide if she wants to touch me or curl up on herself. And I don’t know how to read it. Is she scared? Nervous? Guilty? 
 
    She licks her lips. “That’s actually, uh, that’s why I wanted to see you.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    Nora’s eyes hold mine. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I wasn’t expecting that question. “Me?” 
 
    She nods. “Yeah, you’re acting… mad.” 
 
    I drop my voice so only she can hear me. “Five men are dead because someone is after me. So yes, I’m mad.” 
 
    Right in front of me, I watch as the color drains from her face. It’s so drastic I can hardly believe it’s real. 
 
    She takes a shaky step towards me. “Five… How…?” 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I’m never this reckless. I forgot that I never told her what Howard and Jonesy came over to tell me that night - … I stop my thoughts right there. I can’t think about that night. About her cuffed to her bed. About her body writhing under mine. 
 
    Slowly, she lifts her hand and places her palm on my chest. “John, I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “What are you sorry for, Nora?” keeping my tone even as I ask. 
 
    Sorry for my bad luck? 
 
    Sorry for my poor judgement of character? 
 
    Sorry for your part in all of this? 
 
    “Well, well, well.” A giant hand claps me on the back. “It’s our lucky day.” 
 
    I recognize the voice, and a loud sigh of annoyance drags out of my lungs. “Angelo, get your paws off me.” 
 
    Another voice - nearby, but not Angelo’s - chuckles. “Aw - brother, don’t be like that.” 
 
    Knowing that these two are some of the most observant fucks I know, I school my features before angling towards them. 
 
    “What a wonderful surprise.” I deadpan. 
 
    Angelo gives my back another heavy pat before dropping his hand. “You’re as good at lying as you are at Mario Kart.” 
 
    I see the moment they both realize I’m not here alone, and I watch as their mouths form matching grins. 
 
    “Hi,” Angelo offers his hand first. “I’m Angelo. Did our boy here arrest you? I can’t think of a single other reason why a pretty lady like you would spend time with him.” 
 
    I know he’s trying to make a joke, but the thought of having to arrest Nora sends a spike of pain straight into my chest. 
 
    At a hulking 6’8”, Angelo towers over everyone. He’s an intimidating beast, but - for some reason - women seem to find him attractive. 
 
    Nora takes his hand, and I notice that some of the color has returned to her cheeks. “Hi, I’m - “ 
 
    “Nora?” Vincent cuts her off. 
 
    Still shaking Angelo’s hand, she looks to my brother-in-law. His dark hair and eyes give him a devilish vibe, but - again - women seem to fawn over him. 
 
    “Hi, Vincent. Nice to see you again.” The smile on her face is the first real one I’ve seen today. 
 
    Angelo looks back and forth between them. “You guys know each other.” 
 
    Vincent nods. “Nora volunteers over at Marie’s House. The residents love her.” 
 
    More color tinges her cheeks. 
 
    Angelo makes a noise of approval. “Wow, you really are too good for John.” 
 
    Nora laughs, and I’ve finally had enough. “Yeah, yeah. Great to see you guys. Now go away.” 
 
    Angelo crosses his arms over his massive chest. “You trying to get rid of us.” 
 
    I don’t drop my stare. “Yes.” 
 
    A tap on my shoulder pulls my attention back to Nora. 
 
    She gestures behind me, and I see that the line has cleared out ahead of us. “We’re up.” 
 
    Turning my back to the two cousins, I place a hand on Nora’s lower back. It feels natural. And right. And I want to rip the walls down around us because I can’t decide what’s real anymore. 
 
    I nod for her to order first.   
 
    She bites her lips, then turns to the cashier. “Can I have a ginger ale and a black-and-white cookie?” 
 
    My brows furrow. “That’s all?” 
 
    She nods. “I have a lunch meeting.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” I rattle off my order for a roast beef panini, then move with Nora down the counter, ignoring the fact that Vincent and Angelo are still here. 
 
    For the first time, the silence between us is awkward. 
 
    Nora glances at the clock on the wall and breaks the quiet. “My boss has been acting strange recently. She’s always been unpleasant, but her behavior is becoming - I don’t know - mean. She’s been acting like a bully.” 
 
    My eyes move around the deli. “That’s what bosses do. They’re not there to be your friend.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just… I think I have a real problem with her.” She chews on her lip. “When I was a kid, if I was really struggling with something my dads would take me to this park. Dad-Dad said it was his happy place, and over time it kinda became mine too. With all the tall trees and the river with the little bridge, it was like a fairy tale. Somehow going would always put things into perspective.” She gives me a small smile. “Maybe we should go there.” 
 
    “I think my problems require more than an enchanted forest.” 
 
    Her expression falls. Her shoulders rolling forward just the slightest bit, like part of her wants to hide from me. And I hate myself a little bit more. 
 
    “Miss!” One of the workers holds out a bottle and a paper-wrapped cookie for Nora. 
 
    She takes it and waits while I grab my food from the man. 
 
    We step out of the way, but neither of us move towards any of the open tables. 
 
    “You said you had something you wanted to talk to me about - ” I remind her, knowing she has to leave soon. 
 
    Her chest rises as she takes a deep breath. “I saw my boss out with someone.” I let my gaze scan the crowded restaurant again. “It was someone she shouldn’t have been with.” 
 
    My frustration leaks through. “Look, your boss’s personal life is none of your business. Even if she’s cheating on her husband, or whatever, no good will come from shoving your nose where it doesn’t belong.” 
 
    I know I’m being harsh, but did she seriously drag me here to talk about office drama with her fucking boss? I don’t have time for this trivial shit. 
 
    Except… 
 
    Is this really why she asked me to meet? A work problem? That would mean… That would mean she has nothing to do with Dell. 
 
    Nora takes a step back, and a twisted mess of regret and guilt spirals down my spine. 
 
    “Nora…” I don’t know what to say. I don’t fucking know what to even think. 
 
    She hugs the drink and cookie to her chest. “I’m really sorry about all this. I know you’re busy, and that we weren’t supposed to meet.” Nora takes another step back. “Maybe we can talk when you’re done with your work thing.” She hugs her items tighter. “Thanks for the cookie. I gotta go.” Her voice cracks, and I feel it in my bones. 
 
    “Nora.” 
 
    She gives me a twisted smile, but I don’t miss the tremble in her bottom lip. 
 
    My self-loathing grows as she turns and rushes out of the deli. 
 
    Torn between chasing her down to forgiveness or following to see where she goes, I settle for moving to the windows. 
 
    I stand there, watching her hurry down the street. Away from me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 
 
    NORA 
 
    John: Sorry I was such a dick on Friday. If you’re home after work tonight, I’d like to come by. 
 
    I reread the text I got from John this morning for the hundredth time. 
 
    My cheeks poof up as I blow out a breath. 
 
    Monday morning. He waits until freaking Monday morning to text me after being radio silent all weekend. 
 
    To be fair, I didn’t reach out to him either. 
 
    I’ve been stuck trying to justify his behavior on Friday. On one hand, he was acting like a total dick to me for no reason. On the other hand, he’d been drugged, jumped, sliced open, and stitched up less than a week before. 
 
    And five people are dead. 
 
    I swallow against my growing unease. 
 
    Five people murdered. 
 
    I could tell he hadn’t meant to say that. But he did. And now I can’t forget it. 
 
    I don’t know why it’s making me so sick. I mean, what are the chances that his thing has anything to do with my boss and Dell? It can’t. Right? 
 
    But what is Dell even doing here? 
 
    Has John seen her? 
 
    Nope. Not going there. Not right now. I have other problems to deal with. My jealous insecurity can wait. 
 
    Standing from my desk, I slide my phone into my pocket and head to the break room. I haven’t even turned my computer on yet, but I need a distraction. My hands want to fidget with the bottom of my blouse, but I resist the urge. This is my first time wearing the short sleeved flowy top. It’s a little like my old style, but the stark white silk material makes me feel sophisticated and I won’t let my nervousness ruin it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 
 
    JOHN 
 
    
     “H 
 
   
 
    ey.” Gallagher knocks on my open door. “I’m hopping on to oversee a bust since Maze is out today. Wanna join?” 
 
    I glance between the older man in my doorway and my computer screen, then tip my head down in a nod. “Sure. When?” 
 
    He gestures out the door. “Now.” 
 
    Pushing away from my desk, I grab my FBI raid jacket off the wall before following Gallagher into the hallway. 
 
    “What’s the bust for?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Insurance fraud. We’ll catch a ride with one of the teams so I can get caught up on the details. It’ll probably be boring, but I figured you might enjoy some fresh air.” 
 
    I hate feeling so transparent, but I’ve worked with Gallagher before and he’s probably right. I spent the whole weekend searching for any sort of connection between Nora and Dell and it drove me a little mad. But since I didn’t find anything, not a single damn thing, I’m trying to let it go. 
 
    Clearly Nora has nothing to do with Dell’s shit.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 
 
    NORA 
 
   M y fingers tap against my desktop. I don’t know what it is about today, but I’ve just felt… anxious. 
 
    John’s text earlier should have helped to calm me, but it didn’t. 
 
    A week ago, when he spent the entire weekend locked away in my house, I felt like we really connected. Like there was potential for us to be more. Maybe even permanent. 
 
    And I know that’s crazy - we just met - but that much time in forced proximity tends to speed the process up. 
 
    But this past week has torn my confidence to shreds. 
 
    The morning he walked out of my house I was certain we were solid. But now I’m wondering if he wants to come over tonight to end things with me. And the thought of it makes me nauseous. 
 
    I ball my hand into a fist to stop my fingers from tapping again. 
 
    Focus Nora. You need to work, the last thing you need right now is to lose your job. 
 
    I make it through two emails before a noise distracts me. I stop typing to listen and then the unmistakable sound of Denice shouting filters in through my closed door. 
 
    I hesitate, debating between ignoring it and eavesdropping. 
 
    Through the window next to my door I see, one-by-one, all the employees in cubicles stand from their desks. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    Curiosity gets the best of me. 
 
    I don’t know why I open my door so carefully, but it doesn’t make a noise as I turn the handle and pull it open. 
 
    The open door amplifies Denice’s shouts. It also allows me to hear footsteps. Lots of footsteps. 
 
    Peeking around the door frame, I still. 
 
    Walking towards me is a group of men and women in dark blue jackets with bright yellow letters on the front, spelling out FBI. 
 
    Automatically my mind goes to John, and I wonder if he’s here for something. But… that doesn’t make sense. And he wouldn’t bring a whole group of agents to come visit me. 
 
    Still stuck in shock, I watch as the agents spread out, corralling employees, and I realize this has nothing to do with John. Or me. This is about Denice. 
 
    “Don’t you dare touch me!” Denice’s shout echoes off the walls. 
 
    Shuffling forward, I look around my door frame, and catch sight of Denice, as she’s ushered towards the lobby. 
 
    Holy crap, is she being arrested!? 
 
    I should be happy to be rid of her, but instead my insides turn to stone. Will I get in trouble for what I heard? Should I even tell them? Will they find out somehow? 
 
    Becky appears in my line of sight at the other end of the row of cubicles, near the lobby. She’s talking to an older man in that same blue jacket, then her arm raises, and she points directly at me. 
 
    I take a step back and my door starts to shut. But before it can close, a hand slaps against the surface. 
 
    A woman presses the door back open. “You Nora Foster?” 
 
    I nod my head, unable to peel my eyes from those damn letters. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    In a daze of disbelief, I follow her into our largest conference room. 
 
    “Wait here.” 
 
    Every seat is already taken so I go stand against the far wall. 
 
    And I wait. 
 
    And wait. 
 
    There’s a pair of agents in here, silently watching over the group, not looking at all bothered by the long stretch of time that’s passing. 
 
    My coworkers stay mostly quiet, but I did hear someone say something about Denice calling the company lawyers before she was taken out of the building. No one seems to know if she was actually arrested or just removed for making such a scene but that must be why Becky pointed at me earlier. Because with Denice gone, I have seniority. 
 
    Only no one’s come to talk to me yet. 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    I’ve lowered myself to the floor, back pressed against the wall, when the door opens. 
 
    An extremely serious looking man steps into the room. “Nora Foster.” 
 
    I raise my hand, “Yes, um, present.” 
 
    Every eye in the room turns to me. 
 
    “Come with me.” 
 
    Resisting the urge to groan, I brace a hand on the wall and hoist myself up to standing. 
 
    I follow him out of the conference room, but he stops abruptly, turning back to face me. 
 
    I open my mouth to ask him if something’s wrong, but my question is answered when two more agents come up on either side of me. 
 
    “Ma’am, you’re coming with us.” 
 
    My eyes dart between the three of them and I take a step back. “What? Where?” 
 
    “Ma’am, we need you to come in for some questions.” The man in front of me states. 
 
    Instinct makes me step back again, only this time I bump against the closed conference room door. “But where are - “ 
 
    The question dissolves into dust on my tongue when the man to my left reaches towards me, a pair of shiny handcuffs in his grip. 
 
    Brave Nora falters. 
 
    The façade I’ve tried so hard to wear over the past few weeks disintegrates. Large pieces of my carefully crafted defense crumbling to the floor around my feet. 
 
    I want to argue. I want to plead with them. Tell them they have it all wrong. But I can’t get my throat to work. It feels like all the air has been pulled from my lungs. 
 
    Everything slows and instead of my mind racing, I can’t seem to think at all. 
 
    How is this happening? 
 
    I don’t know what to do. 
 
    What am I supposed to do? 
 
    I don’t want to go with them. 
 
    Oh god, I don’t want to go with them. 
 
    The first click of cold metal around my wrist snaps the world around me back into real time. 
 
    The noises, the movement of my coworkers watching through the conference room windows, it all comes to life. 
 
    I don’t resist when he grabs for my other hand. I don’t want to make it worse. 
 
    I don’t know how this could get any worse. 
 
    The second click feels like a straight jacket. 
 
    My breathing picks up. 
 
    This is worse. 
 
    Last weekend, I wore handcuffs for the first time. And even though I was even more restrained, it was fun. It was sexy. Because I was with someone I trusted. But now I’ve been shackled by strangers. Angry strangers who seem to think I’m one of the bad guys. 
 
    Numbly, I let them walk me towards the lobby, and a part of my brain whispers for me to be thankful they cuffed my hands in front of me and not behind my back. Strong Nora is somewhere buried deep down inside of me. She’s pounding on the walls around her. Yelling at me to fight. Telling me to question the agents taking me. But she’s too far down for me to hear. 
 
    Or maybe I’m just too scared to listen. 
 
    I’m guided into the elevators, the first guy staying behind so it’s just me and the two agents. 
 
    “Nora! No, wait!” Becky yells, jumping up from the chair in the corner of the lobby. 
 
    I try to smile, but the fakeness of it tightens around my chest. 
 
    I can’t do this. 
 
    I can’t act brave. 
 
    I’m terrified. 
 
    Becky’s eyes fill with tears, “No!” She gestures wildly to the agents around her. 
 
    I close my eyes. 
 
    “You’re wrong! Nora’s not - “ 
 
    The elevator doors shut, cutting off her plea. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 
 
    JOHN 
 
   S omething isn’t right. 
 
    I feel like I’ve been missing something. But that’s stupid because I’m missing everything. All I know about this case are the few details that were discussed on the drive over. Something about several million in insurance fraud over a multi-state territory. There’s always a possibility of an organized crime tie, with fraud, but this isn’t my case. I’m just here to observe. And help if things get out of control. 
 
    But other than the screaming, bleached harpy when we first got here, it’s been calm. 
 
    So why can’t I shake this shitty feeling of premonition. 
 
    My eyes trace around the lobby again. My sleep-deprived, caffeine-addled brain takes in the company name one more time. 
 
    Great Lakes Personal Insurance. 
 
    A cog clicks into place, and my whole body stills in recognition. 
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    It really can’t be. 
 
    How did I miss this? 
 
    What are the fucking odds? 
 
    “Nora!” 
 
    The shout snaps me out of my daze, and I step away from the wall. 
 
    Nora? 
 
    My Nora!? 
 
    I stride forward, spotting the woman yelling. 
 
    “No! You’re wrong!” 
 
    She’s shouting at the other agents in the lobby, but I follow her gaze to the elevator. 
 
    I reach the middle of the lobby just in time to watch the elevator doors slide shut on a handcuffed Nora. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY 
 
    NORA 
 
   K eeping my eyes closed, I take a breath in through my nose, trying my hardest to calm my racing heart. 
 
    I’ve been sitting in this room for what feels like hours. But maybe it’s only been one. There’s no clock in this room. Nothing to note the passing of time. Just a worn metal table, a set of uncomfortable chairs, and a large mirror. The room itself isn’t as menacing as TV always shows, but I’m sure that mirror is hiding a group of people observing me. Or at the very least a camera recording every move I make. 
 
    I force in another slow breath, silently cursing myself for all the true crime documentaries I’ve watched. My mind can’t stop conjuring up the worst possible scenarios. Scenarios that end in me being falsely imprisoned, never to step foot in the free world again. Scenarios where I never get to hug my dads again. 
 
    My arms lift from my lap, moving to hug myself around my waist, except I can’t. The handcuffs halt my motion, the unyielding metal rubbing across my already-sore wrists. 
 
    Using the fingers of my opposite hand, I rub at the tender flesh. The cuffs aren’t too tight, I’m just not accustomed to wearing them. I keep forgetting they’re there until they drag across my skin. 
 
    The door to the room swings open, startling me. 
 
    I sit up straighter, and a man I’ve never seen before enters the room. 
 
    He’s probably mid-50’s, mostly grey hair, and a large frame. He’s in a suit, rather than the FBI jackets I saw earlier today, and somehow that’s more intimidating. 
 
    The door slams shut with a thud, signaling its weight. 
 
    “Miss Foster, I’m Agent Morris.” The man pulls out the chair across the table from me, and lowers himself into it. 
 
    “Hello.” My voice grates over the word and I swallow against the dryness in my mouth. 
 
    Agent Morris leans back, his eyes never leaving my face. “Do you know why you’re here?” 
 
    I shake my head. 
 
    Agent Morris holds my gaze, and it takes all my willpower not to look away. I don’t want to do anything that makes me look guilty. 
 
    Because I’m not guilty. 
 
    I shake my head again. “No, sir.” 
 
    He heaves out a breath as he leans forward, shortening the distance between us. “This can go a couple different ways, Nora.” The sound of my first name makes my hands tremble. “You can come clean to me now, and I can put in a good word for you. Or we can do this the hard way, and any chance of leniency goes out the window.” 
 
    Panic starts to claw up my back. 
 
    My shoulders hunch forward, losing the last of my bravado. “I didn’t do anything. I promise you.” 
 
    Agent Morris’s already harsh features harden. “Don’t lie to me.” 
 
    “I’m not!” I hate how scared I sound. 
 
    He taps a finger against the folder he set down on the table in front of him. “You have one chance, right now, to tell me what you know.” 
 
    What I know. 
 
    “Okay.” I nod, deciding this is the time to tell him everything I know. “Okay. It happened a couple of weeks ago. I was at work late and I overheard something that I don’t think I was supposed to hear.” 
 
    Agent Morris’s eyes narrow. 
 
    I ball my fists on my lap, trying not to fidget. “My boss must’ve thought I went home, because when I came out of the bathroom, I heard her talking on the phone.” I wet my lips, trying to remember the details while blocking out how terrified I’d felt. “I only heard her side of the phone call, but she sounded angry. And she said something about four million dollars.” 
 
    “You overheard a conversation," he says, incredulous. 
 
    “Yes!” I implore him to believe me. “As soon as I heard her I froze, but then,” I sigh, “I bumped into a desk and knocked a Lucky Cat off a shelf. The noise was enough to make Denice stop talking.” 
 
    “A Lucky Cat.” His deadpan delivery tells me enough. 
 
    I try to sound calm, reasonable. “Yes. I heard her stop talking, so I ran.” 
 
    “You ran?” 
 
    “Yes!” I can tell he doesn’t believe me, and I hate it. “I couldn’t make it to the elevators without being seen so I went down the stairs. She came into the stairwell after me, but I don’t think she knew it was me who heard her.” 
 
    “You’re telling me you overheard your boss talk about several million missing dollars, and you just hid in the stairwell.” 
 
    “I didn’t just hide there, I left. I - “ I sit up straighter. “Ask John! Agent John Clark can corroborate. I ran into him on the sidewalk right after I left my building.” 
 
    He blinks at me. “Even if that were true, what would it prove?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” I shove down on my rising fear. He thinks I’m lying. He thinks I’m involved. “But it is true. You have to believe me. Please, get John. He knows me. He’ll tell you I had nothing to do with this!” 
 
    “That’s your story?” 
 
    “It’s the truth - ” I tell him, already feeling defeated. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-ONE 
 
    JOHN 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    s that true?” Tye asks from his spot beside me. 
 
    I don’t know why he’s in here, but I still nod, confirming Nora’s statement. 
 
    But Morris is right, it doesn’t prove anything. It sure as hell doesn’t prove she’s innocent. 
 
    I ball my fists and resist the urge to pound on the glass. 
 
    I hate this. 
 
    I hate what’s happening. I hate watching. I hate feeling so torn. 
 
    My instincts keep telling me that Nora has nothing to do with this fraud shit. It’s just not her style. But… Fuck! It’s just too much of a coincidence. 
 
    I meet Nora.  
 
    Dell comes back to town. 
 
    I become obsessed with Nora.  
 
    Dell hires a crew to come after me.  
 
    Nora happens to know someone who can patch me up.  
 
    Dell kills everyone tied to the attack on me.  
 
    Nora begs to see me in person even though I told her we shouldn’t.  
 
    I meet Nora and she acts all skittish.  
 
    Except there was no sign of Dell at the deli, but then today I get invited to go on a raid that just so happens to be Nora’s company. 
 
    Not to mention all the damning paperwork with Nora’s name on it. So much of it that the agent in charge decided to bring her in for questioning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-TWO 
 
    NORA 
 
   A gent Morris flips open the folder and shoves a paper my way. “Recognize this?” 
 
    Willing my hands not to shake, I reach out and lift the paper, reading through it carefully. “This is one of our new clients.” Dread cements my feet to the floor. “I set this account up. Around the same time I overheard that conversation.” 
 
    Agent Morris slides another page my way. 
 
    It’s an itemized list of the client’s assets. I do my best to look it over, but my eyes can hardly focus on the letters. “I’d need to see the original file to know if this list is complete.” 
 
    He shoves another page my way. 
 
    The heaviness works its way up my legs. This is a list of losses for the same client. Losses that I didn’t record. “I didn’t do this.” 
 
    Agent Morris shoves a stack of papers at me this time. 
 
    It’s hard to flip through them with my hands still restricted, but I’ve seen enough. These are clients I know, but the claims filed against their assets never passed my desk. 
 
    I drop the papers back onto the table. “This wasn’t me.” 
 
    “No?” Agent Morris’s tone is mocking. “How about this?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-THREE 
 
    JOHN 
 
   M y body wants to rip itself apart. 
 
    Every second of this is torture. 
 
    And the more Nora pleads, the more I want to believe her. 
 
    Tye sets his laptop on the ledge in front of us. “You got a copy of all that?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I slide a folder towards him containing the same documents that Morris has. 
 
    Tye takes it from me, his eyes darting back up to the glass. “Are those handcuffs really necessary?” 
 
    I keep my eyes on Nora’s face, not looking at the metal shackles. “It’s just for intimidation. Scare her into talking.” 
 
    “Christ man, I thought you liked this girl.” I can hear the disapproval in his tone. 
 
    “I did. I do.” Feeling defensive, I turn to him while pointing through the glass. “But she’s here as a suspect.” 
 
    He scoffs. “Oh, like we’ve never pulled in an innocent civilian before.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I argue. “They wouldn’t let me sit in there with her even if I asked.” 
 
    “That’d be more believable if you weren’t standing back here, looking at her like she’s a damn traitor.” He sighs. “Look I get it, Dell flipped on you. But she was always a wild card. Nora’s not her. Hell, I bet Nora’s never even heard Dell’s name.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR 
 
    NORA 
 
   A  final piece of paper is set in front of me. 
 
    It’s a bank statement. For a bank I don’t use. With my name on it. 
 
    How is this happening to me? 
 
    I shake my head and slide all the way back in my chair, putting distance between myself and the lie. “That’s not mine.” 
 
    “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve heard that?” 
 
    Once again my mind flashes to stories of innocent people imprisoned because of faulty evidence. 
 
    I can’t be one of those stories. 
 
    I just can’t. I won’t survive. 
 
    “This,” my hands dart forward to point at the page, but the bottom of my handcuffs catch on the edge of the table. 
 
    A sharp pain makes me flinch, and I look down and see blood welling on my wrist. My carelessness caused the cuff to finally break through my skin. 
 
    Putting my hands back in my lap, I nod at the paper. “That isn’t my bank. I’ve never had an account with them. Not ever.” 
 
    “So you’re telling me that someone planted this?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “Why would anyone do that, Nora? Why would your boss want to frame you?” His tone is so dismissive, I feel any bit of hope I had left slither away. 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Agent Morris lays his hands on the table. “You can’t think of a single reason why she’d decide to frame you.” 
 
    Not a single reason… 
 
    Just like that, it clicks. 
 
    How could I be so stupid!? 
 
    My eyes make their way from my lap up to Agent Morris’s face. “I can think of one reason.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, what’s that?” 
 
    “Not a what. A who.” I take a steadying breath. “Dell O’Malley.” 
 
    Agent Morris straightens slightly in his chair, the only indication he recognizes the name. 
 
    The sound of a door slamming in the hallway is the only warning I get before the door to our room bursts open. The door flinging wide and banging against the wall. 
 
    My hands automatically clutch at my chest, and I forget all about the fact that I’m bleeding. 
 
    John fills the open doorway, fury rolling off him in waves. 
 
    John! 
 
    He’s here. He’s finally here. 
 
    “John!” His name comes out as a quiet exclamation. 
 
    For the first time since these cuffs closed around my wrists, I feel like I can breathe. I feel safe. 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” His eyes are locked on me. His anger is… directed at me. 
 
    “What - ” 
 
    My eyes trail over to the large one-way mirror, and my chest cracks right down the center. 
 
    “No…” 
 
    It all falls horribly into place. 
 
    No. No no no. 
 
    He’s not suddenly here to save me. He’s been here this whole time. 
 
    He’s watched me this whole time. 
 
    My throat starts to burn. 
 
    “How could you?” I whisper the accusation. 
 
    Unable to hold them up any longer, my hands drop into my lap, as everything I thought I knew about John falls apart before my eyes. 
 
    I thought we had something. 
 
    I thought I was falling in love with him. 
 
    But he… 
 
    God, I don’t want to be here anymore. 
 
    If even John doesn’t believe me, how will I convince anyone else? 
 
    How will I ever get out of this? 
 
    The fear I was feeling earlier morphs into terror. It seeps into my pores. 
 
    I’m being interrogated by the FBI. No one knows where I am. They have evidence with my name on it. 
 
    No one is coming to help me. 
 
    John takes a step closer, and my shoulders roll forward. My body instinctively trying to protect itself from him. 
 
    My eyes close, no longer willing to see the truth of my situation. 
 
     “Why would you say Dell’s name?” John snaps. 
 
    He sounds so angry. I’ve never heard anyone sound so angry. 
 
    “Nora!” 
 
    “I saw her with my boss - ” I rush the words out. 
 
    It’s Agent Morris who speaks next. “Where?” 
 
    My body is shaking. “It - “ I have to try twice to get the words to come out. “It was at a café, Say it Ain’t Scone, in Roseville.” 
 
    I can hear Agent Morris writing as he asks me the next question. “When?” 
 
    I keep my face angled down as I open my eyes, my sight catching on the red stain marring the white fabric over my chest. “Last Tuesday morning.” 
 
    “Why were you there?” 
 
    “I had an appointment.” My eyes stare at my hands and I watch as a drop of blood trails down the length of my thumb. “My dentist moved into a new office over there and I went to the café to - ” I have to swallow to finish, “celebrate not having a cavity.” 
 
    Saying the words out loud, I feel so fucking childish. So pathetic. 
 
    The tears I’ve been fighting finally win, as a sob trembles inside my ribs. 
 
    I feel so useless. 
 
    How did I ever think I could do this? 
 
    How did I ever think I could be Brave Nora? 
 
    Brave Nora is a lie. A big fucking lie. Just like John. 
 
    “How would you even know what Dell looks like?” John asks the question. Rage and doubt still saturating his tone. 
 
    I don’t look up as I answer, piling on to my humiliation. “When I first saw you at Marie’s House, one of the residents told me about her.” I bring my cuffed hands up to wipe at my cheeks. “And I looked her up that night. I didn’t think I’d ever see her. I was just curious…” I let my thought trail off. 
 
    I’d been curious about the type of woman John would be interested in. 
 
    And then… Well, then he made me think that maybe I could be that type of woman. But that’s just another piece of make-belief I convinced myself was real. 
 
    I can see the tips of John’s shoes as he takes another step closer. “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
 
    “I tried!” I shout the words, catching us both off guard. A tendril of fury works through my hurt, and my gaze snaps up to meet his. “I tried to tell you on Friday! I wanted to tell you everything! But you wouldn’t listen!” The admission hits me and desolation fills every inch of my soul. “You wouldn’t listen.” The words are so quiet this time, I hardly hear them. 
 
    I keep my eyes on John. Letting him see the pain swamping me. The worry. The fear. The defeat. The bone deep sadness. 
 
    This is it for us. This has put an end to whatever we’d started. 
 
    John and I can’t be. 
 
    Not anymore. Not after this. 
 
    And it hurts. 
 
    Fuck, it hurts so bad. 
 
    Tears drip down my cheeks. “Why couldn’t you have listened?” 
 
    Something rolls over John’s features, something like regret. Like maybe he’s finally seeing. 
 
    I turn away from him, begging Agent Morris to believe me. “I didn’t have anything to do with this. I don’t know how my boss knows Dell O’Malley. I swear to you, I’ve never met the woman. Maybe she found out that John and I - “ I can’t finish the sentence. There is no more John and I. My chest heaves, and I clench my fists. “I don’t know why I’m getting framed for this. But I didn’t do it. I didn’t do any of it.” 
 
    The last of the fight leaves my body. I don’t have the energy to argue anymore. But the tears still won’t stop. 
 
    “Nora.” John’s voice is quiet now. 
 
    I don’t want to, but my eyes look up to him. Only he’s looking at the table, where my hands are. Blood smeared against the handcuffs around my wrists. Like I’m some sort of criminal. 
 
    I can’t. I just can’t do any of this anymore. 
 
    All I can be is myself. 
 
    And the real me is terrified. 
 
    “I want a lawyer.” 
 
    John’s eyes jerk up to meet mine, but I turn away from him and towards Agent Morris. “I want to talk to a lawyer.” 
 
    He looks like he wants to argue, but instead he just nods and stands from his chair. 
 
    I can feel John standing next to me. 
 
    I feel him wanting to say more. 
 
    But I’m done. 
 
    I close my eyes, waiting until both sets of footsteps leave the room and the door shuts behind them. 
 
    Then I cry. 
 
    Huge shuddering sobs. 
 
    I press my hands against my mouth, trying to keep the sounds in. Trying to forget about the one-way mirror. About the people on the other side watching my breakdown. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut tighter. 
 
    I’m so embarrassed. About all of it. 
 
    I never should’ve let myself get into this situation. I should have told someone after I overheard that first phone conversation. I should have told someone when Denice started to act extra paranoid. I should have told someone the moment I saw her with Dell O’Malley. 
 
    I should have. 
 
    But I didn’t. 
 
    And now I feel like my heart is breaking. The fear of imprisonment combined with the overwhelming feeling of loss over what might have been with John. 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    Another breath rattles in and out of my lungs and I try to slow my breathing. 
 
    Just breathe. 
 
    Grabbing the collar of my already stained shirt, I try to wipe away the tears marring my skin. They still trail from my eyes, but with time I’m able to calm my racing heart. 
 
    Keep. Breathing. 
 
    I need to think. 
 
    I don’t actually have a lawyer to call. I’ll have to call my dads. One of them will know what to do. 
 
    My heart twists. 
 
    I need them now more than ever. I need a hug so fucking badly. 
 
    Eventually a numb sort of shock settles over me. 
 
    I want to cross my arms over my chest, but I can’t. So instead, I sit with my hands in my lap, staring blankly at the mirror across from me. 
 
    I’ve lost track of time when the door opens and Agent Morris steps inside. Only this time he doesn’t close the door, and I can see John behind him, waiting in the hall. 
 
    I try to square my shoulders, wanting to appear ready for whatever’s next. 
 
    Agent Morris sets my phone down on the table. “You’re free to go.” 
 
    His words take a moment to register.  
 
    I get to leave? Just like that? 
 
    Instead of relief, I just feel hollow. 
 
    This was all for nothing? 
 
    He holds up a small key. “Let me get those off you.” 
 
    I try to wipe away some of the now dried blood onto my jeans before lifting my arms towards him. But my hands are trembling so bad, I don’t think I’ll be able to still them enough for Agent Morris to unlock the cuffs. So I lower my hands to rest on the table. 
 
    He makes quick work unlocking my handcuffs, taking care to only touch the clean spots. “Let me get the first aid kit.” 
 
    I shake my head, my hand closing around my hurt wrist. “Please just let me leave.” 
 
    He pauses, but then thinks better of it. “Alright.” 
 
    It’s almost funny how different Agent Morris sounds when he no longer suspects me of insurance fraud. 
 
    Oh… 
 
    It can’t be... 
 
    Another wave of grief flows over me when the scope of today’s accusation hits me. 
 
    Standing on shaky legs, I force myself to meet John’s eyes. “This wasn’t just about the fraud, was it. Dell’s involved in what happened to you, isn’t she? And you thought - ” my voice cracks. “You thought I had something to do with it, too.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything. He doesn’t have to. 
 
    His eyes tell me everything I need to know. 
 
    Pain lances through my heart all over again. “Five murders?” Tears drip down my cheeks. “How could you be so wrong about me?” I shake my head. “How could I be so wrong about you?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE 
 
    NORA 
 
   A gent Morris insists on having an agent drive me back to my car. I want to argue, I’m having trouble finding the energy. So, when he finds a friendly-looking woman to drive me, I just accept it. 
 
    I don’t know how much she knows about my situation, but - thankfully - she doesn’t ask me any questions. Nor does she stare at my blood-stained shirt and puffy eyes. 
 
    She keeps talk radio playing the whole way back to my office, and we both pretend it’s not super uncomfortable. 
 
    When we near my building, I direct her into the parking ramp and she drops me off right next to my car. 
 
    Mumbling my thanks, I climb out of the car and she pulls away the second I close the door behind me. 
 
    And that’s when I remember that I don’t have my keys. Or my purse. 
 
    “Mother fucking shit.” I curse, and kick at my tire. 
 
    The unyielding surface sends a bolt up pain across my toes, and I curse again. 
 
    I barely resist the urge to scream as my eyes move to the elevator that’ll take me upstairs. Not a single part of me wants to go up there. I don’t even know if anyone is still up there or if they sent everyone home and locked the doors. 
 
    I press my palms against my temples. What an absolute disaster. 
 
    An electronic chime echoes through the concrete structure, notifying the arrival of the elevator. My body tenses, prepared for the next round of horrors, but it’s Becky that steps out. 
 
    It’s like she was looking for me because her eyes immediately land on mine. 
 
    “Nora!” She starts running towards me. “Oh my god, Nora, are you okay!?” 
 
    I’m so shocked by her response that I don’t even react. 
 
    Her steps falter when she gets close enough to take in my appearance. 
 
    And then she bursts into tears. “What did they do to you!?” 
 
    I’m still stuck, frozen in place, until she throws her arms around me. 
 
    Her words of comfort slur together, her arms tighten around me even more, and I finally let go. 
 
    Of all of it. 
 
    Of Denice. Of the underlying fear I’ve felt every time she’s near. 
 
    Of getting cuffed by FBI agents and hauled out of my office in front of all my coworkers. 
 
    Of John. 
 
    Of everything John made me feel. 
 
    The comfort. The confidence. The safety. 
 
    I let all of it go. 
 
    My breakdown in the interrogation room was fueled by fear. But this… This feels like letting go of all the disappointment I’ve been holding onto. Disappointment towards myself, and John, and everyone else who’s ever let me down. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.” Becky’s hand rubs up and down my back. 
 
    Sniffling, I pull back and wipe at my face. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What! No. Shut up. Don’t you dare apologize.” She reaches towards my injured wrist but doesn’t touch it. “What did those bastards do to you?” 
 
    “It’s nothing.” 
 
    Becky’s hands ball into fists. “It’s not nothing! You’re hurt!” 
 
    Her concern is almost more than I can handle, another wave of emotion crashes against the back of my eyes, but I blink it back. 
 
    “I caught my cuffs on the table. It was my fault.” 
 
    “Fuck that! It’s their fault for cuffing you. What the fuck were those idiots thinking anyway?!” 
 
    Becky’s outrage actually calms me down. It feels so damn good to have someone believe in me. 
 
    “Thank you.” I give her the smallest smile. 
 
    She huffs out a breath. “They’re assholes.” 
 
    My smile grows a little bit. “Yeah, they are.” I nod towards the elevator. “So, what happened up there?” 
 
    Her scowl intensifies. “The FBI people are still up there, pulling files and hard drives and who know what the fuck else. They kept everyone rounded up for a while but eventually started letting everyone go home. I think I’m the last employee to leave.” She heaves out a breath. “They’re locking down the whole office. And considering I heard one of the agents say that Denice was arrested for multiple counts of fraud, I doubt it’ll be opening again anytime soon.” 
 
    “Wow. What a shitshow.” 
 
    “No kidding.” She shrugs. “I don’t know what that means for all of us, but I’m gonna go home and start looking for a new job. I can’t afford to take time off.” 
 
    I nod. “That’s probably not a bad idea.” 
 
    The one perk of having no social life is that I don’t spend much money. I’m not loaded, but I can take a couple months off if I need to. Truthfully, after today, I’m not sure I could work here anymore even if they do open again. 
 
    Becky looks behind me to my car. “Did you just get back?” 
 
    “Yeah. I was trying to work up the nerve to go upstairs to get my purse.” 
 
    Becky holds up a hand then bends to dig through the huge bag she’d dropped at her feet. “I’m so glad I ran into you.” She straightens and hands my purse over. 
 
    “Oh wow, thank you.” I’m beginning to think Becky might be my best friend. 
 
    “I tried calling you like a million times and it kept going to voicemail.” She tells me. 
 
    I make a face. “Sorry about that. They turned it off when they took it from me and I haven’t had the courage to turn it back on.” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I still can’t believe they freaking arrested you. Or brought you in for questioning. Or whatever bullshit they want to call it.” 
 
    I let out a sad excuse for a laugh. “Well, turns out Denice, or someone, put my name on a bunch of documents.” 
 
    “What!?” Becky shouts. 
 
    “Yep. Bitch was trying to frame me.” 
 
    “What in the actual fuck! Why would she do that?” 
 
    “My guess, some sort of revenge.” I shrug, “It’s looking like she was partnered up with this other bitch, who happens to be my boyfriend’s ex.” 
 
    I decide to lay it all out. I have no reason to hide the facts, and I need to say it out loud for this all to feel real. 
 
    Becky’s mouth falls open. “Shut. Up. For real?” 
 
    “For real. I saw them together last week. So, I’m thinking Ex Bitch was angry about me and John hooking up and convinced Denice to frame me.” I lift a shoulder. “I don’t know if they thought it’d really work, but the shit they faked was enough to convince the FBI. At least enough to pull me in.” 
 
    “Wow. Seriously, just wow.” Becky shakes her head. “I tell you what, that boyfriend of yours owes you big time.” 
 
    I slump back against my car. “He’s not my boyfriend anymore.” 
 
    “Because of this Ex Bitch?” 
 
    “Because he believed the documents.” 
 
    Becky’s face scrunches in confusion. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was one of the agents that questioned me.” 
 
    Her mouth falls open. “Today!?” 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “What the fuck? What a prick!” 
 
    I just nod again. 
 
    “Wait, you’ve been dating a freaking FBI agent?” 
 
    I shrug. 
 
    Becky slaps her palm against her forehead. “What is even going on anymore? Nora, it’s like you’re living in a movie or something.” 
 
    I huff. “A pretty shitty movie.” 
 
    “I just…” she shakes her head again. “I’m thinking that we should’ve become friends sooner.” My chest warms at her words. “And I’m thinking we should go slash your boyfriend’s tires.” 
 
    The laugh that bubbles out of me is real. And it feels so goddamn refreshing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-SIX 
 
    NORA 
 
   T he gravel crunches under my tires as I slowly make my way down my parents' driveway. 
 
    After a sleepless night at home, I got up, packed an overnight bag, and climbed into my car. But now - three hours later - I’m triple-guessing my decision. 
 
    I should’ve called to give them some sort of warning, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to get through the conversation without crying. And if I called my dads crying, then they’d probably insist on coming to me. But I really needed to be out of my house. Out of the Cities. I can’t deal with even the slightest chance of running into John. 
 
    Before I left, I sent an email to Ronnie to let her know I’d be out of town awhile. I left it vague on purpose. I only plan to stay here for a night or two, but I’m not sure if I can go back to Marie’s House knowing that John might be there. Which just makes me feel like a shitty person on top of feeling heartbroken and overall defeated. 
 
    Maybe fleeing to Wisconsin is cowardly, but the FBI never told me not to leave town. Plus, I’m feeling a little cowardly. And honestly, I’m okay with that. 
 
    With my windows rolled down, I inhale the fragrant air. 
 
    My parents live on the edge of their little town, and Dad-Dad has made use of nearly every square inch of their property. 
 
    The long driveway is lined with blooming wildflowers. There are sunflower clusters and apple trees scattered throughout the yard. My eyes follow the stone path that weaves through the gardens and onto a tiny bridge that goes over a tiny pond. Ending in a massive herb garden that looks overrun with lavender. Backdropping it all is their soft yellow bungalow. The bright white shutters add the perfect amount of Norman Rockwell to the tableau. 
 
    It’s a house full of happiness. Love fills the space between the walls with a warmth that can’t be recreated. 
 
    Feeling the now-familiar burn behind my eyes, I slow to a stop and put my car in park. 
 
    I force a few slow breaths. 
 
    I can’t walk up to the door crying. They’ll think someone died. 
 
    And I don’t even know why I’m crying this time! I think it’s just the relief of being here. But good grief, I wish I could stop leaking tears! 
 
    Before I can get myself together, the front door flies open and Dad steps out onto the front porch. 
 
    Thanks, Universe. 
 
    His face shows a mix of astonishment and joy. “Nora?” He turns his head to yell back into the house. “Chuck! Get out here!” 
 
    Through my open windows I can hear Dad-Dad’s shouted reply. 
 
    Coming here was absolutely the right choice. 
 
    “Nora!” Dad hurries towards my car. 
 
    “Hey, Dad.” I turn the car off and unbuckle just in time for him to yank my door open. 
 
    His smile takes up his whole face as he practically pulls me out of the car. “What are you doing here!?” 
 
    The second I’m standing he engulfs me in a hug. 
 
    Goddamnit, why won’t these tears just stop!? 
 
    “This is such a wonderful surprise! Why didn’t you - ” Dad pulls back, and his words stop short when he sees my expression. 
 
    “Sorry.” I fan my hands towards my face, trying to dry out my eyes. “I’m fine. I promise.” 
 
    His eyes widen, and I swear it looks like he might start crying too. 
 
    I start to laugh, but it cracks, sounding a touch hysterical. 
 
    Dad keeps his hands on my shoulders, but he turns his head and bellows for Dad-Dad. “Chuck! Hurry!” 
 
    Dad-Dad appears in the doorway, looking down at a flower in his hand. “Christ, Corey, I’m here! No need to lose your mind.” Then his eyes lift, and he sees me. “Nora!” He jogs down the steps. “Oh my god! What are you doing here!?” 
 
    I smile, loving that he just used the same line as Dad. I should probably surprise them more often. 
 
    “She’s crying!” Dad exclaims, making Dad-Dad almost trip. 
 
    “What!?” He glances between me and Dad, alarm covering his features. When his eyes meet mine again, his tone softens, and he holds out his arms. “Nora, Honey.” 
 
    Dad literally shoves me towards Dad-Dad, knowing he’s better at dealing with intense emotions. 
 
    Wrapped up in Dad-Dad’s comforting embrace, with Dad at my side, I soak up the belonging that fills my being. I feel a few of my torn pieces knit back together. 
 
    A couple more tears leak out and onto Dad-Dad’s garden-stained t-shirt, but they feel cleansing. Like maybe these will be the last tears, at least for a little while. 
 
      
 
    - 
 
      
 
    Settled at the kitchen table, Dad-Dad pours me a cup of coffee before topping off both of theirs. 
 
    “So…” he says, easing into the conversation. “I’ve seen that look in the mirror a time or two. Before I met my Corey, of course.” 
 
    “What on earth are you talking about?” Dad asks, befuddled. 
 
    Dad-Dad rolls his eyes, “Man trouble, Honey. She’s having man trouble.” 
 
    Dad’s wide-eyed expression has me smiling into my mug. Which is a win over sobbing into my beer, like I did last night.   
 
    Dad-Dad raises his eyebrows, giving me a knowing look. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    “No,” I reply, keeping the small smile on my face. 
 
    “Would you rather we pass the time with me telling you about my recent podiatrist appointment?” 
 
    My smile grows, just a little. “I’d like that even less.” 
 
    There’s a plate in the middle of the table, and Dad slides it closer to me. 
 
    Scones. 
 
    My smile slips. 
 
    “My work got shut down.” I let out a breath. “By the FBI.” They both open their mouths, but I keep going. “My boss got arrested for fraud.” 
 
    “When?” Dad asks, a look of disbelief on his face. 
 
    “Yesterday. They came to the office and raided the place.” 
 
    Dad-Dad gasps. “Oh my god, Nora. Were you there?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. Um,” I rub at my temples, preparing myself. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “How I ended up getting handcuffed and interrogated by the FBI.” 
 
    Their mirror looks of shock are so extreme, a smile tugs at the edge of my mouth. 
 
    Before they can pepper me with questions, I decide it’ll be best to just lay it all out. 
 
    We’ve always been an open family. I don’t talk about my sex life with them, but I’ve always been honest about the guys I’ve dated and what went wrong. So, I tell them about John. About meeting at Marie’s House. I leave out the spicy details, but I include the part about him showing up drugged and bleeding. 
 
    When I tell them the part about Dr. Nussen owing a favor to the mafia, I swear Dad about has a heart attack, while Dad-Dad can’t stop laughing. 
 
    But then I get to the part about John acting weird. About him being a dick at the deli when I was trying to tell him about Denice and Dell. Dad-Dad isn’t laughing anymore. 
 
    And when I get to the part about being brought to the interrogation room, and how John was watching the whole time, the room feels heavy. 
 
    “He thought I had something to do with the attack on him.” Those words are still hard to say out loud. “I didn’t even know Dell had anything to do with that. I don’t know why he thought I knew her. I’ve never even met her.” 
 
    I decide to leave off the part about 5 people being murdered. I don’t know any of the details, and I don’t need to worry my dads. Those murders have nothing to do with me. 
 
    Dad-Dad places his hand over mine. “I’m so sorry, Honey.” 
 
    Dad slumps back in his seat, my story exhausting him as much as it exhausted me. “Has he apologized for his atrocious behavior?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know. I’ve had my phone off since it happened. There’s no one I want to hear from. I thought about leaving my phone at home, but I figured it’d be foolish to drive so far with no way to call for help.” 
 
    “Thank you for that.” Dad sighs. “I’m not telling you what to do about your John, but if he tries to reach out to explain himself, I suggest you listen.” Dad-Dad makes a scoffing sound, but Dad ignores him. “Maybe his actions can’t be redeemed, but give yourself the chance to decide. We often say and do the worst things to the people we love.” 
 
    “We’re not in love," my denial comes out as a whisper. 
 
    Dad pats my hand. “Being in love with a dick can be hard work.” 
 
    After a beat of silence, I dissolve into laughter. 
 
    “What…” Dad groans. “Oh, come on, you know what I meant! Dick as in asshole.” 
 
    “Being in love with an asshole can also be hard work.” Dad-Dad laughs his way through the sentence. 
 
    Dad throws his hands up, pushing back from the table. He points at Dad-Dad. “I hope you realize you’re the dick in this situation.” 
 
    I cover my eyes. “Eww!” 
 
    Dad-Dad and I crumble into laughter as Dad feigns outrage, clearing the dishes from the table. “When you clowns are done chuckling, come out back and help me pick blueberries.” 
 
    Our laughing tapers off, and even though nothing about my uncertain future has changed, it doesn’t feel as scary anymore. 
 
    Standing, Dad-Dad pulls me into a hug. “I’m glad you came.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay as long as you want. And if you need help with money, all you gotta do is ask.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll be okay. And as much as I want to hide here forever, I’ll head back tomorrow. Maybe the day after.” 
 
    “Whatever you need, we’re here for you.” 
 
    “I know.” I hug him back a little tighter. “I know.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN 
 
    JOHN 
 
   M y eyes crack open at the sound of my front door unlocking. 
 
    There’s only one jackass that would just let himself into my apartment, so I’m not surprised when a slightly-blurry Vincent walks into my living room. 
 
    “Fuck off. I’m not in the mood.” My eyes start to close, but a deep chuckle that doesn’t belong to Vincent pries them back open. 
 
    Angelo. 
 
    I open my mouth to tell them to leave when a third person enters. 
 
    Tye. 
 
    I lift my head from the back of the chair. “What fresh Hell is this?” 
 
    Vincent lifts the bottle he was holding at his side. “Happy Hour.” He looks around at the empty apartment, and my partially-empty bottle of bourbon on the coffee table, and tips his head to the side. “Maybe more of a Sad Sack Hour.” 
 
    Angelo snorts as he drops heavily onto my couch. 
 
    “Easy, Shrek. You break it, you buy it - ” I tell him, fearing the whole thing might collapse under his weight. 
 
    When Tye sits down next to Angelo, I keep my tone even. “Hello, Tye. What a surprise to see you. Here. With these assholes.” 
 
    He just shrugs and accepts the glass of dark liquid that Vincent hands him. 
 
    Angelo takes the next glass and grins at me. “Don’t be mad at Elephant Man here," he gestures to Tye with a head nod. “He just thought someone should check in on your dumb ass.” 
 
    Angelo keeps grinning as he lifts his glass to take a drink. 
 
    Tye smirks. “Elephant Man? Are you callin’ me that because I’m hideous, or because of my huge dick?” 
 
    Angelo chokes on his mouthful of booze, and I feel just a little bit better. 
 
    Vincent takes the armchair that’s facing mine across the coffee table. “I like this kid. Why’d you keep him hidden from us?” 
 
    “Clearly, I didn’t hide him well enough - " almost laughing at Vincent calling him a kid. “So, what happened here? Did Tye come to you, or did you do your typical high-handed thing and find him?” 
 
    Vincent grins. “Option Two.” 
 
    I eye the drink in his hand. “You gonna pour me one of those?” 
 
    He nods to the bottle already in front of me. “Looked like you were set.” 
 
    I hold out my hand. “You break into my house, you give me the good stuff.” 
 
    Without warning, Vincent tosses the bottle. 
 
    Thankfully, my vision focuses and I’m able to catch it before it lands in my lap. 
 
    I pour two fingers into my empty glass. “Well, I know this isn’t an intervention.” I pick up the glass and take a sip. “So, what is it?” 
 
    Vincent leans forward, resting his elbows on his knees, “Consider it an emotional intervention.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I groan. 
 
    But the idiot just keeps going. “I know you haven’t gone to work in three days.” 
 
    I don’t even bother asking how he knows that. 
 
    And I don’t bother denying it, because I haven’t. I’ve been parked outside of Nora’s house like a goddamn stalker, waiting for her to come home. 
 
    The day after the interrogation, I made Tye trace her phone. She wasn’t home, and I needed to know she was safe. 
 
    With Dell still out there somewhere, I can’t discount the possibility of her going after Nora. 
 
    Tye was able to find Nora’s phone at an address in Wisconsin, and it didn’t take long to find out it was her dads’ house. Which means they probably hate me as much as she does. But at least she’ll be safe while she’s there. 
 
    Vincent continues - “And I know that you fucked up big time with sweet little Nora.” 
 
    My hands ball into fists, and I slowly move my gaze over to meet Tye’s. “You tell them that, too?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Just gave them the highlights.” 
 
    I scrub a hand over my eyes. “So what is this? You guys come here to tell me I’m an asshole? Because I figured that out already.” 
 
    Vincent shakes his head. “Nope. We’re here to tell you to fix it.” 
 
    My eyes narrow. “Fix it. Just like that.” 
 
    “Beg, cry, crawl on your hands and knees over broken glass...” Vincent takes another drink. “Fix it.” 
 
    I look at the trio of fools sitting in my living room and let out a loud exhale. “If you ninnies are my salvation, I’m fucked.” 
 
    Vincent smirks. “Want me to call Sasha?” 
 
    “Fuck no.” My answer is quick, and both Vincent and Angelo laugh. 
 
    “Tough guy afraid of his little sister - ” Angelo jokes. 
 
    “It’s a learned behavior,” I admit. 
 
    Tye raises his glass. “To scary sisters.” 
 
    Ahead of them all in the drunk category, I sip my drink while the three of them down theirs. 
 
    Vincent’s bottle gets passed around again, everyone’s glasses getting refilled. 
 
    “So,” Tye looks at the other two men, “I assume you guys have some experience making up with women?” 
 
    Vincent and Angelo nod. They both have plenty of experience begging forgiveness. And they were also both successful. 
 
    “You got a woman?” Vincent asks Tye. 
 
    Tye shakes his head. “Nah. Haven’t found the right one.” When Tye takes a drink, I swear I see something like sadness cross over his features. But it’s brief, and I’m drunk, so I let it go. “We can worry about my love life next.” 
 
    All eyes move back to me, and I sigh. “I’ve already decided to beg, so unless one of you has some magic line for me to use, then there’s nothing else to do until she comes home.” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know about that.” Tye’s tone begs suspicion. 
 
    “What did you have in mind?” I ask, warily. 
 
    His grin grows. “Well, since you mentioned magic...” 
 
    Instead of answering aloud, Tye taps something into his phone. Simultaneously Vincent’s, Angelo’s, and my phones sound with notifications. 
 
    Angelo’s the first to get his phone out. “ 'Speedy’s Shipping and Printing.' The fuck is that?” 
 
    The name niggles in the back of my brain. 
 
    A shipping company? 
 
    “Magic?” I mumble the word. 
 
    What the fuck does shipping have to do with magic? 
 
    Wait… 
 
    My head snaps up. “He’s working tonight? Now?” 
 
    Tye nods. 
 
    “Who?” Angelo asks, looking back and forth between Tye and myself. 
 
    The first smile in days passes over my lips. “Danny Fucking Copper.” 
 
    “Sounds like a douche.” Vincent knocks back his drink. “Road trip?” 
 
    My smile pulls into something a little more menacing. “Yeah.” 
 
    Angelo pours a little more bourbon into his glass. “This should be interesting.” 
 
    Vincent’s already talking into his phone. “Hey. Bring the car around.” Then he glances up at our group. “Uh, better make that the SUV.” 
 
    I eye my own glass, but decide I’m probably too drunk already. When I stand and sway, I know I made the right call. 
 
    Vincent hangs up the call. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Angelo groans as he pushes up from the couch. He bends his head one way, then the other, and the cracking sound makes Tye pull a face. 
 
    He asks, skeptically - “You up for this, big guy?” 
 
    Angelo snorts as we all make our way out of my apartment. “Up for what? You two haven’t told us shit.” 
 
    “Intimidation.” Tye tells him, then shrugs when the elevator doors open. “Maybe more.” 
 
    “Intimidation I can do,” Angelo states. 
 
    Tye looks up at him. “No kidding.” 
 
    Vincent hits the button for the main floor. “What’d this Danny prick do?” 
 
    The smile slips from my face. “Cheated on Nora.” 
 
    Anger reverberates through the elevator cab, and I know Vincent and Angelo are thinking about Sasha and Beth. There’s nothing those two wouldn’t do for their women, so I know they’ll be on board with teaching this prick a lesson. 
 
    Stewing in our silence, we exit the elevator and cross the lobby before stepping out onto the sidewalk. 
 
    In front of us is an idling black SUV with dark tinted windows. Leaning against the passenger door is a man dressed in all black. His tactical boots are rooted in a wide stance, his arms are folded over his broad chest, and his face is blank. As always. 
 
    The man tips his chin down. “Special Agent Clark.” 
 
    I nod in return. “Eric.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT 
 
    NORA 
 
   L ying in the small double bed, I stare at my dark phone screen trying to decide what to do. 
 
    I kept my phone turned off the first day I was here. I wasn’t sure I’d have the strength to ignore John if he called. And I didn’t know if it was because I wanted to yell at him or talk to him. 
 
    The second day, I turned my phone on and found 15 missed calls from John. But no voicemails. Not a single one. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s some sort of Alpha Asshole bullshit, not leaving a message, or something else. I really wish he’d say something, freaking anything, so I could at least know why he was calling. 
 
    Today, the third day, I left my phone on. 
 
    He only tried calling once. 
 
    I had the phone in my hand. I watched it ring. I stared at the screen, hoping for some knowledge to strike me telling me what to do. But it didn’t, so I just stared at John’s name until the call ended. And again, no voicemail. 
 
    I’ve stayed longer at my dads’ than I planned. It’s just that during the day, when we’re busy, I don’t feel so desolate. I’m not so alone, so I don’t have to feel alone. 
 
    But at night, lying here in the dark, my mind wanders. And it always wanders straight to John. 
 
    My emotions towards that man are so scrambled and torn. My head and heart are constantly warring over him. When I think of him, I flash between his warm body wrapped around mine, and his cold eyes when he entered the interrogation room. 
 
    I groan and set my phone aside. 
 
    I just wish I knew what he was feeling. 
 
    I wish I knew what he was doing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FORTY-NINE 
 
    JOHN 
 
   A  cheap buzzer announces our arrival as I push through the front door of Speedy’s Shipping and Printing. 
 
    The carpet is worn, and the florescent lights give the single large room a sickly glow. There are shelves with boxes and packaging for sale, a few industrial-sized printers lining one wall, and a couple of random merchandise displays. 
 
    “What a shit hole,” Tye grumbles behind me. “This place looks like FedEx’s inbred cousin.” 
 
    Eric shakes his head. “Where’d you find this guy?” he asks, gesturing with his chin towards Tye. 
 
    I roll my eyes and keep walking forward. 
 
    It’s no surprise that there aren’t any customers in here. It’s a 24-hour business, but apparently no one in this neighborhood needs to print their brochure at midnight. 
 
    Angelo - the last to enter - flips the lock on the front door and leans against the glass, blocking the view of anyone who might wander by. 
 
    We stand here, filling the room with our presence, and still no Danny. 
 
    There’s a closed door in the back corner behind the counter; I assume it leads to a break room or something. Unless Danny’s abandoned the place, he must be back there. 
 
    Tye steps past me to the bell sitting on the counter. “Customer service nowadays, amiright?” He proceeds to rapidly ring the bell. 
 
    The sound is obnoxious, but it does the job. The door to the back is suddenly yanked open, and Danny Fucking Copper steps out. 
 
    I’d seen his image from the background check that Tye ran a few weeks ago, but the photo must’ve been the most flattering angle Danny has ever seen. Standing before us is a man who clearly peaked in high school. Under 6 feet, he’s not that tall, but he’s not that short. And his body shape can best be described as weak. Thin arms and legs, with a rounded stomach straining the fibers of his too-small blue polo shirt. His blond hair is thinning, and the man needs to grow a beard to hide his lack of chin. 
 
    His eyes skitter amongst the four of us. “What... what do you want?” 
 
    I can’t help the sneer that comes over my face. “You Danny?” I know he is, but it’s good to confirm your prey before striking. 
 
    He warily steps closer until he’s on the other side of the counter from me. “Yeah.” 
 
    Tye makes an unimpressed sound. 
 
    Danny’s eyes narrow on Tye. “And who the fuck are you?” 
 
    Tye places a hand on the counter, then - faster as my alcohol brain can track - he jumps up and over the counter. 
 
    His feet land with a thud on the carpet a few feet away from where Danny’s standing. 
 
    Danny startles and takes a step back. 
 
    “Who am I?” Tye mocks, his voice sounding cruel. “I’m the guy who’s trying to keep a leash on his temper, you little magician bitch. But I’m not your biggest problem. Not tonight.” 
 
    I’ve never seen Tye like this. He’s usually all smiles and snarky comments. His carefree attitude and pretty face making him seem younger than he is. I’ve watched Tye fight a few times, but - in the ring - he’s controlled. It’s about the fight and the opponent. It’s not personal. 
 
    Tonight is personal, and I don’t know if this rage is for Nora or for some other woman he knows. 
 
    This Tye is dark. 
 
    And I think he’ll fit in our group just fine. 
 
    “St-stop!” Danny’s voice shakes. “You can’t touch me! That’s assault!” 
 
    Tye takes one step forward for every step Danny takes back, herding him towards the end opening in the counter. 
 
    The laugh that comes out of Tye is full of derision. “Please, teach me about the assault laws.” Tye lifts his hand, showing his FBI ID. 
 
    Danny’s eyes widen. “You guys are FBI? What the fuck!?” 
 
    Vincent lets out a dark chuckle. “I’m not.” He points to Eric. “He’s not.”  He tips his head back towards the door. “That big motherfucker definitely isn’t FBI.” 
 
    I don’t miss the fact that Eric has put on his shoulder holster, gun on full display at his side. As the only sober one here, he’s the only one carrying, And he’s making a show of it. 
 
    “Who- who are you?!” Danny stammers, showing his nerves. 
 
    I smile. “You ever heard of the Mazzanti family?” 
 
    Danny’s eyes flick back and forth between me and Vincent, still backing away from Tye. “But they went clean! It was all over the news!” 
 
    With his gaze on me, he doesn’t notice Tye’s gotten closer until Tye pokes him in the chest. Danny jumps, then moves through the opening in the counter to get away from Tye. Which puts him out here, with the rest of us. 
 
    I tisk. “You believe everything you hear on TV?” 
 
    “Yes. No. Fuck, I don’t know!” Danny’s voice rises with his panic. “What do you want!?” 
 
    I step towards him, his eyes widening as he realizes there’s no more barrier between us. “I want you to strip.” 
 
    Danny’s mouth drops open, and he tries to step back, but Tye is there and shoves him forward. 
 
    Danny catches himself and tries to square his shoulders. “I’m not gay, you fa-“ 
 
    Quicker than he can finish the slur, I slap him across the face. Hard. 
 
    Red tinges the edge of my vision. No way Nora would let him talk like that in front of her. This is just one more thing he did behind her back. 
 
    The urge to ball my hand into a fist and really hit him claws up my arm, but I’m not looking to send him to the hospital. Not tonight. 
 
    Humiliation stains his cheeks at being slapped. 
 
    Good. 
 
    My voice lowers. “We’re here because you like to put your hands on every female you come across, whether you’re in a relationship or not.” 
 
    “I told Monica I was sorry!” Danny cries. 
 
    A growl rumbles deep in my chest. 
 
    In my peripheral I see Vincent step up next to me, flicking a knife open and closed. 
 
    Where’d he get that from? 
 
    Vincent runs his finger along the blade. “We don’t know a Monica.” 
 
    Danny makes a whimpering sound, and the front of his khakis darken as he pisses himself. 
 
    Angelo makes a gagging sound from across the room. “Gross.” 
 
    The thought of this man anywhere near Nora spikes my temper. 
 
    “Fucking strip!” I shout the command. 
 
    Danny starts to tremble, but finally obeys. First pulling off his shirt, then unbuttoning his soiled pants and pushing them down his legs. 
 
    “Oh, Christ,” Tye averts his eyes and moves out from behind Danny to stand in front of him with the rest of us. “It’s a fucking thong.” 
 
    I’d kept my eyes on Danny’s face, but at Tye’s declaration I look down. Red lace underwear. Danny is wearing women’s red, lace, thong underwear. 
 
    Danny uses his toes to kick off his shoes so he can step out of his pants. 
 
    When his hands move to the band of his panties, I stop him. “Leave those on.” 
 
    It really worked out for the best that he’s wearing them. Both because I don’t want to actually see his dick, and also because this should add to his embarrassment. Personally, I don’t give a shit what someone wears, but something tells me that Danny would prefer this stay secret.  
 
    I tip my head to Vincent. “Grab his clothes.” 
 
    He scoffs. “No fucking way. Blood I can deal with, but I draw the line at another man’s piss.” He gestures to Eric. “Grab his clothes.” 
 
    Eric shakes his head. “No, ma’am.” 
 
    Vincent snorts. 
 
    “Don’t even ask!” Angelo calls out before anyone can ask him. 
 
    Danny stands, hands over his unimpressive junk, watching us bicker, with a mixture of fear and confusion. 
 
    Tye sighs. “You got one of those hazmat coolers in here?” When Danny doesn’t answer, Tye snaps his fingers in front of Danny’s face. “Earth to Lace Boy.” 
 
    Danny blinks, “Oh, um, yeah.” 
 
    Tye lifts his eyebrows. “Well, fucking get it.” 
 
    Danny turns to move back behind the counter, and we’re all treated to his pale ass cheeks as he shuffles away. The top of the thong ruining red lace for me, forever. 
 
    Vincent scrubs a hand over his eyes. “I think Sasha has the same pair. I’m gonna have to burn them now.” 
 
    Angelo laughs, but I pretend I didn’t hear Vincent. I don’t want to know any of that. 
 
    A thought comes to mind. “Tye, go check the office for any spare clothes.” 
 
    He nods. “Good thinking.” He hops back over the counter. 
 
    By the time Danny comes back up with a Styrofoam hazmat cooler inside a larger cardboard box, Tye returns carrying a plain black zip-up jacket. 
 
    Not needing to be told what to do, Danny sets the box down, then picks up his pile of discarded clothing and puts it inside the cooler. 
 
    “Stop - ” I tell him when he reaches for the lid. I don’t want the hands that have now touched the pee clothes to touch anything else. 
 
    Danny straightens, hands going back to cover his dick. 
 
    Tye comes back from the office with a jacket in hand. Then he makes a show of holding his breath before dropping the item in with the other clothes. 
 
    Eric tosses him a roll of tape, and Tye secures the box shut. 
 
    Lifting the box, Tye narrows his eyes at me. “You owe me for this one.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Stepping up to Danny, I pull out my wallet and drop a hundred dollars on the floor. “I’m not a thief. But I am an asshole. You cheat on another woman, and we’ll be back. Only next time it’ll be you leaving in a cooler. Got it?” 
 
    Danny gives me a shaky nod. “Got it.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “A 
 
   
 
    re you sure?” Dad asks me with his coffee cup paused halfway to his mouth. 
 
    “Yeah.” I give him a small smile. “I need to get home and sort out what’s next.” 
 
    Dad-Dad pats my arm. “We understand. Just remember that you’re welcome anytime you want. I know it won’t be super comfy, but the couch pulls out and we can get one of those foam things to put on top of it.” 
 
    Last night they told me about their plans to convert the guest room into a library/reading room. Dad already has the material to build the shelves and Dad-Dad has his eye on a pair of classic leather high back chairs. I’m the only person who ever spends the night, and more often than not they're the ones to come visit me, so they figured they might as well put the room to better use. 
 
    They didn’t tell me this as encouragement to leave, but it was the nudge I needed. Unchecked, it’d be too easy to just move in and let myself become the spinster I always expected I’d be. But I’m too young to retire, and my laptop with my resume is back at home. I can continue to ignore my broken heart indefinitely, but I need to start looking for a job. I’m not in a huge rush, but I’ll be trying to get interviews since my previous company is under investigation for insurance fraud. And I can’t use Denice, or anyone who saw me being arrested, as a reference. So, there’s that. 
 
    “Well, if you’re sure, then let’s get that car packed up.” Dad says before gulping down the rest of his coffee. 
 
    “Packed up?” I ask, knowing I only brought one small bag with me. 
 
    Instead of answering, Dad gets up from the table and motions for me to follow. 
 
    He leads me to the guest room, and pulls open the closet doors. “Ta-da!” 
 
    My eyes widen. “Oh dear.” 
 
    Dad-Dad, who followed us in, chuckles behind me. “We’re gonna remove the doors and Corey’s gonna build a little built-in bar inside the closet. 
 
    I lift an eyebrow. “I thought you said this was gonna be a library room?” 
 
    Dad grins. “No one said you had to read sober.” 
 
    I can’t help but grin back. “In that case, I think I’ll visit more often.” 
 
    Dad-Dad pulls me into a side hug. “You’d better. But first, time to get this crap out of here.” 
 
    Laughing, I step out of Dad-Dad’s grip and look over the contents of the closet. “I guess I should’ve snooped around more while I was staying in here. I didn’t know you still had all this.” 
 
    “Anything you don’t want to keep, we can toss. But we thought you might want some of our old camping gear. We surely won’t use it.” Dad tells me, pulling our old family tent off the top of the pile. 
 
    “I hate to break it to ya, but I think my camping days are over, too. But…” I let my cheeks puff out as I consider the mountain of stuff in front of me. “I’ll take whatever you want to get rid of. Anything I don’t keep I’ll bring to a donation center.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Dad smiles. 
 
    Dad-Dad steps past me, and pulls a teal crescent moon -shaped case off the top shelf. 
 
    “Oh my god!” I laugh. 
 
    Dad-Dad sets the case on the bed and pops it open. 
 
    I run my eyes over the contents before picking up the main item. 
 
    Dad lets out a low whistle as I hold it up. “Still a natural.” 
 
    I shake my head and put it back. “I can’t believe you still have this.” 
 
    “Of course we do. There are lots of good memories in this closet.” Dad-Dad says wistfully. 
 
    I stand between my dads, and I can feel the happy moments floating around us. 
 
    “So many,” I agree, letting my head rest against Dad-Dad’s shoulder. 
 
    A sniff sounds from my other side and we both look over to see Dad swiping at his eyes. “It’s dusty - " he lies. 
 
    Dad-Dad pushes me until I’m sandwiched in another Dad hug. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” I laugh. “Let’s get this stuff in my car.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE 
 
    JOHN 
 
   A  tapping on my forehead wakes me. 
 
    I crack one eye open, but the throbbing between my temples intensifies with each heartbeat so I quickly shut it. 
 
    “Fuuuuck -” I groan. 
 
    After leaving Speedy’s, we all came back to Vincent’s apartment and proceeded to drink the contents of his liquor cabinet. And if the severe pain in my neck is a clue, I think I fell asleep sitting in a fucking chair. 
 
    I let out a pained sound as I lift my head from the back of the chair. I’m too old for this shit. 
 
    A giggle has me cracking my eye open again. 
 
    “Annie - ” I croak, “go turn off the sun.” 
 
    She just shakes her head at me. “You made dumb choices; you suffer the dumb consequences.” 
 
    I scowl at her. “You’ve been spending too much time with Sasha.” 
 
    “Clearly she needs good role models in her life!” Sasha shouts from the kitchen part of the oversized great room. 
 
    I squeeze my eyes shut and hiss, “Volume.” 
 
    A few more groans sound around the room and I realize I’m not alone in my misery. 
 
    “Uncle Angelo!” Annie sings her way over to the couch where Angelo’s massive body is wedged onto the cushions. 
 
    She lets out a loud squeal, and I open my eyes to see Angelo snag her waist and put his hand over her mouth. 
 
    “No more noise," he grumbles, causing her to laugh and struggle. 
 
    She gets her mouth free. “Eric, help!” 
 
    Another pained noise draws my eyes to where Eric is a mirror of myself in another chair. He says something that sounds a lot like “off the clock” before he places a pillow over his face. To block out the sunlight or to smother himself, I’m not sure. 
 
    “I hate you guys so much...” Tye’s voice sounds from across the room, where he managed to push two large chairs together, creating a tiny bed. “Why did I agree to be friends with you all?” 
 
    I watch as one arm, then a leg, drop over the armrests, followed by the rest of his body rolling onto the floor with a thud. 
 
    Annie breaks free of Angelo and points at the stranger. “Who’s that?” 
 
    Tye slowly sits up, shaking his hair out. Even with a splitting headache, I can’t stop my eye roll. He usually keeps his hair tied back, but when he leaves it down it looks like he should be in a shampoo commercial. 
 
    “I’m Tye.” He smiles, looking annoyingly awake. “I work with your Uncle John.” 
 
    Annie glances at me for confirmation and I give her the smallest head nod. 
 
    She shrugs. “Okay. Cool.” 
 
    “You dummies want coffee?” Sasha calls out, louder than necessary. 
 
    Forcing myself to look over, I see her spearing me with an angry glare. 
 
    “What’s your deal?” I ask. But when her hands go to her hips, I groan again. “That husband of yours is a goddamn snitch.” 
 
    “I can’t fucking believe you - " she snaps at me. “Nora!? You let them arrest sweet, shy, quiet Nora!? What the fuck is wrong with you!? How could you be so-“ 
 
    Her insult stops abruptly, her attention catching on Tye as he stands and stretches. His shirt is riding up, showing off the tattoos that cover his abdomen. 
 
    “Wife, quit staring,” Vincent grunts as he shuffles into the kitchen, looking just as rough as I feel. 
 
    Then the doorbell sounds, and we all wince. 
 
    Sasha shakes her head at our pitiful state, leaving to let in whoever’s at the door. 
 
    A few moments later, more female voices fill the room and I finally give in and climb out of the chair. 
 
    “Wow, this is a sad sight.” Beth shakes her head as she approaches her husband’s prone form on the couch. 
 
    “Baby, I’m dying...” Angelo whines. 
 
    “I can see that.” She smirks. 
 
    A small, black-haired woman I’ve met a few times before walks over and drops herself onto Eric’s lap. 
 
    The pillow is still over his face, but his arms wrap around her and I hear him mumble some sort of greeting. 
 
    “Your man still alive, Jess?” Sasha asks. 
 
    Jess nods. “Alive, if not well.” 
 
    Making my way to the kitchen island, I drop down onto a stool. “About that coffee.” 
 
    Sasha’s glare is back. “I hope you’re ready to beg for forgiveness, because - at this point - if I’m forced to choose between you and Nora? I’m picking Nora.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO 
 
    NORA 
 
   S tanding under the hot water, I close my eyes. 
 
    Normally I don’t shower this late, but digging through that closet and driving the three hours home left me feeling grimy. I didn’t even finish unloading my car yet. The rest of it can sit in my trunk while I focus on my job situation. 
 
    Disbelief is still settling around me as I recall the email Sasha sent me earlier this evening. 
 
    When I first saw that she’d sent me something, I fully expected it to be along the lines of “Since you’re no longer banging my brother, you should probably stop coming to Marie’s House." But somehow her message went the opposite direction; Sasha was emailing to offer me a job. 
 
    A freaking job. 
 
    Shaking my head, I go through the motions of washing my hair. 
 
    Apparently, I’m to believe that Sasha has wanted to hire me full-time ever since I started volunteering there, but she’d been under the impression that I loved my job and wouldn’t be interested in a switch. 
 
    I don’t know that I ever really loved my old job, I was just comfortable in it. 
 
    Typical Boring Nora behavior - sticking with the same boring job for a decade because it was familiar. 
 
    I’d already decided that I wouldn’t be returning to Great Lakes Personal Insurance, no matter if it opens again or not. That chapter of my life is closed, and I need to put it behind me. But changing industries completely…? 
 
    But why not? Who says I can’t change careers? It’s not like the last ten years have been a laugh riot. 
 
    “New Nora.” I say the words out loud like a mantra, repeating it while lathering soap over my body. 
 
    Sasha said she was still coming up with an official title. I’d be in charge of all things related to insurance, as well as overseeing different legal contracts and regulatory considerations. And - cutting right to the chase - she included an offer letter, complete with a salary that was equivalent to what I had been making. She even made a point to tell me that all the staff is paid by Mazzanti Enterprises, so I don’t ever have to worry about my compensation cutting into funding that should go to the residents. 
 
    I turn off the shower and squeeze the water out of my hair. 
 
    After all the details about the job, Sasha added a P.S. telling me that she thinks John is a giant moron and that I’m welcome to spit on him anytime I feel urge. 
 
    I smile into my towel remembering that line. I really do like that woman. 
 
    Stepping out of the shower stall, I discard my towel and pull on a thick grey robe. 
 
    All in all, this is an opportunity I need to take. 
 
    The only reason I’m feeling hesitant is the fact that I might see John at Marie’s House on occasion. But I can’t let some man dictate what I do with my life. If I turn this down simply out of cowardice, I’ll never forgive myself. 
 
    Squaring my shoulders, I decide I’ll send her my acceptance now. Before I can change my mind. 
 
    Passing through my bedroom, I make my way to the living room, where I left my computer. 
 
    Full darkness has settled over the house, so I flick on the light switch at the end of the hall. 
 
    And I scream. 
 
    My hands press down over my heart, where it’s trying to beat out of my chest. 
 
    John slowly stands from where he was sitting on the couch. 
 
    In the dark. 
 
    In my house. 
 
    “Jesus Christ, John. Are you trying to kill me?” I pant. 
 
    He shakes his head, moving closer. “I didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    “No?” My tone is incredulous. “Just hoping for a mild heart attack then.” 
 
    John keeps his hands at his sides, palms out, like he’s approaching a cornered animal. 
 
    He shakes his head. “I don’t ever want to see you hurt.” 
 
    His words are so soft, so full of sincerity that my eyes instantly fill with his betrayal. 
 
    “You already have!” I practically scream at him. “You were the one who hurt me!” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He means it. I can feel how much he means it. 
 
    And that just makes me feel worse. 
 
    “I trusted you!” I cry out. Accusing. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    John closes the distance between us. 
 
    He’s too close. 
 
    His heat is too near. 
 
    I press my hands against his chest and shove as hard as I can. But he doesn’t budge. 
 
    His strong hands cup my face. “I’m so fucking sorry.” 
 
    “I trusted you.” My voice cracks. “You broke my heart.” 
 
    I close my eyes, not wanting to see the mirror of my pain in John’s eyes. 
 
    His thumbs brush away my tears as they fall. 
 
    “Please leave.” I whisper the request, and John’s grip on my face tightens the smallest amount. 
 
    “Not yet.” I feel his exhale on my lips, then his forehead is pressing against mine. “Nora.” 
 
    Hearing my name sends a new spike of anguish into my heart. 
 
    He’s right here. John’s here and I want to pretend that everything that happened was just a big nightmare. But I can’t. 
 
    His thumbs rub across my cheeks again. “I handled everything so badly. I can never tell you how sorry I am, but please, just let me try to explain.” 
 
    Knowing that I need to hear this, I keep my eyes closed and give him the tiniest nod, our foreheads never leaving each other’s. 
 
    “What I feel for you, it’s so much more than what I’ve felt for any other woman. From the first time I saw you, to the first time I touched you, to the first night I spent in your bed, my instincts have told me that you’re different. Because you are. You’re everything. The weekend I spent here with you is the happiest I can remember being in a long time.” With my hands still pressed against John’s chest, I feel his deep inhale. “But the night I left, I found out that Dell was behind the attack on me. She was behind all of it, leaving five dead men in her wake. And I couldn’t handle it. I know you’re not her.” His grip on me tightens. “I know you’re not her. But my brain couldn’t let go of the fact that I’d trusted my instincts with Dell, too. I knew she wasn’t the one for me, but I thought she was a decent person. And that was wrong. So, so wrong.” 
 
    My heart clenches and I’m surprised by the wave of sympathy that hits me. 
 
    “I let my paranoia take control. I kept trying to tell myself that I was being crazy, that you weren't anything like Dell. But the timelines, meeting you, her coming back to town, it felt like too much of a coincidence. And then you kept asking me to meet.” 
 
    “I-” 
 
    He cuts me off. “I know. I know you were trying to tell me what you saw. Fuck. Nora, I’m so sorry. If only I’d’ve listened. But I didn’t. I was too far gone down my own rabbit hole of suspicion. I spent the weekend obsessing over any possible connection between you and Dell. But of course, I couldn’t find anything.” His chest shudders with a shaky breath. “I’d finally convinced myself that you had nothing to do with any of it, the same day my coworker asked me to tag along on his raid.” 
 
    Sadness swamps me. 
 
    It’s all so understandable. And so goddamn depressing. 
 
    Why couldn’t he just have listened? 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” He brushes the tears away as they fall. “I wish I’d done it all differently. I was trying to be a good agent. I was trying to be objective. But all I did was make you hate me.” 
 
    A small sound leaves my throat. 
 
    I should hate him. Part of me wants to hate him. But I don’t. And that makes this all so much more painful. 
 
    His forehead presses harder against mine. “I can’t take another day of you ignoring me. Of you icing me out. Rage at me. Yell. Hit me. Just don’t shut me out. Please, Little Bird. I can’t lose you.” 
 
    My fingers curl into John’s shirt even as I shake my head. “I need to be New Nora. Brave Nora.” 
 
    John’s grip shifts to my chin, and he tips my head back until I can see his eyes. “You are brave. And the world doesn’t need a new Nora. It just needs you.” 
 
    Something inside of me shifts. 
 
    Like a final puzzle piece slotting into place, a missing part of my soul stitches itself together. 
 
    Those words. 
 
    Those words are all I’ve ever wanted to hear. 
 
    “John.” 
 
    We move at the same time, our lips crashing together in a bruising kiss. 
 
    My hands clutch at John’s shirt. Clinging to him, like he might disappear if I let go. 
 
    One of his hands moves to the back of my head, the other spanning my back. 
 
    Our mouths move against each other, and my senses light up. My body reacting to John’s touch and wanting more. Needing more. 
 
    Letting go, I loop my arms around John’s neck, moaning when he deepens the kiss even more. 
 
    John’s hands slip down my back, and I realize he’s pulled up the bottom of my robe when I feel the cool air on my backside a moment before his large palms grip my ass. 
 
    His fingers dig into my flesh as he lifts me clean off my feet. 
 
    Before I have time to even wrap my legs around him, he turns and drops into a sitting position on the couch. Leaving me straddling his lap in nothing but a robe. 
 
    His hands fumble for a second with the sash at my waist before they untie the knot, baring all of me to him. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, John palms my breasts, rubbing a thumb over one barbell as he lifts the other to his mouth. When his lips close around my tightening nipple, I grind down on the erection beneath me. 
 
    “John - " my fingers skirt over his chest muscles, then move lower. 
 
    John moves his mouth to my other breast and the need inside me grows. 
 
    This doesn’t solve anything. 
 
    We aren’t okay. 
 
    But I need him. 
 
    I need him inside me more than I’ve ever needed anything. 
 
    I move back just enough to get my hands between us. 
 
    My fingers tremble as I undo his jeans. And when I pull on the front band of his boxer briefs, he lifts his hips and helps me push them down far enough to free his cock. His hard length slaps against his stomach. 
 
    When my fingers wrap around him, he lifts his head from my breast, his hands going to my hips. “Nora.” 
 
    His desperation matches my own. 
 
    Guiding him to my entrance, I keep my gaze locked with his as I lower myself onto his cock. 
 
    I feel like I’m about to unravel. The sensation of him filling me. Of his cock sliding deeper and deeper. Of my emotions battling against each other inside my heart.  
 
    It’s more than I can handle. 
 
    But I keep going. I keep lowering myself. Until I’ve taken him all. 
 
    Our groans fill the air around us. 
 
    I drop my face to his shoulder as I breathe through the intrusion. But I never stop moving. My hips keep rolling back and forth, back and forth. 
 
    This is my first time being on top with John, and I forgot how different it feels to be the one in control. 
 
    John kisses my neck. My shoulder. His hand tangles in my hair and he pulls my head back so he can kiss my cheeks. My chin. My throat. 
 
    His other hand slides around my hip, until it’s pressing against the middle of my ass, encouraging me. 
 
    His lips find mine again and we devour each other. Taking everything the other is willing to give. 
 
    When my movements become frantic, the hand in my hair releases and he moves it to where we’re joined. His fingers slipping through the slickness, swiping over my clit, over and over. 
 
    I break our kiss. “John - ” 
 
    “Your John. I’m yours Little Bird…" his words are a plea as he adds pressure to my clit. 
 
    “Please!” I beg, unsure if I’m begging for my orgasm or for him to really be mine. 
 
    “My Pretty Girl. My Good Girl. I’m yours, Nora.” He presses his hips up, sinking himself even deeper. “Always yours.” 
 
    My insides shatter as I combust around him. 
 
    My cry of release mixes with John’s groan as he comes apart with me. 
 
    Our arms wrap around each other, holding our bodies as close as they can get. 
 
    Our chests rise and fall, perfectly in sync. 
 
    It’s everything I’ve ever wanted. A place to belong. A person who sees me. 
 
    A sob gets caught in my throat as a wave of intense emotion chases away the ecstasy. 
 
    John feels my chest shake and he tries to hug me tighter. But I can’t let him hold me together. Not now.   
 
    I push against his chest, and for once - he lets me go. 
 
    I feel the loss in every inch of my being as I climb off his lap. And I struggle to tie my robe closed while trying to ignore the heat of his release as it wets my thighs. 
 
    John’s expression is full of anguish as he stares up at me. 
 
    “Please leave.” I whisper again, and this time I mean it. 
 
    “Okay," he whispers back. 
 
    John stands, buttoning his pants, and I step back - giving him space to leave. 
 
    But instead of stepping past me, he pulls me into a fierce hug. “You have every right to not trust me, but I promise to keep you safe. There’s nothing more important to me in this world than keeping you safe.” His arms tighten around me. “Dell is still out there, and until she’s caught there will be a pair of agents outside your house.” 
 
    As his words register, a mixture of fear and relief swirl through me. I hadn’t even thought about her coming after me. But John thought about it, and he’s telling me that I’ll be guarded. 
 
    “Say you’ll accept the help,” John’s lips move against my hair. 
 
    I know protesting would be as futile as it’d be foolish. 
 
    I nod. “Yes, John.” 
 
    I feel John’s chest expand. “I’ll make this right, Little Bird. When you’re ready, I’ll make this right.” 
 
    “I might never be ready,” I tell him, too overwhelmed to know if it’s the truth or not. 
 
    John presses a kiss against the top of my head. “I’ll wait.” 
 
    And then he’s gone. 
 
    Just like I asked. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE 
 
    NORA 
 
   O ne week. It’s been one week without John, and it sucks. 
 
    True to his word, the night he left a dark sedan with two agents in it parked in my driveway. 
 
    I’d been too riled to sleep, so I stayed up and sent Sasha an email accepting her offer. To my surprise she replied instantly, asking if I’d like to start right away on Monday. Knowing that more time off would only mean more time to stress about John, I agreed. 
 
    Exhaustion finally sent me to bed, and I awoke to a different car and a different set of agents parked in front of my house. 
 
    Feeling awkward about the whole thing, I decided to walk out and introduce myself. They clearly weren’t expecting me to talk to them, but they were friendly enough. 
 
    They took the time to explain that there’d be constant surveillance on my house. They were being obvious about it because the point was to scare off any “bad guys”, not set a trap for them. They’d even stay during the day while I was at work, so no one would try to break in while I was gone. 
 
    Apparently, the security at Marie’s House was considered strong enough since they said I could go to and from work on my own. 
 
    I decided not to overthink the fact that Sasha must’ve already told John about my new job at Marie’s House. 
 
    That same morning, I got a text from John. 
 
    All it said was “good morning,” but it was enough to throw me off all day. Then as I was crawling into bed that night, he sent me a “sweet dreams, Little Bird” text. 
 
    Every morning and night since then, he’s sent me a variation of the same thing. Never asking for anything. Never demanding anything. Just a simple good morning and good night. 
 
    I haven’t responded to a single message, but they’re getting under my skin, slowly destroying the rest of my defenses. And I don’t know what to do. 
 
    I want to hold on to the anger, betrayal, and hurt that John caused when he chose to not believe me. The pain I’d felt at the time was so acute I wasn’t sure I’d ever recover. 
 
    But now, with time and space and hours of replaying everything he said and everything that happened, I can understand why he acted the way he did. I don’t want to.  And I’m still pissed. But I understand. 
 
    Nothing about our relationship has been normal. Most of our interactions have been fraught with sexual tension, and jealousy, and my own insecurities. We'd only started to get to know each other, and it’s not fair for me to expect for him to trust me implicitly after such a short time. 
 
    Especially after learning about Dell’s duplicity. 
 
    John’s paranoia is even more understandable when I think about my own reactions to Denice. After I’d overheard that one damn phone call I started jumping at every shadow. I was reading into every word she said, every look she gave me, and that was before I knew the truth. If I’d found out that she killed five people, like what John learned about Dell, I’d probably have lost my damn mind. 
 
    For the hundredth time, I let out a deep sigh, and this time I drop my forehead onto the desk in front of me. 
 
    I need to get my personal life figured out, one way or another, so I can stop being such a mopey coworker. I’m so excited to be working with Sasha and Ronnie here at Marie’s House, but - by leaving this stuff with John unresolved - I feel like I’m walking around with my own little rain cloud. 
 
    It’s time to be an adult about all this. 
 
    Mature Nora. 
 
    Picking up my phone, I type the text and hit send before I have time to change my mind. It’s Friday, so if this backfires I’ll have the weekend to lick my wounds. 
 
    Me: I’m ready to talk. 
 
    John’s response is instant. 
 
    John: Just tell me when. 
 
    I start to second guess my choice, since Fridays seem to be my new Kryptonite, but I stick with my original decision. 
 
    Me: Tonight at 7:00. 
 
    Then I send him the location. 
 
    John: I’ll be there. 
 
    I’m glad he doesn’t insist on meeting at my house. Clearly, I can’t be trusted to focus when I’m around John in the privacy of my own home. Meeting in public park means our talk won’t dissolve into sex. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR 
 
    JOHN 
 
   L ooking around at the woods surrounding me, it doesn’t take me long to realize my mistake. 
 
    Nora told me to meet her at this park, but it’s much larger than I expected. I parked my car in the first lot I found, but reading the map that’s mounted to a large board in front of me, I see that there are several entrances. 
 
    I remember Nora telling me about this place when we were standing in the deli. It’s exactly like she described it. Standing here amongst the tall trees, it feels just like a fairy tale. With the forest absorbing all the sounds, it’s hard to believe we’re only a few minutes away from Minneapolis. 
 
    I pull out my phone to check Nora’s location. I don’t expect her to be here already, since I showed up early. But maybe I’ll be able to tell which park entrance she’s going to use. 
 
    Tapping my screen, I realize I’ll probably have to stop tracking her. Or at the very least, tell her about it. 
 
    The app opens, and I’m taken off guard when the dot indicating her location shows her not far away. 
 
    I zoom in and see she’s just on the other side of the river that I can hear in the distance. 
 
    Tension is already filling my body at the idea of her out here alone. As soon as she texted me, I should’ve sent another surveillance team to watch her. But I was being cocky. She was coming here to meet me, and I knew I could keep safe. But I can only keep her safe if I can see her. 
 
    Checking the map, I confirm there’s a path that will take me right to her. 
 
    Sliding my phone into my pocket, I jog into the woods. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE 
 
    NORA 
 
   I  force myself to let go of my steering wheel. I’ve been parked here for several minutes already, trying to build up my courage to see John. 
 
    I came here early, hoping to use the woods to center myself. But in order to do that, I need to get out of my car. 
 
    Just get out of the car! 
 
    I don’t know why I’m feeling so uneasy. This is my happy place, the place Dad-Dad would take me to when I was having problems. The place that’s supposed to bring me perspective. And peace. 
 
    I take one last slow breath, then push my door open. 
 
    The rich scent of pine and dirt mix with the sound of the rushing river nearby, filling my senses. 
 
    Keeping a hand on my door handle, I climb out of the car. 
 
    Standing still for a moment I take it all in, letting my memories of this place ghost over my skin. And the calm I was seeking finally starts to take hold. The cracked blacktop beneath my feet feels familiar and sturdy. 
 
    The small parking lot is surrounded by trees, but there’s a break in the forest where the walking path leads over the old stone bridge. I can only see the first half of the bridge from here, but - when - I close my eyes, I can picture it perfectly. The worn cobblestone. The mossy railings. The wide river flowing below. 
 
    The snap of a twig breaking interrupts my reverie, and I open my eyes to find myself looking at a figure stepping out of the woods in front of me. 
 
    A person. 
 
    A woman. 
 
    As my mind takes in the red hair, and the barrel of the gun, my eyes fill with tears. 
 
    So, this is how it ends. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX 
 
    JOHN 
 
   A  gunshot cracks through the air, and my heart lurches. 
 
    No! 
 
    My legs catapult me forward, even as my chest goes tight. 
 
    This can’t be happening. 
 
    The path blurs before me as I sprint down the path. 
 
    My Nora. 
 
    My lungs scream as they try to un-constrict enough to pull in air. 
 
    I promised her. 
 
    My legs take me faster. 
 
    I promised I’d keep her safe. 
 
    I can’t fail! 
 
    I should call for help, but I can’t waste the seconds it’ll take to dial the phone. 
 
    My feet slip on the old stone as I take the first step onto the bridge. 
 
    I catch myself with my left hand against the waist high wall that lines the bridge. 
 
    I can’t see Nora. 
 
    I can’t see anyone. 
 
    I’m a third of the way across the bridge. 
 
    I can’t fucking fail! 
 
    I draw my gun. 
 
    I’m halfway across the bridge. 
 
    “Stop!” The shout brings me skidding to a halt. 
 
    Dell. 
 
    Knowing I’m too exposed, I crouch down, letting the stone railings cover me. 
 
    “Where’s Nora!?” I try to yell the question, but my voice is hoarse with worry. 
 
    “Drop the gun into the river and I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “WHERE’S NORA!?” This time it comes out in a boom. 
 
    “Drop the gun or I’ll shoot her again!” Dell screams back at me. 
 
    Time slows as a fracture forms in my chest. 
 
    Again? Shoot her again? 
 
    And unfamiliar heat fills my eyes, and my vision blurs. 
 
    “No.” My voice sounds as broken as I feel. “No.” 
 
    My Nora. 
 
    My sweet Nora. 
 
    “Sorry, Johnny dearest, but you picked wrong when you chose her over me,” Dell taunts. “I’m giving you another chance. This time you can choose your life or hers. You don’t get both.” 
 
    Her. It’s always going to be her. 
 
    “Is she alive?”  I squeeze my eyes shut as I ask the question. 
 
    “Not sure - ” I can hear the shrug in Dell’s tone, and I want to destroy her for it. “But if you do anything other than toss your gun into the river, I’m going to unload the rest of my clip into her pretty little face. You might get me, but you’ll lose her.” 
 
    My mind races to find another solution. 
 
    There has to be another way out of this! 
 
    “Tick tock, John. Every second you waste is another second for Nora to bleed out in the dirt.” 
 
    I’m not getting out of this one. Dell could be lying. Nora might already be dead. Or Dell could kill her after she kills me. But if there’s any chance at all…. 
 
    I’m out of options. And I’m out of time. 
 
    I’m sorry, Little Bird. 
 
    I can’t save us both. 
 
    Feeling more unsteady than I’ve ever felt, I stand up and throw my gun off the bridge. 
 
    Dell lets out a cackle as she rises from her hiding spot behind the railing. Her gun is already trained on me as she steps around and onto the bridge. 
 
    She stops there, leaving several yards between us. 
 
    “Stupid, stupid man.” She sneers, her eyes full of hatred. “Sacrificing yourself for a dead girl.” 
 
    Defeat fills every inch of my soul, and I sag against the railing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN 
 
    NORA 
 
   A ir rushes into my lungs, and I gasp, gulping down the precious oxygen. 
 
    Ow. 
 
    Blinking my eyes open, I stare up at the sky above me as I try to catch my breath. The pavement at my back grounds me. 
 
    I’m torn between lying still, playing dead, and trying to get up for help. 
 
    I force down another lungful of air. 
 
    I heard the gunshot. I felt the impact. It was hard enough to knock me onto my back. But I’m still alive. I’m still alive and Dell is still out there. 
 
    I need to warn John! 
 
    “WHERE’S NORA!?” John’s voice echoes off the trees around me and I realize I’m already too late. 
 
    Lifting my head, I look down, expecting to see blood blooming across my chest. Except there’s nothing. Just an ache right between my breasts, like I was hit by something large. 
 
    But how…? 
 
    My eyes look up to the car door I’d been standing behind. The door’s still there, still open, only… 
 
    I squint my eyes in disbelief at the bullet lodged into the top corner of the frame. 
 
    I rub my chest again, where I’m guessing a door shaped bruise is about to form. 
 
    That was fucking lucky. 
 
    Crawling up to my hands and knees, I climb halfway into my car and grab my cell phone off the passenger seat where I’d left it. 
 
    Through the windshield, I can see Dell on the near side of the bridge, hiding behind the thick stone railing. Her mouth is moving, and I know she must be saying something to John, but I can’t see him from this angle. 
 
    With my eyes on her, I dial 911. 
 
    They answer after just one ring. “What’s your emergency?” 
 
    Ducking down behind my dashboard, I whisper into the phone. “There’s an active shooter at the West entrance of Mercy Park. Shooter’s name is Dell, uh, Delilah O’Malley. The victim is Special Agent John Clark of the FBI.” 
 
    I hate myself for putting those words into the universe but telling them an agent’s been shot should make them get here faster. 
 
    “Tick tock, John.” A few of Dell’s words make their way to me. 
 
    I’m out of time. 
 
    And I only have one option. 
 
    I let the phone drop from my ear onto the seat as I shuffle back out of the car. 
 
    As quietly as possible, I crawl to the back of my car. 
 
    Saying a silent prayer to anyone who’ll listen, I reach up to unlatch my trunk. If Dell hears me now, I’m as good as dead. 
 
    My fingers press against the latch handle until the trunk pops open with a soft click. 
 
    I glance around the side of the car to make sure Dell’s not looking this way. She’s not, but what I see chills my blood. 
 
    John, standing unprotected in the middle of the bridge. 
 
    His hand jerks to the side and I watch as the gun flies from his grip. 
 
    No no no! 
 
    The laugh that Dell lets out sends prickles up my arms. 
 
    Out of time. I’m out of time! 
 
    I push my trunk all the way open and pull out the teal crescent moon case that’s sitting right on top. 
 
    I set it on the ground in front of me and pop open the clasps. 
 
    My hands shake as I reach for the contents, so I stop. 
 
    I can do this. 
 
    It’s just like being at the range. 
 
    Just like the hundreds of times I’ve shot it before. 
 
    I HAVE TO FUCKING DO THIS! 
 
    Hands steady, I grip my bow and stand. 
 
    Notching an arrow against the taut string, I pull it back and aim at the bitch threatening my man. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT 
 
    JOHN 
 
   T he gun fires, and pain explodes in my chest. 
 
    My body leans back, over the railing, away from the danger. 
 
    But I can’t go down yet. 
 
    I force my eyes to stay focused on Dell. 
 
    I need a clue about Nora. 
 
    I need to know Nora’s alive. 
 
    I can’t let go until I know she’s alive. 
 
    As I watch, Dell’s face contorts, and she cries out. 
 
    When she looks down, I follow her gaze, but I can’t make sense of what I’m seeing. 
 
    Is that… Is that a fucking arrow? 
 
    Dell stumbles as she turns, swinging her gun around, away from me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE 
 
    NORA 
 
   R age, like I’ve never felt before, ricochets through me. 
 
    She shot him. 
 
    This cunt just shot John. 
 
    Ducking down, I grab another arrow and have it ready before Dell even cries out. 
 
    She spins to face me, her movements hindered by the arrow piercing through her leg. 
 
    But her gun is no longer pointed at John, and that’s all I care about. 
 
    Letting out my breath, I release my grip on the string. 
 
    Another cry rips through the air as my second arrow skewers her other thigh and she drops to her knees 
 
    A second later, I have another arrow ready, this one aimed at her heart. 
 
    “Drop the gun!” I scream at her. 
 
    An ugly look crosses her face right before she raises the gun again. 
 
    I change my aim and let the arrow free. 
 
    It hits true, just above her right clavicle, piercing through the top of her shoulder, somehow imbedding into the wall behind her. 
 
    I don’t want this bitch’s death on my conscience. 
 
    The gun falls from her hand, and her body’s held immobile. 
 
    The threat is gone. 
 
    My gaze lifts past Dell to John. 
 
    Too much distance is between us, but he looks pale. Too pale. 
 
    And then I see the blood. His grey shirt has turned nearly black on the left side of his body. 
 
    I sprint forward. 
 
    As I pass Dell, I kick the gun away from her. 
 
    I’ve gotten one foot on the bridge when I see John list sideways. 
 
    “Little Bird?” I can’t hear his words over the roaring in my ears, but I read the question on his lips. 
 
    Before I can reply, his eyes close, and he tips over the side of the bridge. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Anguish rips through me. 
 
    But I don’t slow. 
 
    I don’t think. 
 
    I just run to the last place I saw John standing and dive over the edge. 
 
    My body hangs in the air. The river is so much farther down than I expected. 
 
    Then all at once, a thousand needles stab into my skin as I hit the water. 
 
    Momentum submerges me, and my limbs pump against the downward motion. 
 
    When I break the surface, I let the current take me as I gasp for air. 
 
    “John!” I call out his name. 
 
    The shadows down here are darker. I can’t see him. 
 
    “John!” 
 
    The sound of approaching sirens enters my awareness, but there isn’t time for someone else to save him. 
 
    “John!” 
 
    “Nora.” 
 
    I barely hear it, but it’s there. 
 
    “I hear you! John!” 
 
    I paddle in the direction of his voice. 
 
    I finally spot him, struggling to stay above water. 
 
    “Hang on. I’m here.” My fingers reach out and grip the front of his shirt just as his head lowers under the water. 
 
    I pull with all my might, and he resurfaces, coughing. 
 
    Kicking my legs, I propel us towards a large branch that seems to be stuck between the steep shore and rock jutting out of the water. 
 
    Together we crash into the branch, but it holds. 
 
    I loop one arm over the precious timber and the other around John’s shoulders. Pulling him closer, I wrap my legs around his waist, holding him to me. 
 
    Movement up on the bridge catches my attention. 
 
    “Here!” My voice cracks, and I have to try again. “Here! We’re here!” 
 
    We’re too far away. They can’t hear me. 
 
    “My Nora.” John’s head lulls forward, resting his forehead to mine. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Tell me later.” I fight through my tears, then tip my head back and scream as loud as I can. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIXTY 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
     really hate this fucking hospital.” Vincent says, handing a coffee first to Sasha and then to me. 
 
    “Thank you,” I murmur before taking a long sip of the drink, not even caring that it’s plain black coffee. 
 
    Sasha pats his arm as he takes a seat next to her, but the look that passes between them tells me that this is different than a typical hate for hospitals. 
 
    The paramedics took off with John the moment they got him out of the water, and by the time they got me here Sasha and Vincent were already waiting and John was in surgery. 
 
    I’ve been reassured by no less than three medical professionals that John will fully recover, but a part of me just can’t believe it until I see him. 
 
    “Nora?” 
 
    My head jerks up, “Huh?” 
 
    Sasha gives me a soft smile, “Would you like me to send someone to get some of your own clothes?” 
 
    I look down at the extremely unflattering scrubs that I’m wearing and shrug. “These are fine.” As I say it, a shiver tickles down my spine. “It’s just a little chilly is all.” 
 
    “I got you covered,” Tye says, appearing in front of our little cubby of chairs with a duffle in hand, the same duffle John had at my house. 
 
    Tye sets the bag on the seat next to me, sitting himself down on the other side of it. 
 
    I tug open the zipper and find a black hoodie. 
 
    “This is perfect, thank you - ” I tell Tye while pulling the thick cotton over my head. 
 
    Tye puts his hands together in front of him and makes a slight bow. “I should be thanking you. And not just for saving the jackass’s life. If you were an agent, the Bureau would be giving you a medal for catching Dell.” 
 
    Sasha leans forward, glancing between me and Tye. “Wait, what? You caught Dell?” 
 
    Since they didn’t ask me any questions when I got here, I assumed Sasha and Vincent already knew everything that happened. But I guess they were just giving me space to process the ordeal. 
 
    Tye shakes his head with a grin. “She more than caught Dell. She left her pinned up like a butterfly on a board.” 
 
    I cringe at the description, but have to admit it’s accurate. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Vincent asks, looking between the two of us. 
 
    Tye pulls his phone out of his pocket and my mouth drops open when I see him open an image of Dell, exactly the way I last saw her. 
 
    He reaches out, handing the phone to Vincent. 
 
    “You took a picture?” I hiss. 
 
    “Not me," his grin doesn’t dim, “but that’s been sent to me by four different people. You’re freaking famous at the Bureau.” 
 
    “What the fuck?” Vincent’s quiet exclamation has me braced for the worst, but when I look over, I see he’s got the photo zoomed in and he’s examining each arrow with a look of awe on his face. 
 
    “What is…” Sasha leans towards Vincent and freezes, eyes widening. “Holy shit, Nora!” 
 
    At a loss on how else to respond, I shrug. “I took a lot of lessons growing up.” 
 
    Sasha just blinks at me. 
 
    “Nooora!” John’s belligerent roar fills the hallway, and we all bolt to our feet and head in the direction of the commotion. “Nora!” 
 
    “Sir. Sir, please remain calm - ” another voice pleads with him. 
 
    I turn the corner to see a pair of nurses trying to keep John from climbing out of the bed that they’re trying to wheel into a patient room. 
 
    “I need Nora - ” John sounds drunk, and I see one of the nurses press a button on the drip machine attached to the bed. 
 
    I hurry forward, not sure of the protocol but needing to see John just as much as he apparently needs to see me. 
 
    “We’ll find Nora, but you need to stay still so you don’t re-injure yourself.” One of the nurses says while pressing his hand to John’s unbandaged shoulder in an effort to hold him down. 
 
    “I’m here - ” I squeeze past the nurse. “I’m here.” 
 
    John’s head turns towards my voice. “Little Bird.” 
 
    “John.” Relief, warmth, and love overwhelm me as tears spill down my cheeks. 
 
    He looks exhausted, but he looks like John. 
 
    Like My John. 
 
    His eyes move all over my face. “You’re okay?” 
 
    I nod. “I’m okay.” 
 
    I reach for his hand, but before I can grab it, both his hands come up to hold my face. 
 
    “Sir, you need to keep your arm still!” One of the nurses exclaims. 
 
    John ignores the command, pulling me forward as he stretches up pressing his lips to mine. 
 
    I know I should stop him, but I don’t want to. 
 
    I mirror his position, holding his face in my hands. 
 
    “I love you - " his breath whispers over my mouth. My eyes fly open and John holds my gaze as he says it again. “I love you, Nora. I’m sorry for-“ 
 
    “I love you, too.” I can’t hold the truth back any longer, and I make sure he sees it in my eyes. “I love you, too, John.” 
 
    He stares at me, like he can’t believe it. So I nod my head. 
 
    “You mean it?” 
 
    I lower my voice, so only he can hear me. “Yes, John.” 
 
    The exhale he releases feels soul deep.  
 
    A calmness settles between us. A feeling of comfort and relief and peace that I haven’t felt in the longest time. 
 
    It’s home. 
 
    John feels like home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE 
 
    NORA 
 
    
     “J 
 
   
 
    ohn, no.” 
 
    “Little Bird,” he pats his chest again. 
 
    I toss my hands up, trying to keep up my look of defiance as desire swirls in my belly. 
 
    “John, you just got out of the hospital today!” I remind him, as he lies in my bed. 
 
    Our bed. God help me. 
 
    John had Tye change his contact information in the hospital system so that his home address was my address. When I asked him what in the fuck he was thinking, he responded with, "We do better together." 
 
    I tried to argue that I haven’t even seen his place yet. He told me I could see it when we move his stuff out. 
 
    I told him it was insane to move in together after barely two months of knowing each other. He said he was crazy in love with me and either I let him move in or he’d just break in every night and sleep beside me anyways. 
 
    Staring into his hazel eyes, I decided that I wouldn’t be pushed around by anyone. Not society. Not other people’s ideas of right and wrong. Not preconceived notions of how long it should take to fall in love. 
 
    I choose happiness. And for me, happiness is John. 
 
    So, he moved in today. And my house finally feels like a home. 
 
    “Nora, come on!” John keeps complaining. “I already had to suffer through two nights of sharing that hospital bed with your sweet ass, and you not letting me fuck you. Why are you punishing me?” 
 
    “You’re impossible.” I bite my lip to keep from laughing. “And you need to keep your shoulder still.” 
 
    The bullet that hit John was nearly a clean through-shot, but it nicked his brachial artery, causing him to lose a large amount of blood. His recovery should be quick, so long as he doesn’t overdo it. 
 
    John sighs. “I know the deal, Artemis. That’s why I need you to sit on my face. I’ll get you ready, then you can ride me like I’m your mighty steed.” 
 
    I tip my head back and look to the ceiling for patience. 
 
    Ever since Tye showed him that damn photo, they’ve all been calling me Artemis - Goddess of the Hunt. 
 
    John pats his chest again, and I’m about to cave when the doorbell rings. 
 
    He narrows his eyes, “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    I take a step away from the bed. 
 
    “Nora - ” 
 
    With a laugh, I dart from the room. 
 
    “No sudden movements!” I call over my shoulder. 
 
    Seeing Tye through the window next to the door, I pull it open. “Hey, come in.” 
 
    He smiles and steps into the house. “How’s the patient?” 
 
    John’s stomping footsteps vibrate the floor. “The patient’s about to kill you and frame Nora’s nosy-ass neighbor for the murder.” John stops at my side. “Two birds, one death.” 
 
    As if summoned, we all look through the front picture window to see Penny exit her house to eye Tye’s vehicle in my driveway. 
 
    “Well, if you can wait a few days to kill me, that’d be great. I gotta run down to Houston for a few days to help on a case,” Tye responds. 
 
    John drapes his good arm over my shoulders. “You came all the way here to tell me this in person?” 
 
    Tye’s lips quirk into a smile. “Nope. I came here to give you this in person.” 
 
    I watch as he hands John what looks like a receipt. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” John asks. “Why would you give me a FedEx receipt for…” his question trails off. 
 
    Tye’s full-out grinning now. “I had to return some clothes to their owner. But it’s fucking expensive to ship a Hazmat cooler, so I expect to get reimbursed.” 
 
    John lowers his hand to his side before throwing his head back, laughing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    EPILOGUE II 
 
    TYE 
 
   I  can still hear John’s laughter as I pull the door closed and make my way to my car. 
 
    I wish I could stay to see Nora’s reaction when he explains everything to her, but I have a flight to catch. 
 
    A few weeks ago, if someone had asked me if I was happy, I’d have said yes. Because I was. Or at least I thought I was. But the night I spent with the guys terrorizing Danny Fucking Copper made me realize that I’m missing something in my life. 
 
    And that something is a someone that I’m willing to do stupid shit for.  
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