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SONIA

“L% ere is to the first first-year resident to be published in
Breakthroughs!” Sonia raised a margarita and clinked her
friend’s glass. Around them, the North Vault’s speakers blasted music
across the dance floor, large screens alternating between zooming in on
dancing guests and patching the feeds of the professional dancers of both
genders twisting lithely atop lit pedestals. The three bartenders danced with
the beat as they flowed expertly through their domain. If not for the fact that
Sonia hated the man who owned the place, the North Vault would be
perfect. She grinned at Win. “A small step for Dr. Winafred Carrell, a large
step for victims of rare diseases everywhere. What’s your secret?”

“I hacked China and big pharma.”

Sonia winced. Win was probably only half kidding. Possibly quarter
kidding. Outwardly, with her shiny golden curls, perfectly drawn facial
lines, and petite stature, she looked like a doll. Gorgeous and tiny and
delicate. What she lacked in physical presence, she made up for in spades
on the darkweb. Though only a few people in the world knew who she was.

“Right,” said Sonia. “Doctor Carrell and Ms.—what’s your moniker
again?”

Win sipped her drink. “Nothing you need to worry about, counselor. But if you are in the
mood to talk laws and rules—and let’s face it, you are never not in the
mood to talk about laws and rules—tell me you found some loophole to get
me out of the ER rotation?” She gave Sonia a pleading look as if Sonia had
some mythical power over either Colorado state law or the administrative
policy of Denton Memorial Hospital. “I'm a geneticist. Give me a blood
sample and a computer and I'll get you the world. Give me a screaming



patient with a broken arm, and I pass out. So me being in the ER is a lose-
lose proposition for everyone.”

“And none of that has to do with Sith’s best friend being your
attending?” Sonia asked. She’d only met Win’s older brother Sith a few
times, the last being at Sonia and Win’s college graduation. He was in the
SEALSs, and leave was difficult to come by.

“Matthew Jennson? Oh, it has everything to do with Jennson,” said
Win. “I’ve no idea why he left the joyful military world of crawling around
battlefield mud, because he clearly thinks that to be the superior lifestyle.
Speaking of the devil. Or, asshole.”

Sonia followed Win’s glare to a tall black-haired man joining a group of
other former military types at the corner of the bar. Denton had a collection
of them. Casey McKenzie—the North Vault’s proprietor and former Delta
operative—was currently holding court. In addition to Casey, Sonia’s boss
Liam was also there as was Cullen Hunt who ran Denton Memorial. The
men greeted each other with low grunts and Casey slid Matthew a drink
across the top of the polished bar.

“The superiority complex does seem to be endemic to the Tridents,”
Sonia murmured.

“Tridents?”

“The cabal of special forces guys in Denton Valley. They all know each
other, train together, and act as pains in the ass to various degrees. I don’t
know how the nickname started, but they ran with it. I mean Liam’s
company is literally called Trident Security and Rescue. The Tridents are
like a mix of gods and the mafia around here, and it doesn’t hurt that they
either own or run all the major businesses in the area. Anyway, back to Matt
Jennson, what’s he doing?”

“Oh, it’s Matthew, not Matt.” Win rolled her eyes. “Besides confusing
the ER with a bootcamp?—I swear he takes a perverse joy out of seeing if
he can’t make me cry at least once a day.” Her shoulders sagged, energy
and the will to fight leaving her like air rushing from a punctured balloon.
“I see enough of him in the hospital, I’d rather not deal with it on a night
off. We should find a different place for drinks.”

“And yield ground to a bunch of idiot men? No way in hell,” said Sonia.
“In fact, that is going to be our new motto. We shall survive, we shall grow,
and we shall never yield to idiot males. Especially ones who think they are
god’s gifts to humankind.”



Win smiled shyly, but raised her glass in a toast. “Survive, grow, don’t
yield.” Her eyes sparkled as she took a sip of her drink and pulled out her
phone, typing furiously.

“What are you doing?” asked Sonia.

Win kept her attention on her screen. “Hacking the Vault’s camera feed
to the screen. We could put the Tridents’ nose hairs up there instead of the
dancers.”

“Don’t.” Sonia snatched Win’s phone away. “Seriously, are you twelve?
That’s, you know, illegal.”

Win threw up her hands. “If you are going to play rule-keeper, put that
legal mind of yours to getting me the hell out of the ER.”

"Well, does anything about this rotation violate medical ethics?"

"Forcing a geneticist to work in the emergency room? It violates my
ethics.” Win gulped from her drink and waved it between them. "You know
what they have in that place?"

"Patients?"

"Exactly! Living, breathing, talking patients. With feelings, and
complaints, and convoluted stories that don’t actually make any sense and
then change whenever Jennson walks into the treatment room.”

“Have you talked to your brother?”

“Twice. His knee jerk reaction is that Jennson can do no wrong, because
brothers in arms and all. I finally got Sith to admit that he has no idea why
Jennson left the navy, for all the good that does me.”

“I could talk to Liam,” said Sonia. “Since I’m in his legal department I
see a lot of him and he has sway. But, honestly? It might do more harm than
good. Bullies smell blood in the water, so if Matthew knows how much he
is getting to you, he could just double down.”

“Good point. What’s worse is that Ivy West-Keasley, the other ER
attending, is on bed rest with preeclampsia. It will be months until she is
back.” Win growled under her breath, then focused on something behind
Sonia’s shoulder. “Speaking of our favorite people, yours has separated
from the pack.”

In the mirror panes built into the decor behind their booth, Sonia saw
Casey’s approaching reflection. Tall and broad shouldered, he wore a
designer black suit that cost more than Sonia’s monthly apartment rent. The
expensive cloth was tailored perfectly to his chiseled body, and somehow
made his blond hair and gray eyes even more stunning. The bastard was



beautiful. Beautiful and arrogant and self-centered. But that’s not what
made Sonia’s blood boil every time she ran into him.

Casey McKenzie had made a point of humiliating Sonia in court last
year, manipulating and playing her for his personal amusement before the
whole world. To add insult to injury, Casey didn't even practice law in
civilian life. He’d swooped in for a single case that involved his cousin,
turned Sonia’s reputation and self-esteem inside out, and swooped out again
to do what he liked—run North Vault Night Club.

She glanced at the door. Maybe Win’s idea of getting out of this place
wasn’t a bad one.

“Survive, grow, don’t yield to idiot men,” Win whispered.

Right. Sonia straightened her back.

Casey snatched a whiskey off a passing waiter’s tray and wrapped his
long fingers around the glass as he sauntered over to Sonia and Win’s
booth. He moved with an easy, confident step, the fingers of his free hand
tapping his thigh in rhythm to the music. Waiters and patrons shifted
slightly to clear a path for him. A parting of the sea. No wonder the prick
had an oversized ego.

“Good evening, Winafred. Counselor. Shouldn’t you be over at the
courthouse, dazzling the jury?”

“At eleven at night? If you have trouble reading the arrows on that
expensive watch of yours, get yourself a Disney one with a numbers
display.”

“At any hour. From what I hear, you plea out most cases these days.”
His sultry voice was a caress that made Sonia’s thighs tingle, even as she
contemplated possible ways to cut off his balls. He swirled the whiskey in
his glass. “If you need help, all you need to do is ask. I'm at your full
disposal.”

“I want your help about as much as I want an STD.”

Casey’s gaze roamed over her, lingering with deliberate drama on her
small breasts and wide hips. “I’d not recommend the latter myself, but to
each their own.”

“You are disgusting,” Sonia told him.

“I am no such thing. That’s not just my personal opinion, by the way.
I’ve several references who could vouch for my—*“

“What do you want, McKenzie?” Sonia asked, cutting him off.

“Oh, many things. At the moment though, sex.”



Sonia blinked. “With who?”

“With you, obviously,” said Casey. “Did you imagine I came to you for
help getting someone else into my bed? I don’t usually require assistance in
that regard, your case notwithstanding.”

Win made a small snorting noise.

Sonia choked on her sip of margarita. He was serious. In that absurd,
arrogant mind of his, Casey was serious. “Are you... Are you out of your
mind?” she asked. “Why would I want to have sex with you?”

Casey motioned to his body, as if showcasing the perfection. “Because
everyone does.” His brows pulled together. “It vexes me that you don’t
share the general opinion. Is it the suit?”

Sonia rose, collecting her clutch, and slapping a twenty on the table to
cover drinks and tip. “No, McKenzie. It’s not the suit. Or the music. Or me.
It’s you. Really, it’s just you.”

Sonia held her ground, making sure Win could walk safely behind and
to the exit before turning on her heels and joining her friend. Once outside,
she gave Win a sideways glance. “That wasn’t yielding,” she said. “That
was making a deliberate decision to retreat.”

“No argument here.” Win touched her arm. “Are you alright, Nia?”

She took a breath and let it out slowly. Win was one of the few people in
the world who knew what Sonia’s father’s business partner had done to her
that day during their senior year of college. Simple conversation didn’t
usually trigger that buried part of her, but Casey had a way of making even
words feel like roving fingers.

“I’m fine. McKenzie and his quest for another notch on his bedpost are
not going to ruin this evening for either of us.” She linked her arm though
Win’s and steered them toward her apartment. With the wind ruffling
Sonia’s hair just enough to caress without being downright cold, it was too
nice of a night to bother with an uber.

A flock of motorcycles zipped passed as they walked, the star-filled sky
twinkling brightly. "One thing I love about Colorado is that I can see the
little dipper," Sonia said after a while.

"Goes well with the bikers," said Win. Indeed, there seemed to be more
motorcycles out than usual on the streets. Maybe some club had a ride out
or whatever they called it when they put on leather and rolled out in a herd
of helmets and wheels. "The ER will have some donors tonight."

"That's morbid," said Sonia.



"It’s Darwin’s Law. Natural selection.”

Turning off the main road, Sonia steered them toward the first floor
apartment she was renting in a three family house. She was the only tenant
there currently. The top floor required more repairs than the landlord was
willing to invest in, and the family from the second floor had moved a
month earlier. Sonia missed their familiar faces, but she did sleep better
without the three teenagers stomping around like elephants. Liam paid a
good salary, but with her student loans—and the other debts she’d had to
take on after she cut ties with her parents—this place was all she could
afford.

“You’ve got mail,” Win pulled a shiny postcard from the mailbox while
Sonia struggled with the front door lock. “You are cordially invited to a
week-long cruise aboard the Belle Nuit, sailing from Newport, Connecticut.
Staterooms starting at only ten thousand dollars.”

“What a bargain. Marketing companies could save themselves a great
deal on postage if they went by something beyond my occupation for
targeting criteria. Plus, Connecticut? Why would I go from Colorado to
Connecticut for a cruise?”

“Because it’s a special reunion for Yale Law grads and you miss your
classmates that much?” said Win.

“We just graduated a few years ago.” Sonia shook her head. Some of
her classmates came from serious money. “Someone probably wants to
show off and rub elbows. Either that or try to poach each other for their
firms.”

“So what should I do with this?” Win waved the postcard in the air.

Sonia shrugged. “The recycling bin is just inside the door. File it there.”

“Will do.” Win paused on the inside of the door and then grinned. “You
know, this cruise sounds like exactly the kind of thing idiot men would be
at. So staying home is actually a strategic decision, and I for one salute
you.”
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CASEY

8 asey awoke to the first rays of dawn light streaming through his

bedroom window and falling over the dark sheets of his bed. That,
and the tell-tale sound of his phone vibrating. This early, it had to be Briar.
Casey sat up. He was between two women, both as naked as he was, and
still asleep. Ana and Brittany. Most likely. Or were they both Ana, just
spelled differently? There had been three women in the bed originally, all
from last night’s evening at the North Vault, but one of the ladies had left
before they fell asleep.

None of them were Sonya Dancer, however. No, that pitbull seemed
more likely to castrate him than enjoy him. Which was... unsettling.
Especially because he couldn’t get her out of his head. Hell, he’d gotten
hard last night just watching Sonya’s hips as she walked out on him from
the North Vault. If he could only have a night of fun with her, he was sure
he’d finally be able to evict the woman from his mind.

Casey slipped out of the sheets carefully so as to not disturb the sleeping
beauties and pulled on a pair of gym shorts before heading out.

"Where are you going?" one of them moaned softly. Ana. Yes, that was
certainly Ana.

"To see what has a bur under my brother’s hide," Casey said, letting his
gaze caress her gorgeous curves one more time. "There is coffee in the
kitchen."

At least there should be coffee. Briar usually started a pot. Not because
he cared about Casey's guests, but because he wanted them out of the
penthouse sooner than later, and guests plied with coffee typically moved
faster than those who weren't.



Casey inclined his head in farewell to the women, though Ana had
already fallen back to sleep. By the time he and Briar were done with
training, the women would be gone. At least until the evening, when they
came to the Vault again. He might invite one over again... No. Probably not.
It was easier to keep fun as just what it was. No complications. No
miscommunications.

Grabbing a bottle of water, Casey made his way over to the small gym
that had started its life in the penthouse apartment as a formal dining room.
Now, mats lined the floor and walls, and a punching bag hung from a
reinforced ceiling beam. Briar was there already, kicking the life out of said
bag. Casey watched him in the mirror, his twin’s body identical to his own
except for a few tattoos. And the scars. Those were equal, but not the same
—though many had come from the same source. He grabbed a set of pads.

Briar stopped, wiping his face with the bottom of his shirt.

“Put those back,” Briar said. “Hunt wants us. All of us.”

“For what?”

Briar grunted. “How would I know? Got the same text you did.”

Casey pulled out his phone. So that morning’s alert hadn’t been from
Briar after all. Not that the text had anything more to offer, but its very
existence was interesting. Cullen Hunt was the Trident’s unofficial leader. If
he was mustering everyone, hopefully it meant someone needed to get their
arse kicked.

That would scratch an itch.

Casey tossed the kicking pads back to their spot and went to change.

An hour later, Casey slid into a leather seat beside his brother at a large
conference room table. Faces he’d become familiar with since moving to
Denton Valley were already there. Liam, Eli, Kyan, Aiden, Tara. Cullen’s
wife, Sky, was there too. Sky had about as much to do with combat as
Casey did with dancing the ballet, but what she lacked in ability to assault a
bunker, she more than made up for in her knack for getting information. It
usually made everyone feel better to not know how she did it.

Casey adjusted his cufflinks and reached for the stainless steel kettle in
the middle of the table. At least someone thought to brew coffee. He started
to pour himself a cup—only to realize the dark liquid inside was actually
tea. “Has England invaded?” he demanded.

Eli brightened and pulled the kettle toward him. “Not yet, mate.” Eli’s
crisp British accent filled the room. “But when they do, I’'m coming for



your piano first.”

“Right. Thank you everyone for coming,” Cullen said before Casey
could retort. He stood and surveyed them all with a penetrating gaze.
“Though you should know that you aren’t actually here. Because the
Denton Valley Police Department would never approach a group of
civilians to ask for help. Nor would the Tridents ever stick their noses into
things we’ve no legal authority to mess with. Are we clear so far?”

“Crystal,” said Casey. Wherever this was going, he already liked it.

The others nodded solemnly.

The door opened before Cullen could continue, and Matthew Jennson
slipped inside. The doc was still in his scrubs, and rubbed fatigue from his
face as he found an empty seat. “Sorry I’'m late.”

“You aren’t,” Casey drawled with a lazy smile. “Since we aren’t
actually here.”

Matthew blinked then shrugged and reached for the faux coffee pot.
Casey pushed an empty cup toward him and watched the doc make the
same discovery he had minutes earlier.

“What the ever loving fuck is this?”

“Seems to be a hello from across the pond,” Casey supplied.

“Right then, what are we not here to discuss exactly?” said Eli. “Besides
the American Revolution.”

“Satan's Armada,” said Sky, taking control of the room and giving
Casey a withering glare.

He grinned back.

Sky clicked on the large screen behind her, where a slideshow of bikers
began to play. “The Armada is an OMG—an outlaw motorcycle gang.
Similar to the Hells Angels but newer. They recently expanded into
Colorado, bringing with them exactly the trouble you’d expect. Then, about
a month ago, the Armada decided Denton Valley to be a good location for a
chapter. Denton Valley Memorial has already felt the effects.”

Across the table, Matthew nodded. “Two stabbings last night alone.
Prospects trying to earn their way up the ladder.”

“The Armada appears to have a point system to reach full patch status.”
Sky clicked to the next slide. “Wounding a member of a rival club is five
points. Killing him, ten. Going to prison to protect a chapter gets you a
lifetime of support. Then, there is the business part of things.”



The screen changed to a show pictures drugs, guns, and women, many
with bruises and hands tied behind their backs. Casey sat up straighter,
exchanging a silent look of fury with his twin. They were both all too
familiar with the bruises part. Had seen them too many times on their
mother growing up. Those hurt more than the ones they received
themselves.

Casey blinked, forcing himself to focus on Sky’s briefing. He didn’t
look at Briar, but could feel his radiating tension beside him.

“The Armada doesn’t just ride around on motorcycles making a
nuisance of themselves, they run drugs, guns, and yes—women,” Sky was
saying. “A full scale international business, complete with an attorney to
keep them out of prison.”

“They sound like a job for the feds.” Liam tapped his finger on the
polished table. “Much as I like Denton PD, they are out of their league on
this.”

“They know,” said Cullen. “They also know that Denton Valley isn’t
going to be a priority for anyone, not with the larger cities in play.”

“So the locals can’t deal with it and the feds won’t,” said Casey. “How
can we help?”

“Not by going out and kicking the ass of every biker you see,” Liam
said, throwing Casey a hard look. “Just in case that entered your heads.”

Casey raised his hands in innocence, though a good brawl was
appealing. Briar grunted.

“Liam is right,” said Cullen. “Taking down the Satan’s Armada requires
something bigger than a show of force to a few bikers or whatever arrests of
low-level grunts the local PD can make. We need to get inside their
operations, identify key players and money movements. Stop this at its
source. Or at least make the Armada’s continued presence in Denton Valley
a very bad business decision.”

“Intelligence on who is who is sketchy,” Sky said apologetically, and
shifted the screen again. Headshots of three bearded men in leather jackets
and one clean-cut younger man appeared before them. “This is all we know
of the possible leadership cadre. The dirty looking ones are bikers
themselves, and the fourth—Nero—is an up and coming attorney who
keeps the law away. He was working in Detroit for a while, but has been
meeting with the president of the Armada’s Denton Valley chapter. He
might be heading this way.”



“What else do we know about Nero?” Liam asked.

“Twenty eight years old. Yale graduate. Still lives in Detroit, but passed
the Colorado Bar earlier this year.” Sky pulled screenshots of Nero’s social
media posts. Closeups of girls, jewelry, and private jets filled the feed.
“Filthy rich and likes to show it. But he is careful online. Nothing about
business.”

“Looks like he’s gearing up for vacation.” Eli pointed to a photo of
Nero holding a shiny advertisement for a cruise ship cutting through
turquoise waters. Below the image, Nero’s comment read See you on the
Belle Nuit. Eli clicked his tongue. “Open sea and alcohol gets people
talking. If there ever was an op more crafted for our Casey McKenzie, I’'m
yet to see it. McKenzie even speaks legalese.”

Casey leaned in to read the fine print on the ad. “Much as I appreciate
you voting me off the island, that’s a reunion cruise and I, alas, did not go to
Yale Law.”

Liam stared at the screen, then walked over to Sky’s computer and
flipped back to the slide show, finding what little she had on Nero’s bio. He
made a clicking sound with his tongue then blew out a long tense breath.
“McKenzie didn’t go to Yale, but we do know someone who did.”
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SONIA

“@ he Belle Nuit reunion cruise?” Sitting in Liam’s office, Sonia

split her attention between a copy of the shiny postcard she’d
just recently tossed into the recycling bin, and a smug looking Casey
McKenzie who she wished to send along the same route. “Yes, I received
the invite. I imagine hundreds of people did, my year, plus the one before,
and after. Didn’t they?” Her attention, which had been snagging on Casey’s
presence, now focused entirely on Liam.

Was that mailing a trap of some kind? In addition to her work with
Liam, Sonia had been putting in hours at the understaffed prosecutor’s
office. It was entirely possible that she had more enemies than she knew
about.

“The marketing company sent over six hundred invites,” Liam said
firmly, as if catching the direction of her thoughts. He leaned his forearms
against the edge of his desk. Unlike other executives of multimillion dollar
companies, Liam's office was a working space not a power play one, with
leather chairs worn from many conversations and a myriad of computer
screens in active use. Now though, Liam’s attention was on her, not the
displays. “There is nothing to suggest you were singled out for the
mailing.”

So why am I here?

“I’ve no intention of going,” said Sonia. “If you were worried about me
being gone for a week all of a sudden.”

“Thank the gods,” said Casey. “I can only imagine what a disaster it
would be for Rowan’s multimillion dollar enterprise if they were to lose



your invaluable legal service for a few days. The whole thing would
implode.”

Liam gave Casey a shut the fuck up look and turned back to Sonia.
“First of all, you are entitled to vacation time. And the fact that you’ve
taken none of it since you started here is a conversation I’ve been meaning
to have with you separately,” Liam said in that voice he sometimes got, the
one filled with unyielding dominance. “Since we are on the topic, you will
either schedule some days off for yourself, or I will schedule them for you.
Leave it to me to somehow keep Trident Security and Rescue from
collapsing in your absence. Am I clear?”

Sonia swallowed. “Yes. Thank you, sir.”

Liam leaned away from her, and the aura of dominance eased. His voice
softened, “In this case, however, the question about the Belle Nuit reunion
cruise is entirely for my benefit. And before we go any further, I want to
make it clear that what I might ask of you is entirely and completely
voluntary.”

She ran her hands along her pencil skirt, then caught herself. Casey was
probably marking every move she made. Every sign of nerves that he could
exploit later for his own amusement.

Liam laid out a series of photographs on the desk. They were all of a
man in his 20s, slightly built except for a bit of a belly hanging over a
tailored suit. He had a receding hairline, eyes as dark as his hair, and face
that had a vaguely familiar feel. “Do you know this man?” Liam asked.

Sonia took a closer look at the photo, running a finger along the smooth
photo paper. Her memory stirred with a distant haze. The face, the clothes,
they were familiar, but not obvious. An actor perhaps? Someone she’d
caught on a show? Or was it a professional encounter?

“His name is Nero, if that helps,” said Liam. “At least that is what he
goes by now. He might have preferred a different name when you went to
school together.”

“Which one?”

“Pre-school,” said Casey.

Sonia ignored him. Didn’t even rise to the bait of demanding to know
what he was doing here beyond the obvious endeavor of being a pain in the
ass. Dealing with Casey would have been easier if he were stupid or at least
didn’t look like a Greek god made flesh. Unfortunately, he was neither of
those things. Especially not stupid. He was brilliant. And manipulative and



arrogant. And he took sheer unadulterated pleasure in making her look like
a fool in the courtroom, the one place she’d fought so hard to conquer.

“You would have met him at Yale Law,” Liam said, cutting into Sonia’s
thoughts. “You may not have known him personally, given the size of the
class.”

Sonia forced her mind away from Casey and the memories of the
courtroom games he’d played with her at last year’s trial. Away from the
absurd invite to his bed he made at the North Vault. If Liam brought her
here, it was important and she owed him nothing less than her full attention
and expertise.

She looked at the photo again, examining the man’s features against her
memories from Yale. Ah. Yes. Nero. She remembered now. The kid who’d
preferred the strange name even back then. “I placed him now. He was
never a friend, but we shared some classes and faced each other in moot
court. If you need me to reach out to him, I can certainly try—but I don’t
know that he’d take my call any more readily than yours. Less so given
your position.”

“Positions can be creatively shifted,” Casey said, a wicked gleam in his
eyes as he tasted the word. “Let’s not get all hung on a single possibility.”

Her face heated, her good intentions of not taking Casey’s baiting
snapping like a ripped rubber band. “Is there a reason you are here, beyond
a desire to give me a headache?”

“Most certainly. I’m here to propose to you in marriage,” said Casey.

“Can you shut up for a minute, McKenzie?” Liam demanded.

“I could, but what would be the fun in that?”

Liam pointedly turned his chair away from Casey and faced Sonia
directly. “No call is needed. However, Nero appears to be the new council
for a chapter of the Satan’s Armada that has been hazing Denton Valley, and
we’d like to see if he wants to share some insight about his clients.”

“He couldn’t do that,” said Sonia. “Attorney-lient privilege.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Casey threw a pen into the air. “The Satan’s
Armada rapes, murders, and traffics drugs all around North America. And
you think Nero’s primary concern is the ethics board?”

“It would be mine.”

“Which is why you don’t represent an outlaw motorcycle gang and he
does,” said Casey.



“Would you shut up,” Liam hissed at Casey, then reined his voice in as
he caught Sonia’s gaze again. “We don’t need you to call Nero. We were
hoping to leverage your class standing another way—Dby having you accept
the invitation to the Belle Nuit. The cost would be covered, of course, as
would your time.”

Sonia stared at her boss. “You want to send me on a ten thousand dollar
cruise on the long shot that I can get Nero to disclose privileged
information?”

“Ocean, help us all if you try that,” Casey said. “We’d have better luck
sending a dentist to win over the candy lobby.” He stretched out his legs,
the muscles shifting beneath his tailored suit as he crossed one ankle over
another. As perfectly at ease here in Liam’s office as he was at the North
Vault and the courtroom. “Chatting up Nero would not be part of your
duties. All you do is accept the invitation and show up. And bring a plus
one.”

“Plus one?” The moment Sonia said the question aloud, she realized the
answer. Realized exactly which plus one was on the launching pad. Casey’s
earlier off handed comment about a marriage proposal clicked morbidly
into place. “You want me... to bring you onto the Belle Nuit as my
husband?”

“That’s too much paperwork,” said Casey. “A fiancé will do just fine.”

Despite all her time in court, all her training to find words when she had
none, all she could do was blink at the men. It went without saying that they
didn’t look the part. Casey was a beauty incarnate. Broad shoulders,
sculpted muscles that no clothes truly hid, and powerful lethal grace. Sonia
was, well, a pencil with hips.

You are a fat ass on a stick, Sonia-baby, so don't pretend you aren’t
enjoying this. Don’t pretend I’'m not doing your cunt a favor.

Sonia pushed down the voice from that phantom memory with a
practiced breath and focused on the absurd proposition the men were laying
out before her. She and Casey were a problem that went far beyond looks.
Sonia practiced law. Casey practiced making a mockery of it. Casey’s idea
of a good evening involved debauchery. Wine, women, and song taken to
new heights. Sonia preferred a friend or a book. More importantly—most
importantly—to Casey, Sonia was little more than a toy. The one time they
had worked together, he’d played with her like a cat toying with its food.
Humiliated her. And she’d been unable to stop him.



Sonia’s hands gripped the hem of her skirt, her stomach turning over.

“I'm fully aware that what we’re asking is well beyond your job
description,” Liam was saying in the background. “Once you bring Casey
into the events, he will take care of engaging with Nero and I trust him to
ensure your safety. Even so, I will not fault you for one second if you say
no. No pressure. No judgment.”

Of course there would be pressure and judgment. It was already there,
sitting beside Liam with a smirk on its face.

“Don’t you prefer someone more qualified to go?” Sonia pulled on a
mask of pure courtroom professionalism. “Someone like Tara who could
take on my identity.”

“It’s only been a few years. People will expect a familiar face and
recognize one that doesn’t belong.” Liam gave her a look he probably
thought was reassuring. “As far as qualifications go, you’ve all the
credentials we need. Which does not mean you have to say yes. I’m asking
whether you’d be willing to go, not telling you to.”

“Of course you are the only ticket we have onto the Belle Nuit,” said
Casey. “And our best shot at getting a violent gang off Denton Valley
streets. But sure, no one will think less of you if you decide you are too
much of a coward to subject yourself to a week on a luxury cruise where
you need to do nothing but enjoy the spa.”

“Enough, McKenzie,” Liam snapped, releasing that leash on his power
again. “Either keep your mouth shut or wait in the hall.”

Casey closed his mouth, but when he turned his face from Liam, Sonia
could see his lips pressing into that hint of a smile. Red flashed before her
eyes. The prick was doing it again. Shoving her around. Survive, grow and
don't yield. That was the motto she and Win had agreed on.

She glared at Casey, letting him see a hint of her fangs.

His smile only grew.

“Tell you what, I’ll sweeten the pot.” Ignoring the promise of murder
now darkening Liam’s face, Casey leaned forward toward Sonia. “You get
to publicly break-off our engagement right on board. Leave me behind in
the dirt. That itself should make the trip worth it for you.”

For the first time in her life, Sonia agreed with him. “When you put it
that way,” she said, her heart still pounding with fury as she faced Casey, “it
would be a pleasure to assist this operation.”
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MATTHEW
&=

“(S ir, you need to move Winafred Carrell the hell out of the ER

before she kills someone,” Matthew leaned his hands on the edge
of Dr. Yarborough’s desk, “or lets them die. That’s more likely, but same
end result.”

Yarborough, who oversaw both the ER and surgical departments at
Denton Memorial, leaned back in his chair. He was a former SEAL himself
and, though it had been decades since he served, had an aura of military
competence and command about him. Now, he studied Matthew with an
unreadable expression. “That would certainly be an unfortunate outcome.
And where would you have me move her to, Dr. Jennson?”

“Anywhere that doesn’t have living people. The arctic circle comes to
mind, but pathology is a solid second choice.” The tiny, golden-haired fairy
of a doctor was driving him insane, which in fairness was a short trip.
Especially on no sleep. “I assure you, that she wants to be in my ER as little
as I want her there.”

He’d told Sith as much on the phone yesterday. Win didn’t belong in the
ER. It was that simple. Sith had told Matthew that he didn’t give two fucks
which department his little sister was in, so long as she was alright. And
that he’d cut Matthew’s balls off and roast them with chestnuts if she was
not. Then Sith started prying into Matthew’s sudden departure from SEAL
Team Six’s medical support and he’d ended the conversation quickly.

“I didn’t realize your happiness was a metric on my training matrix,”
Yarborough said with a mildness that Matthew knew better than to interpret
as anything but solid steel. “Or hers either.”



Matthew read the unspoken order to check himself, and followed it,
getting his hands off Yarborough’s desk and draping them behind his back
instead. In theory, one of the perks of being an attending was an end to the
sadistic shifts the residents endured. In reality, leaving Win alone in the ER
—even with him a phone call away—was not happening. Still, Matthew
shoved his fatigue down into irrelevance and addressed Yarborough again
only when he had full control of his voice. “My happiness or lack thereof is
irrelevant, sir. However, the efficient operation of Denton Valley’s
emergency room is material. Dr. Carrell is an award-winning geneticist,
with an expertise in research not clinical application. Her background is
being underutilized in the ER setting. Meanwhile, she is taking up a slot in
the ER that requires someone with clinical experience.”

Hell, Matthew would take anyone who wasn’t afraid of blood. The
lunch lady at the cafeteria was starting to look like an attractive choice.

“I propose,” Matthew continued, “that it would be better for general
patient outcome—"

"What is better for general patient outcome,” Yarborough said, cutting
him off, “is a hospital raising a cadre of young residents into fully capable
doctors. We are too remote and critical to allow interns to specialize, no
matter how much teaching might inconvenience their attendings. You’ve
not worked with civilians prior to taking this post, is that correct?”

“Yes, sir. I served with special operations medical support since the
start,” Matthew said stiffly. “The last few years were with SEAL Team
Six.”

“You do much teaching on SEAL Team Six, Jennson?”

“No, sir.”

“Many women on that team?”

Matthew raised his chin. He knew the dress down routine well, having
been on both sides of it more times than he could count. Knew that it too
shall pass. “No, sir. None.”

“How about first year residents, brand new doctors with all the
expectations and none of the experience? Many of those there?”

“No, sir. We deployed only with seasoned personnel.”

“Then maybe Dr. Carrell isn’t the god damned problem in this equation,
Jennson. Maybe I’ve more tolerance for a young doctor thrown into the
deep end than I do for an attending who can’t work out a way to teach her
to differentiate her ass from her elbow. And maybe, just maybe, you should



cut your losses and get the hell out of my office right now before I come up
with a more creative way to get my point across. One thing to know about
my department is that there is no bell here for you to ring because you find
the job too difficult.”

“Understood, sir.” The suggestion that Matthew was somehow shirking
his duties hit like a physical blow, reverberating through Matthew’s body.
He waited for Yarborough to dismiss him, then turned on his heels and
walked out, keeping a rein on his emotions until he was well out of sight
and range. Only then, in the privacy of a fourth floor locker room, did he
allow himself a few minutes to brace his hands on his thighs and pull the
shattered pieces of his dignity back together.

Ten minutes later, Matthew was walking back into the ER. Unlike the
trauma hospitals in combat zones, everything around him was clean and
spacious, blue and green colors moving about the sea of mostly quiet
patients. Yarborough had certainly gotten one thing right, Matthew
belonged here as little as Win did. But he had no other place to go.

“Dr. Jennson,” Michelle, a skilled charge nurse who was the real power
house behind keeping the ER operational, set an intercept course for him as
she spoke. She also had years of experience keeping new doctors and nurses
from killing patients, which currently made her the more valuable player of
the two of them. Now, her brisk pace told him that the matter was urgent.
“You’ll want to check room three. Fifty-four year old male with chest pain
and shortness of breath."

Matthew started to bay three at once. “EKG?”

Michelle handed him the iPad. “ST elevations.”

“Fuck. Sorry.” He flipped through the chart as they walked. “Win
already saw him?” He found his own answer to that a moment later—a two
page book report detailing the man’s history going back to his
grandmother’s stubbed toe. Speaking of his forced protégé, where the hell
was she? Matthew surveyed the ER, finding Win with her nose buried in a
high-powered laptop, typing furiously and occasionally making some
calculation-like gestures in the air with her index finger.

Fifty bucks said she’d gotten hold of a new batch of blood sample
results and was now running some simulations on their genetic markers.
Exactly the sort of activity that saved lives in an emergency room.

“Dr. Carrell,” Matthew pitched his voice over the ER, making Win
flinch. “With me, please.”



Win ruefully put away her laptop and trotted over, her face weary. She
didn’t just dislike him, she was afraid of him. Granted, he’d yelled at her a
few times, but it had always been for a good reason and he never punished
her beyond a raised voice. Then again, that had been enough to send her
into tears. He truly had no idea what to do with her. Win was six years
younger, tiny, delicate, and shy. Happier with her computer than with
patients and afraid of blood. God help him.

“Talk to me about the possible MI in three,” Matthew said.

“Fifty-four year old man developed chest discomfort earlier today,” Win
kept her eyes on the data on her iPad as she spoke. "No history of cardiac
disease, non-smoking, in good physical shape. He got nitro and baby
aspirin. I ordered cardiac labs but—*

"What does he look like?" Matthew interrupted.

"Umm... Black hair, medium build. Is that what you mean?”

“I mean,” Matthew said through his teeth, “does he look sick or not
sick?”

“I...” Win swallowed. She had no idea. “His vitals are stable.”

“Not what I asked.” He pulled away the curtain to bay three to find an
athletic middle aged man sitting on the edge of the bed. Pale face. Sweat-
beaded forehead. Extended jugular veins. Tripod position. Yeah. Sick.
“Hello, Brian, I’'m Dr. Jennson,” Matthew said by way of introduction as he
pulled the stethoscope off his neck to listen to heart sounds. “I understand
you are having chest pain?"

"Just a bit of pressure really.” Brian rubbed his arm. “Started feeling it
toward the end of training. I do triathlons and today was a run day. I was
going to let it sort itself out, but...” he shrugged. Frowned. The heart
monitor attached to him beeped in alarm. “Oh god.”

Brian grabbed at his chest.

Stethoscope abandoned, Matthew rushed forward and caught the man
before he could fall off the table. Brian’s eyes were wide open, his body a
dead weight in Matthew’s arms. On the still screeching monitor, the wave
pattern changed to wide erratic curves. Fuck!

“V-fib on the monitor,” Matthew announced. A heart attack at fifty-four
in a man who took damn good care of himself. It wasn’t fair. It was ugly.
But Matthew wasn’t going down without a fight. “Michelle, call a code
team.” He lay Brian flat on the bed and yanked the gown off his chest. “It’s
a witnessed MI and a shockable rhythm. We can still reverse this, people.”



A code alert sounded, people rushing toward the bay to offer assistance.
Matthew picked up the defibrillator paddles, a nurse already ready with
conductive gel.

“Set the charge to one-twenty and prepare to start CPR as soon as I
shock.” His orders filled the room. He spoke slowly. Clearly. “Carrell,
you’ll manage the airway. Get your intubation kit ready. Someone draw up
a milligram of epi and be ready. We’re going to run this one in steady
steps.”

A quiet electrical whine sounded as the defibrillator dialed in the
electricity. “Clear,” Matthew called. Everyone stepped away from the table.

Everyone except Win, who was scrolling through her iPad as if the
answer to Brian’s life was buried in his genetic history.

“Carrell, do you have a death wish?” Matthew snapped.

“What? Oh!” She stepped away.

Matthew suppressed a growl, but this wasn’t the time. “Shocking at
one-twenty.” He discharged the first round of electricity through Brian’s
chest, the man’s body jerking slightly. “Shock delivered. No pulse. Start
CPR.”

A tech stepped into place over Brian's chest, beginning compressions.
Matthew pressed two fingers against the carotid artery to check their
effectiveness. On the other side of the patient, Win was yet to take control
of the airway as he’d ordered, and one of the nurses had moved in to
breathe for the patient in Win’s stead.

“Dr. Carrell, are we distracting you from a good book?”

Win looked up from her iPad, her face pale. For once, the dread in her
large hazel eyes had nothing to do with him. “He... The patient has a Do
Not Resuscitate order on file, Dr. Jennson,” she said so quietly she could
barely be heard over the equipment. “We can’t do this. Any of this. We
can’t save his life.”

The tech doing chest compressions faltered. “What?”

Matthew shouldered the man out of the way and took over. “The DNR
isn’t valid. Brian came to the ER because he wanted help. If he wanted to
die, he’d have gone to the morgue.”

Win’s throat bobbed. “But the advance directive—*

“Put down your god damned electronics and get control of your patient's
airway before you kill him, Doctor.” Despite his best efforts, Matthew’s



patience had finally reached the end of its tether. “Michelle, call the cath
lab. Tell them we are coming up.”

“Dr. Jennson,” Michelle said his name with emphasis. She turned to
Win, who now clutched the iPad against her chest and looked to be on the
verge of tears. “When was the DNR signed?”

"Two... Two months ago, at this hospital," said Win. "With a witness.
Do Not Resuscitate and Do Not Intubate orders. Both valid."

Michelle snapped her fingers. “I remember him now. Brian’s wife had
leukemia. She was here on her last day—we ran the code for an hour trying
to bring her back. He watched it all, then asked about advanced directives.
Poor man.” She shook her head. “Looks like he went forward with his
decision.”

“Relive history later, call the cath lab now,” said Matthew. Given the
totality of the circumstance, he gave Brian two out of three odds of walking
out of Denton Memorial.

Michelle blew out a long breath, her tone changing to briskness. “I’m
sorry, Dr. Jennson, but the patient has a valid order. He does not wish heroic
measures to be taken to save his life." She touched the elbow of the nurse
providing ventilations, pulling her off the task.

Brian’s oxygen levels plummeted.

Fury spilt into Matthew's blood, his heart pounding as loudly as the
beeping monitors. They were holding a man's life here, not a fucking
document. A man who'd come to them for help. Who was young and
vibrant. Who could beat this if only his doctors stayed with him and fought.

And yet, Win and Michelle and everyone else in the room, all they saw
were papers. Fucking papers and lawyers and legal documents. Matthew
wanted to roar at them all. How many times had he fought for the slimmest
chance when soldiers lay bleeding on his table? Had given his all to buy
them just one more breath and one more hope, when all the textbooks said
there was none? And here, now, when there was chance and hope a plenty,
these people—these fucking civilians—wanted to stand by and do nothing?

Did they even hear the absurdity of their words?

Matthew glared up at Win, the one who opened the gates to this path of
hell. The one who went looking—looking—for a reason to keep from
saving a man’s life. Because she thought the answers to the universe lay in
her iPad.



Matthew let the full force of his wrath show in his eyes as spoke to Win
directly. “Brian,” he purposely used the man’s name, “Brian was upset two
months ago. He was grieving. But when he came in today, he did it because
he wanted our help. Look at him. Look. At. Him! He is a human being, not
a print out of whatever genetic code you think in.”

Win stepped back.

Matthew finished the hundred compressions and grabbed the intubation
kit from the cart, shoving Win bodily out of the way and slipping the tube
inside.

The monitor beeped again, the waveform on the cardiac monitor
shifting from ventricular fibrillation to a flatline. The monotonous note of
asystole cut through the silent room.

“One milligram epinephrine IV,” Matthew ordered.

No one moved.

The hammering in Matthew’s heart became a drumroll that echoed
through his bones. His hand closed around the edge of the table.

"Brian doesn't want to die. He wants to run the triathlon he was training
for this morning.” Matthew breaths came hard. “I don’t give a flying fuck
what that iPad says, Win. We save people’s lives here. So you are going to
put down your damn toy, push the epi as ordered, and keep this man from
suffocating to death or I swear I am going to make your life a living hell
whose fury you are yet to see. Am I clear?”

Win gripped her iPad like a security blanket. Her face was pale, her
wide, hazel eyes rimmed with silver.

He stared her down, the monotone beep of the monitor was the only
sound in the room.

“Persistent asystole,” Michelle announced into the silence as if they
didn’t know how to read an EKG.

Matthew gave the patient two breaths of oxygen, pushed the epi
himself, and continued compressions. Running a code alone was idiocy, but
he’d done it before. In a world where they didn’t have people standing
around worrying about attorneys. On the table, Brian's body shuttered
beneath the force of the compressions, the ribs giving way. Ninety eight.
Ninety nine. One hundred.

He moved back to the airway, to deliver the oxygen, to check the pulse
at Brian’s neck in hopes that the epinephrine had done its job. It hadn’t. Not
yet.



“Get on his chest,” Matthew snarled at Win. “That’s an order.”

"No,” Win whispered.

Matthew’s arms dropped away from the patient as he whirled on Win,
towering over her, invading every inch of her space with his presence. He
loosened that internal leash he usually held on his power and let the full
impact of his years in the special forces, of giving orders that would send
men to their deaths, fill his voice. “Start. Compressions. Now.”

Win swallowed again and looked beyond him, to where the monitor still
declared its verdict and the patient lay helpless on that table, with only the
doctors around him standing between him and the end. Win’s voice shook.
“Time of death, 14:23,” she whispered.

The words hit him like a blow. Matthew didn’t need to look over to
know that Michelle and the others were already turning off the equipment
and disconnecting the leads. The world pulsed around him, like a bubble
between him and the little doctor who’d planted herself on the wrong side
of his wrath.

"That man didn't have to die today," Matthew snarled at her softly
enough that only she could hear the words. "Fortunately, you were here to
ensure he did. I hope you remember his eyes each time you close yours."

Without waiting for her retort, he grabbed the iPad from Win's hands
and shattered it on the floor before walking away.

Matthew was halfway across the expanse of the ER when he tasted the
first faint traces of sulfur. Just a hint, but it was enough. His stomach
tightened, fear conquering the fury still pulsing though him. He twisted
quickly, focusing on the door to the stairway, calculating how much time he
still had. Auras were already floating in his vision. That fourth floor locker
room was the best place to go, if he could make it. He took the stairs two at
a time, slipping down the back corridor into the rarely used locker room and
then into the far handicapped stall, the one where the door went all the way
down to the floor.

Shit. Shit. Shit. Sulfur was coating his tongue now and the auras had
turned colorful. Pulsing. Matthew had just enough time to ensure that the
door was locked and lowered himself to the floor before the seizure gripped
fully.
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SONIA

@/ ne thing Sonia knew was that no matter how much Liam promised

that Casey would be on his best behavior, the only one who was truly
capable of setting the boundaries was Sonia herself. Not to mention the fact
that Casey’s notion of best behavior had little objective value.

The key, she decided, was to get their new partnership started on the
right foot. To set the tone on the outset, while they were still on equal
footing. This was her chance to set the ground rules and stop Casey’s
inevitable bullying and taunting before it started. Last time she and him
worked together, Sonia had been caught off guard by what to expect. Now,
she knew better. And now, he needed her.

To that end, Sonia was taking the initiative. She’d invited Casey back to
Trident Security for their initial strategy session and now waited in one of
the small formal conference rooms for the man to arrive. The room she
reserved was close to her office and one she used regularly with attorneys
and clients. Her turf. And since she had the home field advantage, she could
also capitalize on it by setting up her things on the slightly more
comfortable side facing the door, leaving Casey the visitor’s side of the
table.

It was all subtle, and likely not something Casey would ever even
notice, but it wasn’t for him. It was for Sonia herself. A subtle shield
against the man who could reduce Sonia to uncertainty with a single raised
brow.

The door opened and Sonia jumped at the noise, despite having been
expecting company.



“Did I scare you?” Casey gave her a lazy grin from the door. Like her,
he wore a business suit. Unlike hers, his cost several thousand dollars and
enhanced every line of his unfairly perfect features.

You are a fat ass on a stick, Sonia-baby.

“Not at all.” Sonia stood, running her hands over her pencil skirt to
straighten it. “I’d expected the receptionist to tell me when you came, but
she must have overlooked the request.”

“I told her not to bother.” Casey strode in like he owned the room.
“Coming to tell you I'm here just to have me walk in a moment later
seemed like a waste of time.”

Sonia’s jaw tightened. He’d countermanded her instruction to reception
and reception listened to him. Pulling herself together, she reached inside
herself for the mask of the courtroom and pointed to the empty chair she’d
designated for him. “Thank you for coming, Mr. McKenzie.”

"Mr. McKenzie ?" He strode forward, hands in his pockets, muscles
rippling beneath the expensive material. Amusement danced in his gray
eyes and every one of his steps radiated that catlike predatory power that
mocked Sonia’s with every beat. Especially because it made her thighs
clench despite herself. Casey titled his head, studying her. "Surely there is a
more appropriate way to address your beloved fiancé?"

"It is an appropriate way of addressing my partner in an operation my
boss asked me to participate in," said Sonia. "But to your point, yes, how
we address each other in public is on the agenda of things for us to discuss.
Please sit.”

"There is an agenda?"

“Yes, of course.” Sonia opened her leather portfolio. She'd prepared for
this meeting as she would for any important conference, with everything
printed and labeled with small, colored flags. But she wouldn't be giving the
prick the time of day until he sat his toned ass down in the chair.

Casey must have sensed the line in the sand, because he pulled out a
chair and sat across from Sonia, his hands folded in front of him on the
table. He even reined in that perpetual smirk into something that resembled
professionalism. Good enough. At least it was a start.

Sonia pulled the first sheet of paper out from her stack and slid it across
the table. She’d thought for several hours last night about how to best
present this part and decided to go with the straightforward approach.



"As we will be portraying two people intent on future marriage, there
will be an expectation that we know basic facts about each other,” she said.
“I have prepared this life-resume for your reference. If you could prepare a
similar document for me by close of business, I can review it by—*

"You dislike cooking shows," Casey said, interrupting her as he picked
up the document and read off of it. "You try to watch all the Yale Bulldog
games, especially when they face the Harvard Crimsons. Your favorite
popcorn is Smartfood, though you only allow yourself to indulge in it when
said Bulldogs are kicking the Crimsons’ ass. Actually, no,” he squinted at
the page. “When the score difference swings in Yale’s favor.”

Sonia's skin heated. It sounded perfectly appropriate when she wrote it,
but the way Casey read the list, enunciating every word, made her feel like
a fool. Sonia captured a stray lock of hair that had escaped her bun and
pushed it behind her ear. "I have full faith in your ability to read. There is
no need to prove it.”

"What's your bra size?"

Sonia’s head snapped up. "What?"

"What’s your bra size?” Casey repeated, utterly unphased. “And panty
size, too. It's not listed here. As your fiancé, surely I'd have purchased little
unmentionables for you on occasion. It would be awfully strange if I didn't
know what size to acquire, wouldn't it?"

The warmth in Sonia’s cheeks turned to full heat. The worst part of it
was that Casey wasn’t wrong. But the notion of sharing those numbers with
him, of listing them out on a piece of paper... Sonia disliked sharing her
measurements with salespeople trying to help find her a pair of jeans,
sharing them with Mr. Sixpack was a bridge too far. "I will advise you of
those numbers later," she said, holding on to that tether of professionalism
for dear life. “For the moment—*

“I have an idea for the moment.” Casey picked up Sonia's carefully
composed resume, the one she’d assembled line by excruciating line, and
ripped it. The expensive linen paper made a whooshing sound as it tore.

“What- “

“This is stupid,” said Casey.

It was all Sonia could do to keep herself from flinching, to keep the
sudden stinging in her eyes from becoming something more. She pulled her
papers back toward herself, the carefully typed notes going back into the
leather portfolio.



“You’ll want to get some tape,” she said, her attention fully on her task.
“I’m not printing that for you again. And I’m not going to verbally go over
what I’ve already taken time to write up in a memo.”

Casey leaned forward, interlacing his fingers on the polished table top.
"I'm not writing down a list of hobbies, favorite colors, or sexual positions
for you."

"I never wrote down- "

"Likely because you’ve no imagination. Either way, if you are
interested, I'll let you borrow a few books."

There they went again. Same old ground. Sonia rallied herself to try
reason one last time.

"l need to seem as if I know you," she enunciated each word as if
speaking to someone slow of mind. "Given how little interest I actually
have in the subject, it would make it more efficient if you simply gave me a
list of characteristics I should know. This whole thing isn’t my idea of a
good time, please don’t make it harder than it is.”

"Oh, for hell's sake,” Casey threw up his arms. “Why don't we try
something a little more practical, counselor. Spend two days with me. Find
out if I’'m even more irritating than you think I am. Otherwise you might
spend all that energy being upset about the wrong vice of mine. Think about
it. You’ll be able to tell the world how truly awful I am as opposed to
merely obnoxious."

Sonia didn’t answer.

Casey’s voice changed, taking on one of those rare notes of reason. "If
you can't stomach spending a couple of days with me in Denton Valley, you
are not going to be able to keep up any kind of facade on a cruise ship
trapped in the middle of the ocean.”

That, Sonia had to admit, was actually true.

As if sensing the shift of her thoughts, Casey pressed in on his
advantage. “It would also be helpful if my fiancée could tell Briar and me
apart. It’s easy enough when Briar is being Briar, but you’ll be surprised
what we can pull off if the occasion calls for it.”

Sonia had all but forgotten about Casey’s twin, who usually kept to the
shadows. A quiet contrast to Casey’s exuberance.

"Maybe Briar should be going with me instead,” she said.

"Talking up pricks at parties is Briar’s definition of personal hell,” said
Casey. “So I can see why you like him. That said, he will be aboard. One of



the passengers who isn’t part of the reunion crowd. This isn’t a high risk
operation, but it’s better to have backup and not need it than the other way
around.”

Sonia ran her fingers along her leather portfolio. Eleanor Roosevelt
once said that no one could make you feel inferior without your consent,
but Casey seemed to be an expert in just that. Because no matter which way
she turned his point over in her mind, it was reasonable.

"Alright,” she said, “so you showcase the entirety of your life to me in
forty-eight hours?”

He nodded.

“And then, you follow me around like a lost puppy for two days in
return?”

"I'm never lost,” said Casey. "And I'm certainly no puppy. As for your
life, I think I've got it down. There is only so much time I need to spend
sitting in a law library to know that it's a miserable type of existence."

Sonia gave him a vulgar gesture that she hadn't used in a while.

Casey only grinned. "We have a month to get ready. Why don't we start
with something simple. Like dinner. With food. And alcohol."

"I prefer not to drink."

"I prefer that you do drink," said Casey. "Spending time with your sober
state is giving me a headache.”

She took a breath. Compromise. They needed to compromise. "Fine.
Dinner tonight."

"And then two days playing house at my apartment.”

She let that go and leaned forward. "Fine. But in exchange, you are
going to brief me into the whole operation, including whatever you know of
Nero and the outlaw motorcycle gang the Tridents are going after.”

Casey’s brow lifted. In surprise or respect, Sonia didn’t know. But then
he shook his head, his blond hair swaying with the motion.

“That’s Liam’s call. He is the one who brought you into this, and only
for the limited scope. Which in this case, is to be window dressing and my
ticket into the dirty little world Nero runs.” For once, Casey’s voice held no
condescension. If anything, he sounded somewhat sympathetic. “The
Satan’s Armada aren’t nice people, and when shit hits the fan, you should
be beyond any suspicion. My gut feeling is that Liam told you little of the
criminal side of things on purpose. He doesn't want any impression that you



may be aware of Nero's dealings. The best way of concealing knowledge is
to not have it in the first place."

“I think this is the first time today that you and I are in complete
agreement,” said Sonia. “Liam is an overprotective mother bear. Why do
you think I didn’t press the point when he was in the room?”

Casey snorted.

She laid her palms flat on the table, her back straight. “I’ve no intention
of being window dressing. So you are going to need to learn to work with
some new rules of engagement. We go into this as partners. Actual partners,
not the bullshit you pulled at Tara’s trial last year. You share everything
with me. No lying. No keeping me in the dark of your plan. And in return, I
get you into the cool crowd. I play the too-dumb-to-live fiancé, and
introduce you around like a bee spreading pollen. I go to your parties and
dinners and follow you around to take note of your greatness.” She paused.
“Take the deal, counselor. You aren’t getting a better one.”

“And if I say no?” Casey’s voice was utterly neutral.

Sonia shrugged, leaning back in her seat. “Then we go onto the Belle
Nuit, where you get to enjoy all the spa treatments you’d like while I go to
my reunion without you. Who knows, maybe you can catch Nero over a
pedicure and talk him up that way.”

Silence stretched between them, and Sonia realized that throwing down
the gauntlet had felt good.

Casey weighed her with his gaze.

She had no idea what he might be looking for, or whether he found it,
before he spoke again. “If Liam finds out about this little pact, we are both
going to be grounded faster than we can say ‘just kidding’. If you can
handle that, handle keeping all this from your boss, then... then I will pick
you up for dinner tomorrow night."
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CASEY

“
ou look like shit,” Casey told Matthew as he circled him in the

sparring ring while Briar caught his breath from the previous
round. Matthew’s blond hair was plastered against his forehead and there
was an icy fire blazing in his blue eyes. The doc wore a pair of gym shorts
and no shirt, the panes of his muscled abdomen shifting as he adjusted his
fighting stance.

“Less talking, more fighting,” said Matthew.

Casey lowered his level, sweeping his foot viciously at Matthew’s leg.
Matthew jumped over the assault, but gave up his right side. Casey punched
his ribs. Hard.

Matthew grunted, but kept fighting in the same vein as he’d started the
round. Hard and reckless. As if this were a brawl. The doc was usually a
precise striker, but today he seemed to be in the ring as much to take a
beating as to dole one out.

They’d all been there, and would be again. Casey had no problem
obliging if that was what his friend needed. He just wasn’t certain that was
all Matthew needed this morning.

The doc swung and Casey took the hook on his torso, moving in so
close that the attack lost some of its power. He grabbed Matthew’s sweat-
slicked shoulders and yanked him down into his knee-strike. Casey felt his
knee connect against hard muscle and heard Matthew’s breath catch from
the impact. Casey's own breathing came in hard puffs now, his heart
keeping the beat of the fight like a metronome.

Matthew was still doubled over. Casey cut a quick glance at Briar. His
twin nodded. Not giving the doc a chance to recover, Casey threw him to



the ground.

To his credit, Matthew rolled with the throw, managing to get on top of
Casey and straddle his chest before trying to pummel his face into pulp.
Thank fuck they wore gloves. It still hurt, but at least nothing would break.
Most likely.

Finally catching one of Matthew’s arms, Casey flipped the man off of
him and danced back again, waiting until they were both standing to re-
engage. Kick. Move. Block. Again. Again. Fast and brutal and without a
moment’s reprieve. Leather gloves hit sweaty flesh, feet struck against
blocks of coiled muscles. Casey’s own lungs burned.

Matthew ducked beneath Casey’s defenses and came up with a right
hook that hit home. Casey's head rang, blood trickling into his mouth.

“Keep your fucking guard up,” Matthew snarled.

Casey wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. So that’s how it was
going to be, was it? He dropped down in a wrestler’s shot, taking Matthew’s
legs out from under him. The moment the doc fell onto the mat, Casey was
on him, pressing his shin viciously over Matthew’s ribs and digging his
knee into the doc’s vulnerable solar plexus.

Matthew’s lips pulled back, pain drawing the lines of his face.

Casey grabbed and pulled up on Matthew’s head, cinching the pin down
further. "So,” he said, his voice deceptively casual for the fight they were
having. “What did you fuck up?”

Matthew punched him. Or tried to. He wasn’t in much of a position to
do anything.

“You kill someone?” Casey asked.

Matthew gathered his strength and last bits of air to attempt to shove
Casey off. He’d have managed it too, if Casey hadn’t chosen that moment
to jump over to Matthew’s other side and jam his other knee into the doc’s
ribs.

Rage fluttered over Matthew’s face.

"Time," Briar called.

Casey didn't move. This fight wasn’t done. Matthew wasn’t done with
whatever it was he needed to work out.

"Let him go," Briar ordered.

"I'm performing a public service," said Casey. "Doc's half asleep. If he's
not killed anyone yet, he will shortly. Do you know what kind of sharps and
drugs they let him play with at the hospital ?"



Matthew took advantage of Casey’s talking to throw him off, but instead
of re-engaging, walked off to the edge of the mat. Bracing his hands on his
thighs, Matthew drew in big gulps of air. His glassy eyes finally focused,
taking in Casey’s bloody lip.

Matthew swore.

Casey shook it off. “It’s nothing.”

“Let me see.” There was too much guilt in the demand. Whatever was
eating Matthew was far from the sparring ring. Even after the match they
just had.

Casey waved him off. “Keep your hands to yourself, Doc.”

Briar eyed Matthew critically and reached for his headgear. “Again?” he
asked. An equivalent of “anything I can do to help?” in Briar’s world.

Matthew started to nod, then looked at the clock and cursed. “I need to
get back to the ER before goldilocks starts wandering the floor
unsupervised.” He pulled off his headgear and gloves, and started to unwrap
his wrists. “Is Dancer on board with the Belle Nuit plan?” he asked over his
shoulder.

“Of course she is,” Casey drawled. “What woman wouldn’t want to be
my fiancée ? Or man for that matter.”

Briar snorted. “A smart one.”

Matthew kept his attention on the few things he was packing up. “I re-
read the intel from Sky. That’s the best way forward.” He straightened. “I’m
on shift tomorrow morning. Eighteen hundred?”

Briar muttered an agreement. Casey blocked Matthew’s way out. A last
ditch attempt to get at whatever it was they hadn’t worked out on the mat.
“What’s going on, Jennson?”

For a moment, Matthew looked like he was going to say something.
Then he just shook his head and pushed past, heading for the door. “I’ll see
you tomorrow.”

Casey watched Matthew disappear out the door of their small gym.
He’d shower back at the hospital. “Denton Memorial should be charging
him rent,” he said, then turned to Briar. “Fifty bucks says he lost a patient.”

“Hundred says he’s in love,” Briar replied.

Casey winced and got back into the sparring ring, this time to face his
twin.



AFrTER CAsEY and Briar wrapped up their morning workout and spent a few
hours on the business logistics needed to keep the North Vault running
smoothly, Casey turned his attention to the upcoming evening and the trial
by fire dinner date he had with Sonia Dancer. Pulling out his laptop, Casey
opened the browser to look for a restaurant. On the couch beside him, Briar
was working on beefing up security around the club. Satan’s Armada’s
roaming of Denton Valley’s streets was becoming an issue, especially for
the women. The bikers seemed to think of females as utility instruments put
on earth for their pleasure and service.

It reminded Casey of his father. He wondered if Briar had made the
same connection, but was smart enough not to ask. Benjamin McKenzie
didn’t ride a motorcycle, but that was where the differences ended.

Shoving away those thoughts, Casey focused on the decision at hand.
Specifically, finding a place that the counselor might enjoy enough to
overlook her dislike of him. "You think lobster?" he asked Briar. "Or
steak?"

"How the fuck would I know?”

Casey made a noise with his throat and scrolled down the list of top
rated restaurant reviews. "Small and intimate or large and famous?”

"Again, how the fuck would I know?"

"Maybe I’'m looking at this wrong. Do you think the counselor would
prefer a formal dress kind of place or something more casual? Sweater and
jeans?" She’d look delicious in either one, especially if it showed the curve
of her hip a bit.

"I think she'd prefer a spot in frozen hell so long as it's without you,"
said Briar.

"Fair point," said Casey. "Surf and turf at a Chez Loupe then. Nothing
says I'm a man of taste like a good cut of meat and a better glass of wine.
And T know the chef." He knew the chefs at most of Denton’s top
restaurants actually, but Loupe owed him a favor. If anyone could
harmonize the evening, it would be him. Plus, the French knew how to do
dinner.

“Don’t take her to bed,” Briar said, his attention squarely on his
computer screen. From the furious typing, he was arguing with someone.

Casey raised a brow at his brother. “Strictly business. We are preparing
for Operation Finding Nero.” Not that he’d mind running his hands over the
counselor’s hips if she were interested.



Briar closed his computer. “I’m serious. She’s one of Liam’s people and
he’ll tear your balls off. And mine too for good measure.”

“I’m offended.”

“You are peaked because you’ve found the one woman on earth who
has no interest in fucking you. And I’m telling you to not mess with her.
She’ll get hurt. We’ll get hurt. Everyone will fucking be hurt.”

Casey made the reservation, clicking the keys with more force than
required. “I wouldn’t hurt her,” he said, all traces of amusement gone from
his voice. Annoy, tease, flirt—sure. But not hurt. He’d never do that. The
fact that Briar even voiced as much aloud was insulting.

* k% %

SONIA WASN’T WEARING an evening dress when Casey picked her up on the
small street filled with poorly maintained, multi-family homes. She wasn’t
wearing jeans either. No. Sonia Dancer had come to dinner in a business
suit. Either because she didn’t actually own other clothes or because she
had no concept of how people dressed for an evening out. That at least, was
one problem Casey knew how to solve. Her choice of domicile on the other
hand... He shook his head.

The building looked run down, even by this street’s standards, and the
top two floors were completely dark. "You live with vampires?" Casey
asked. He hoped so, because those would be the safer creatures in this
neighborhood. "Doesn't Liam pay you a decent wage?"

"My neighbors on the second floor moved out about a month ago," said
Sonia. "The landlord is still looking for occupants."

"Maybe there is a reason no one rents here."

"Maybe there is." Sonia adjusted her pencil skirt. It suited her well,
though. Casey looked forward to seeing her in something looser, seeing that
hair of hers released into the wind from the bun she kept it jailed in. Like
she kept everything in. Except him.

Him she kept utterly out.

"Have you ever been drunk?" Casey asked, turning onto the main road.

"No," said Sonia. "Have you?"

"Of course. Many times. Why haven't you?”



She shrugged. "It has never been an interest. I do drink. Just not to
excess."

"And high?"

"Have I ever been high? Of course not. I imagine I don't need to bother
asking you the same question." There was a note of reprimand in her voice.
"Where are we going?"

"McDonalds."

"Really?" asked Sonia.

"There is a happy meal toy I've been dying to get my hands on." Casey
cut her a glance, looking for a smile and a roll of the eyes. For something.

Sonia pressed her lips together. "Is this how you intend to spend our
entire time together? By criticizing where I live and answering my
questions with quips?"

Well, this was starting out marvelously.

"Tell me about Nero," said Sonia. All business. Just not the business
they needed to be in this evening.

Casey considered his options as he pulled onto the freeway. Fine.
Maybe if he gave her a taste of what she wanted, she’d at least consider
trusting him. "New player on the scene, arrived as an attorney for the
Satan’s Armada as they started to grow in numbers exponentially over the
past year. There is speculation that in addition to keeping them out of prison
he also assists with running the back end of the business."

"What's the back end of the motorcycle club?"

Casey reined himself in from taking the opening. "Guns mostly. Some
drugs. Prostitution."

"And Nero, he is a biker as well?"

"As far as we know he is just a paid suit with access to information.
Hopefully, one who doesn't share your aversion to alcohol and will be
happy to chat." Casey checked his mental map and made a sharp turn,
having nearly missed the street he sought.

Sonia gasped as the car took the corner like a champ, her long fingers
gripping the seat. “Was that necessary?”

“No. But it was entertaining.” Casey spotted the boutique he wanted and
pulled up to the curb at its door. “We can talk about Nero later.”

"Where are we?"

"At a magical place called a store. Here, they have things called clothes
that are not business suits. With the help of Roma and a small miracle, we



might be able to find something that resembles dating attire for you." Casey
got out of the car and shook hands with the young man, Roma, who was
already coming out to greet them.

“Casey!” Roma grinned, flashing the kind of smile that ensured his bed
never stayed empty. He scanned Casey unabashedly, probably undressing
and dressing him in a new outfit in his head. He was welcome to it. The
Italian had impeccable taste and was the only one in Denton who Casey
trusted blindly with his wardrobe. And now, with Sonia’s. “What will we
create this evening?”

“I’'ve a challenge for you today,” Casey said, flinching as Sonia
slammed the car door. He inclined his head toward her. “Sonia, this is
Roma, the owner of the aptly named Roma Viale. Roma, this is the praying
mantis I need you to make over into something that hides her nature. And
do be careful—she takes joy in castrating anyone who comes too close."

Roma smiled at Sonia, his perfect white teeth flashing.

Sonia did not smile back. If anything, for the first time since he’d met
her, the counselor looked positively terrified.
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SONIA

(S onia, who’d gotten out of the car on instinct, now felt her hand

tighten on the door handle. Two men turned to look at her,
undressing and redressing her with their eyes. Two beautiful men, each a
perfection in his own right, though they were as different from each other as
branches of law.

Against their explicit agreement, Casey hadn’t brought her to a
restaurant. He brought her to Roma Viale, a high-end exclusive boutique
that even Sonia had heard of. It was a personal service kind of place where
they probably hemmed your socks for you—not that Sonia could afford a
pair of socks here. And even if she could, the boutique catered to the kind
of bodies one saw on magazine covers and Victoria’s Secret ads. Tall
women with mile long legs, tight hips, breasts large enough to complement
the perfect package, and perfect faces that gave sirens a run for their money.

Sonia checked none of those categories. She knew it. And Casey,
observant as he was, knew it, too. Was this another one of his jokes then? A
bit of amusement at her expense? If his usual jests were just annoying, this
one... this one hurt. Even if he didn’t know how much Sonia hated
shopping for clothes, which never—ever—looked the way they were
supposed to on her, he sure as hell knew she wasn’t a runner up for the
catwalk caliber men and women Roma Viale made clothing for.

“Shall we go inside, Bella Donna?” Roma asked, his understated
exquisite shirt a perfect compliment to rich tanned skin.

Bella Donna. It wasn’t even funny anymore.

“I’m sorry, there appears to be some misunderstanding.” Sonia gathered
all the dignity she could muster. Her hand was still on the car door, her



palm turning sweaty. “I’m not going to be doing any shopping today.”

“Then we shall simply enjoy ourselves with your makeover.” Roma
flashed that smile of his, his italian accent coating each word in honey.
“I’ve a dress that I’d be delighted to swathe you in.”

Sonia’s stomach clenched. Unlike Casey, Roma was probably trying to
be kind, but she’d learned the hard way that nothing on her looked the way
it did on a model—or a hanger. No clothing maker ever sat down to design
garments for fat asses on sticks. Sonia ordered all her things online, from a
few sites that seemed to fit misfits, and tried everything on in the privacy of
her bathroom.

The only thing more humiliating than proving even Roma couldn’t put
lipstick on this pig, would be doing it in front of Casey, whose body could
make a trash bag look good.

Realizing that Roma was still looking at her expectantly, Sonia managed
a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Thank you for your hospitality,” she
said. “I’m sorry for wasting your time.”

Roma frowned as if she’d personally wounded him.

Casey frowned as if she were an obstinate toddler protesting zipping up
a winter jacket.

“Excuse us,” he told Roma. Walking over to Sonia, he gripped her by
the upper arm and walked her a few steps away from the car. Her skin
seared where he’d gripped her, all her attention flowing to that spot of
sudden contact. It wasn’t a bruising grip, but it was firm.

He let go of her arm only to square off, blocking her escape route to the
car. With his feet shoulder-width apart and broad arms crossed over his
chest, he took up all the air between them. He was so close that she could
smell his earthy aftershave, the heat of his body trailing over her skin. Her
arm still tingled where he’d gripped her.

“What’s with you?” Casey demanded quietly. “You’d think I brought
you to the dentist.”

No it wasn’t. Sonia could handle the dentist a lot better than she could a
full body mirror.

“This isn’t what we agreed to,” said Sonia.

“Yes, a monumental deviation from an agenda. Let’s chalk this one up
to my desire for efficiency.” He gave her a half smile. “And my curiosity
over how you’d look in a few of those lacy things Roma keeps in the back.”



She knew what he was trying to do, but that cocky smile had the
opposite effect on her. She wouldn’t wear “lacy things” in front of a mirror
in the dark, much less a living human. Much less a living god. She
appreciated that Casey didn’t rub her appearance in her face, but this,
pretending she wasn’t what she was, it turned decency into absurdity. And it
hurt. “Not funny.”

“Wasn’t a joke,” said Casey. “Come on, Counselor. Company credit
card and a delicious personal designer. It will be fun.”

She shook her head.

Casey’s jaw tightened. “Let’s. Go.”

An order this time.

“Let’s. Not.” Her nostrils flared. She no longer cared whether Casey
was indeed enjoying a joke at her expense, or simply didn’t understand
what it was like for someone who didn’t share his physique, or was now
simply flexing his alphahole muscles. She wasn’t doing this.

Her heart quickened. Phantom voices spoke in her memories again.
Phantom hands ripped her clothes. Phantom lips sneered in disgust.

Don'’t pretend I’'m not doing your cunt a favor. No one else would touch
that fat ass.

Sonia, honey, I’'m not saying you are making it up, but perhaps you
misremembered something? You were drinking a bit. I’ve been partners
with Robbins for a decade. He isn’t that kind of man. And if he was
interested in a college girl, frankly, he could hire one that looked like a
centerfold of a playboy. Why would he go after you?

Sonia blinked and the phantoms dissolved, replaced by Casey still
towering over her and glowering in irritation.

She didn’t care how irritated or annoyed he was though. She already felt
naked. Humiliated by a makeover that hadn’t even happened, the hidden
cringes on Casey and Roma’s faces as an expensive skirt ripped at the
seams over Sonia’s hips. The sad fact was that Casey, who probably had his
entire apartment lined with mirrors just so he could look at himself, would
never understand the emotions going through her. Giving up all pretense of
being composed, she stepped around Casey and yanked on the car door.

Locked.

Sonia’s breath quickening to match her heart. She yanked the door
again, feeling Casey come up behind her. She could hear his breath, feel his
presence at her back. Images that she knew had nothing to do with the now



flashed through her body. Things that weren’t going to happen, but could. A
locked car. A dark night. A man who could break her into two wanting—
insisting—that she try to wiggle herself into lingerie for his amusement.
She knew none of it was real, but the shame, the vulnerability, that was
visceral enough to scramble her thoughts.

Sonia yanked the handle again and again, pulling with all her might.
The door swung open suddenly and Sonia fell backwards onto her ass. She
stared at her hands, half expecting to find a broken off piece of ferrari in her
grip. Her gaze cut to Casey, who was looming over her again, a keyfob in
his hand.

He’d unlocked the door.

“The car is innocent in all this, you know,” he said. His voice was
straining for amusement, but it wasn’t there. He held out his hand to help
her up.

Sonia ignored it and rose. “Take me home. I want to go home right
now.

“What’s going on?” he asked. “What the hell just happened?”

“I want to go home.”

Casey tightened his jaw, a muscle straining along the side of his face.
Despite the evening, she could make out each one of his features, from the
ferocity in his gray eyes to the wisps of dirty blond hair fluttering in the
wind. All of his attention was on her, gripping her as firmly as his hands
could.

Humiliation drenched Sonia from head to toe. She was making a fool of
herself. She wanted to run. To go back to her quiet street and empty house
and dark apartment and hide. She reached for her phone to call an Uber
only to realize that she’d left her clutch in the car.

Casey followed her gaze. Saying nothing, he gave Roma an apologetic
shrug and walked around to the driver’s side.

Sonia stayed where she was.

Casey leaned over. The passenger’s door was still wide open. “Are you
going to get inside?”

Sonia hesitated, her attention on that clutch.

“If you can’t tolerate so much as being in the same car as me,“ Casey
said quietly, with none of the lightly amused notes Sonia was used to, “then
there is no chance of us pretending to be together on a cruise ship in the

»



middle of the ocean.” There was no accusation in his even voice. No anger.
No emotion at all. Just a cool statement of fact.

If Sonia hadn’t felt like an absolute idiot before, she certainly did now.
Face blazing, she got into the front seat, her hands gripping her clutch.

“I’m sorry,” she said as Casey put the car into reverse and angled them
back out onto the highway. His eyes stayed on the road. Still not angry, like
they should have been. Just... hard.

“You don’t really have to take me home,” said Sonia. “We can still go
out to dinner as we planned.”

“I’ll take you home,” said Casey.

Shit. “No need. Really. I changed my mind.”

“I’ve lost my appetite.” Casey pressed down on the gas, the powerful
car gobbling up the fuel.

Sonia let out a long breath. “So that’s it? I don’t want to go shopping on
your schedule, and now you want nothing to do with me? You’re going to
end this whole operation before it starts?”

Casey cut the wheel, pulling the car over onto the wide shoulder and
breaking to a hard stop beneath a large highway light. Sonia doubted he
chose the particular spot at random. She was certain of it as he turned to her,
his entire face clearly visible while the tension crackled between them.
Slowly, deliberately, Casey shifted the car into park and twisted toward her.

“I don’t care whether you want to go shopping or not,” said Casey. “I
don’t care whether you find me pleasant company or not. Hell, I don’t even
care if you stay up at night conjuring the many new ways you can think of
cutting off my balls and shoving them down my throat.” His jaw tightened,
that muscle clenching along it again. “What I do care about, is you looking
at me like you think I’m going to backhand you across the face. So no,
Counselor, I don’t have any appetite left for the evening.”

Before Sonia could respond, Casey shifted the car back into drive,
skidding off from a stop to seventy-five miles an hour as fast as the engine
would take him. He didn’t say another word to her as he found his way back
to her house and opened the door to make sure she got the hell out.

OceanofPDF.com



https://oceanofpdf.com/

SONIA

feel like an utter idiot.” Sonia told Win as they ate in the small staff

room at Denton Memorial’s ER. Sonia wasn’t technically supposed
to be there, but it was the only place she could catch Win most days—and
so she’d sweet talked the hospital’s legal team into getting her a staff badge
in return for a promise to help with the occasional legal overflow. She
adjusted her chopsticks and dove into the beef lo mein, still in its carton.
“What am I supposed to do now?”

“Have you talked since?” Win asked. She was chomping down on fried
rice like she’d not eaten in days. Between the ER and her own research,
which Win insisted on continuing even while she served her time here, it
was possible she hadn’t. Even now she had her laptop balanced on her lap
and was splitting her attention between it, Sonia, and the food.

Sonia winced. “We texted.”

Win put down her carton. “It’s been a week. The cruise is at the end of
the month. Are you still going?”

“We are.” That was as far as their texting had gone. Yes, they were still
going. No, Casey’s suddenly busy schedule didn’t allow for dinner just now.
Yes, they’d work things out on the fly. “He’s a professional, so he isn’t
going to scrap the whole op because I hurt his feelings.”

She had hurt his feelings, Sonia realized that night after Casey had
dropped her off. She’d typed out an apology text several times, but each
attempt sounded even more awkward than the last, so she’d finally given
up.

Win pointed at Sonia with a pair of chopsticks. "First, you are no idiot.
Absolute or otherwise. Given what you've been through, a little jumpiness



when someone invades your space and wants you to take your clothes off is
an understandable reaction.”

"Casey doesn't know—"

“It's none of his business,” Win said. "And second, it is highly debatable
who exactly should have egg on their face. Because from where I sit, the
big bad Delta guy is potentially compromising an operation because
someone looked at him the wrong way. If that's not stupid I don't know
what is." She popped her chin up, punctuating the last statement.

"Your talents are utterly wasted in medicine, Win. You should have been
an attorney."

Win scowled. "So long as I'm not required to stick needles into people
or carry severed limbs to the OR, I'm ready to sign up for the LSAT exams
tomorrow. I actually gave a patient a blood bath trying to find a vein earlier
today. There was... a great deal of unhappiness on all sides of that." Win
put down her food and stretched her back. She was tiny, one of those people
who didn’t put on an ounce of weight no matter how badly she ate. If Casey
wanted to take someone to Roma Viale, he should have taken the petite
doctor.

Sonia realized she’d said her last thought aloud when Win shook her
head, her golden curls shifting behind her. “I look like I'm twelve. Like I
actually had to get scrubs from pediatrics—they keep some around for the
kids. You know how patients stare at me when I walk into a treatment
room?” she shuddered. “I had one lady yesterday who wouldn’t believe I’'m
a ‘real doctor’ even after I showed her my ID.”

Win glanced out the door, her gaze going to the electronic monitor the
staff here seemed to live by. To Sonia’s eyes, the place seemed to be
running at a slightly slower bustle, as evidenced by the fact that they'd
managed a whole ten bites without interruption. Still, every time a new line
got added to the screen or someone seemed to set course for the staff room,
Win seemed to jump in her seat a bit.

Matthew had Win running scared, and Sonia liked none of it.

“With the cruise fiancé thing, it will work out, hun,” Win continued.
“It’s only ten days. You can do ten days standing on your head. And you are
both too professional and too stubborn to let this dumpster fire spill over
into your work, not when it counts.”

"I'm not stubborn," said Sonia.



"Oh, let’s see. You won’t touch a penny of your dad's money on
principal, worked all through Yale Law, graduated at the top without all
those fancy tutors everyone else hired, and got yourself hired into a top
security firm in Colorado.”

“That’s not stubbornness,” said Sonia.

“Technically no, it isn’t,” said Win. “The stubborn part is that I’m pretty
sure you did it all just to spite your father.”

Sonia stuck her tongue out.

Win snorted.

"How are things here?" Sonia asked, changing the subject before Win
could offer any more diagnosis. “Is Matthew being the usual level of
arrogantly unbearable, or is it tipping more toward narcissitically horrible?”

"We’re definitely in the horrible. Matthew pretty much hates everything
about me. And I hate everything about this place.” She frowned into her
half eaten rice. “There is so much pain here. People arriving in pain, us
causing more pain, everyone rushing about in hoards from one room to the
next as if it's all a big zoo exhibit. Even when everything goes well, I don’t
like it. And when it doesn’t... It’s even worse when it doesn’t. What I don’t
understand is why Matthew is even here. Clearly he’d prefer to still be
putting on tourniquets and squatting with snakes somewhere.”

“What does Sith say?”

“He’s got no idea either.”

Win’s screen beeped and she looked down, surprise and glee filling her
face. “Well, well, well.”

“What is it?”

“Can your attorney self put on a set of earmuffs for a sec?”

Sonia pantomimed putting on a headset.

Win’s eyes sparkled. “This whole why is Matthew even here thing has
been eating at me. So I decided to do a little investigating. Point of
information—watch who else is around when entering a pin into your
phone and for heaven's sake don’t allow connections to unsecured
networks. Anyway, the man is as quiet online as he is in person, except for
a little foray into a dark web pharmaceutical forum which I just caught.”

Sonia shook her head. “Are you telling me Matthew Jennson is buying
drugs on the black market?”

“Drug, not drugs. At least so far. Lamotrigine.”

“Is that like cocaine?”



“Nope. It’s an anti-seizure medication. Simple to get on the up and up.”
Win raised a brow. “Unless you don’t want anyone to know you have
seizures.”

“Shit,” Sonia whispered. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.
What are you going to do with that?”

Win’s gaze hardened. “I don’t know yet. I don’t even know whether the
meds are for him or someone else. But I’ve more teeth than Matthew
Jennson thinks I do.”

"Fred, bay five,” Matthew’s voice rang through the ER. The man
himself leaned halfway out from behind a curtained compartment a moment
later. His gaze found Win quickly, as if he'd been zeroed in on her location
earlier and was now simply pressing the trigger. “Motorcyclist against
concrete. You can guess who won.”

"That's not my name," Win said, but the words were not nearly loud
enough to breach the distance between her and Matthew. She looked back at
Sonia and shook her head. "He thinks it's funny."

"I don't get it."

"Winifred—aka, Fred." Win sighed. “He’s been on a kick with that for
days. The louder the better.”

Anger rose inside Sonia. She stood up, flanking Win toward bay five.

"You can't come with me,"” Win hissed. "There is a patient in there. It's
not a bring a friend kind of thing."

"I'm not coming with you to see the patient. I’'m coming to have a chat
with a certain resident about the hospital's hazing and harassment policy."
Sonia straightened her staff badge, her heart already pounding a steady beat
against her ribs. It was one thing when an arrogant ass pushed her own
buttons, but when one came after Win, it was a different matter altogether.
“I may be unable to change the ER rotation policy, but I certainly can slap a
censure on a certain loudmouth attending. There is nothing like a threat of
rising malpractice insurance costs to make people think twice about
bullying others.”

"You don't have to," said Win, but there was a grateful note in her tone.

“I want to. Trust me.” Sonia pulled down her sweater as she walked.
She wasn't in her usual business suit battle armor, but the anger roaring in
her blood was making up for that well. “Plus, I’d rather stop this before you
snap one day and use some hacker nuclear option.”



As they neared the treatment room though, Matthew’s voice reached
them again, this time from the other side of the curtain. It was quieter, but
no less harsh. With a start, Sonia realized that Matthew was now berating
the patient. Her brows rose as f-bombs filled the air, along with a graphic
description of what happened to other imbeciles who rode motorcycles
without a helmet. She didn’t doubt that he was accurate—or that Denton
Memorial was about to get sued.

She put an arm out to stop Win. “Wait. It may be better if you hang back
a moment. Does he talk like this to patients often?”

“To patients? No,” Win shook her head, talking as softly as Sonia had.
“I mean he’s always direct, but he usually saves the dressing down for me.”

“He talks to you like that?”

“Not the swearing,” said Win. “At least not usually. Sith says it's a
military thing.”

Matthew shoved himself out of the treatment bay, fury hanging around
him like a nuclear cloud. Tall, muscled, and confident, he looked like
someone Hollywood would stick a stethoscope on for a romance film.
Except for the attitude, which was closer to the Full Metal Jacket genre.

"Can I help you?" Matthew said, spotting Sonia at Win’s side.

"Actually, I thought I could help you." Sonia bladed her body to put
herself between him and Win while simultaneously cutting off his escape
path . “I’'m Sonia Dancer, an adjunct for Denton Memorial’s legal office,
and—*

“I know who you are, Dancer,” Matthew said, cutting her off. “But if
you could take whatever riot act you were about to read to me and read it to
your fiancé instead, we would all be much obliged.”

Sonia blinked. “Your pardon?”

Matthew yanked open the curtain to the treatment bay behind him,
revealing Casey sitting on the bed’s edge and holding a wad of bloody
gauze to his forehead. He was dressed in a pair of jeans and torn jacket,
both covered with mud and blood. Everything about Matthew’s recent rant
took on a new perspective.

“What happened?” Sonia asked.

Casey’s gray eyes, filled with pain and irritation, took her in. "Borrowed
Aiden’s bike. Hit a rock. Fell." He turned back toward Matthew. “Doesn’t
the hospital have rules about visitors?”



Matthew’s lips pulled back, showing his teeth. “Ms. Dancer is an
adjunct of our legal office, you see. She has full access to the ER. So no,
asshole, you get to hear what she thinks of your brilliance in as much detail
as she wishes to share.” He turned to Sonia. “Did you know that helmetless
motorcycle drivers are a top source of organs for us around here?”

Sonia was still putting the pieces together, but for this one isolated
moment, she was actually on board with Matthew. Casey could have hurt
himself badly. Did hurt himself. And seeing him there, on a hospital bed,
with blood coating his face and clothes... Sonia didn’t like it at all.
Especially because she now longed to run her fingers along Casey’s skin,
ensuring he was alright for herself. Not that she would give in to it. “Why
didn’t you wear a helmet?”

"I don't own a bike, why would I own a helmet?” Casey said.

“Aiden—* she started to say.

“Aiden’s didn’t fit. Can you save your insightful questions for some
other time possibly?” said Casey.

What was it with men cutting her off? "Next time, feel free to do the
genetic pool a favor and splatter your brains completely,” she snapped.

Behind her, Matthew snorted.

Casey glared at him.

"She isn't wrong," Matthew said.

“How fast were you going, Mr. McKenzie?” Win asked, taking a look at
Casey’s wounds and wincing. “Do you remember?”

"It’'s Casey. And no, I don’t. Not fast enough for Ms. Dancer's
preference, clearly." He gave Win one of his smiles as she helped him out of
his shirt, revealing a scattering of shallow, but impressive scratches along
his shoulder blade—and a lithe chiseled body that made heat rush along
Sonia’s skin. With the exception of the cuts and an impressive collection of
scars, smooth skin covered a six pack along his abdomen and stretched taut
over his pecks. A set of intricate tattoos coiled around Casey’s left bicep
and Sonia wondered whether Briar had the same one, or if she’d found that
difference between the twins.

For a moment, Sonia was unable to help but imagine what that body
might feel like next to hers. Touching. Holding. Twining around her own.
She didn’t dare look down to the bulge in Casey’s jeans. If the rest of him
was any indication as to what hid there... hell. It was enough to moisten a
set of panties.



So long as it all stayed safely in her imagination at least. In reality,
Sonia wasn’t sure that her body would be quite so receptive to a man’s
touch. Not anymore.

Win braced her small hand on Casey’s chest as she examined his
shoulder blade and he shifted to give her better access. “You have a good
touch, Doc.”

A muscle twitched along Matthew’s jaw. A small movement, that was
there and gone in an instant. “On the odd chance there is actually something
between your ears, I’'m sending you for a head CT,” he said roughly. “Fred,
draw some blood. A lot of blood.”

Win paused her exam to frown at Matthew. “What are we testing for?”

“Check him for lyme disease and lupus for all I care. Just draw the labs.
Personally.” Matthew turned on his heels and stalked away.

Casey’s attention swung back to Win, who’d now stepped away from
the bed and scowled at the opening through which Matthew had just left.
“So,” he asked, “are you good at drawing blood?”

“No,” said Win.

“Yeah. That tracks.” Casey swung himself further onto the bed and held
his arm out to her.

Win stayed where she was.

Casey gave her an encouraging nod—though the movement made his
eyes glaze in a flash of pain. “I don’t mind the extra proding, especially if I
can talk you into some advice afterwards. Or a shot of whiskey.”

A hint of a smile touched Win’s lips. Yep, Casey’s signature charm had
won another one to his side.

“I’m not drawing labs just for the sake of tormenting you,” Win said. “If
Jennson is so hell bent on it, he can do it himself. As for the pain meds,
didn’t he give you any yet?”

“What do you think?” said Casey.

“I think someone needs to slap him upside the head and I’m too short to
reach,” said Win. She picked up the iPad. “I’ll check on the CT scan and
see about getting you something for pain. Give me a few minutes.”

Left alone with Casey, Sonia let out a slow breath. The coward inside
her wanted to follow Win out, but she was mature enough to take a step
toward him instead. Even if he was shirtless and masculine and—for once
—not making her look like an idiot in front of everyone. A low bar for
manners, but it was Casey.



“Are you alright?” she asked.

“I’m fine.” He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the head of
the bed. “Jennson is being an overprotective hen, but he is pissed not
worried. He gets like that.”

Sonia wondered whether Casey knew why Matthew might be ordering
seizure meds on the down low, but it wasn’t her information to share. She
stepped closer to the bed. “What were you doing anyway?” After a week of
terse text messages, it was strange to be having a normal conversation.
Strange but good.

“Wanted to see Denton from the bastards’ vantage point. In case it
helped understand something about them.” He shrugged, his eyes staying
closed as if the light hurt. “The bike turned out to be less cooperative than I
expected.”

Her brows rose. “You’ve never ridden before?”

“Not at all.”

“Good god, Casey,” Sonia realized that she’d gripped his shoulder only
when his eyes popped open, his gaze cutting to where her fingers wrapped
around his warm skin. Her mouth dried, a touch of heat kissing her face. It
was all she could do to keep from yanking her hand away and calling even
more attention to the touch. “Matthew is right. That really was stupid.”

“Look at the bright side,” Casey’s gray eyes caught hers. “If I’d killed
myself, you wouldn’t have to go on the cruise with me.”

The words hung between them. A not a question that was really a
question.

Sonia pulled her hand away and straightened her sweater, which was
just fine to begin with. “I wouldn’t dream of depriving you of a week of
partying in the name of the greater good.”

A corner of his mouth twitched. “You’ll be partying right along with
me, Counselor.”

Nothing about that sounded appealing. She cleared her throat. “Do you
want me to call Briar to pick you up?”

Casey started to shake his head then thought better of it. “He’s not
around. I’ll drive back.”

“Like hell you will,” Matthew came back into the bay, a suture kit in
hand. He grabbed a fresh pair of gloves from the box and pulled a tray table
over to him, starting to lay out his things atop a blue drape. None of it
looked appealing, though Matthew’s hands moved with an easy



competence. “With a concussion you aren’t staying home alone overnight
either.”

“You can come sleep in my bed,” Casey told him.

Matthew didn’t break stride as he drew up lidocaine from a vile and
stepped around to get a good angle on the wound. “No dice. You aren’t
driving and you aren’t staying alone. I’ll admit you if I have to.”

Casey’s face remained stoic as Matthew injected the anesthetic, but his
hand tightened on the bed. “I’m not staying here, Jennson,” Casey said
tightly.

“I’ll stay with him.” The words left Sonia’s mouth before she could
think too long on the offer. It was the only logical course of action. They
needed the time together anyway, and if Matthew thought Casey needed
someone in the house, then he needed someone at the house.

Casey cut a glance toward her. “I do have a very comfortable bed,” he
crooned.

Prick.

Ignoring him, Sonia made a point of turning to Matthew. “What should
I know? I’m not a doctor, but doesn’t it seem that gagging this patient might
be medically necessary?”
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CASEY

GZ{) ell, at least something good had come from his motorcycle
escapade, Casey decided as he lay in bed and listened to the

sounds of Sonia moving about the apartment. He’d woken up some time
ago, but had stayed where he was. In part, due to a still pounding headache.
In part because he liked hearing her walking around, opening cabinets, and
making coffee. He still remembered how it felt when she’d touched his
shoulder in the hospital. Hell, that alone had been worth Jennson’s
reprimand.

Sinking his head back into his pillow, Casey let himself pretend that,
just as with yesterday’s touch, the counselor had stayed at the penthouse
because she wanted to, and not from a sense of obligation. Let himself taste
how that morning would go.

Casey strode into the livingroom to find the counselor on the leather
couch, her legs curled under her. She wore his shirt, which she had slept in,
and it had ridden up just enough to show off that delicious curve of her
thigh. Casey’s cock gave a little twitch of appreciation. It liked seeing her in
his things. It would like seeing her out of his things even more though.

“You’ve something that belongs to me.” He slid his hands into his
sweatpants’ pockets.

Sonia looked up. Her hair, for once freely unbound, framed her enticing
face. “No,” she said, her tongue flicking between her lips. “No, I don't
think so. Finders keepers.”

He strode up to her, lifting her from the couch and sitting her atop the
polished top of the baby grand. She squeaked, but her eyes dilated as they
settled on him. Her mouth parted slightly as his gaze roamed over her and



realized that beneath his shirt, Sonia wore nothing. Her nipples pebbled
beneath the fabric.

Casey hardened. With a short intake of breath, he let his hands roam
from her waist, along her hips, and the inside of her thighs.

“What are you doing?” Her voice was breathless. Moisture gleamed on
the inside of her very naked thighs. Delicious, sweet moisture that he was
going to feast on for breakfast.

“It’s just like you said, Counselor,” he murmured, pushing her back
until she was indeed open for him. His mouth watered. “Finders keepers.
And I've found you.”

Casey groaned and swung himself off the bed, barely making it to an icy
shower before finding release. What kind of sorcery did the woman have
over him that he came like a teenager from just thinking about those
curves? About all of her, truly.

Finishing up in the bathroom, Casey frowned at the road-rash that still
stung his shoulder blade and pulled on a shirt and sweats in homage to that
morning illusion of finding Sonia in makeshift pajamas. It was technically
possible that she still wore the shirt he’d given her to sleep in last night.
Possible, but not probable. He shook his head at himself and walked out
into the living room.

Sonia wasn’t there, but the twenty five pages of discharge instructions
now scattered on the kitchen island provided evidence of her recent
presence. Probably the first time those things had been read by anyone. No,
not just read, but highlighted. As if the same damn thing wasn't printed in
generic form for every patient just to cover the hospital's ass. From the
quick glance Casey took, his injury put him at moderate risk of everything
from paralysis to pregnancy. According to the lawyers.

He hated lawyers. Even if he was one himself.

Meanwhile though, where was the counselor herself? Casey cocked his
head, listening for sounds throughout the apartment and followed them to
the last place he’d expected to find the woman—in his gym. Interesting. He
walked quietly toward the place and stopped at the door.

She was still in his shirt, though it was tied up at her waist.
Unfortunately, she had pants on beneath—the same jeans she’d come into
the hospital in last night. Not exactly workout attire, but then, Sonia fit into
the gym about as well as those jeans did. She was standing next to the
punching bag and Casey winced as she punched it. Bag one, Counselor



zero. She did it again, though it was more of a push this time, and the bag
swung on its chains.

Casey came up behind Sonia on soft feet just as the bag was swinging
back toward her. “Boo.”

Sonia jumped, yelping in surprise. Not quite the same squeak that her
illusion had emitted in his morning imagination, but still entertaining.

The bag finished its swing, striking Sonia with a thump and taking away
what little passed for her balance.

Casey stepped back, letting Sonia fall onto her ass on the mat.

Sonia glared at him, her chest heaving slightly and her face still pink
from the startled shock. “Prick.”

“Mmm,” Casey said with agreement. He wiggled his hand. “But at least
I have all my fingers intact to do all sorts of things. Whereas the way you
were going, well, if we were really about to be married, we’d have fewer
options for the wedding night.”

“Prick,” Sonia said again, though her brows pulled together slightly at
his words. She’d been listening. Knew that something about her punches
was off.

Casey pulled Sonia to her feet and reformed her fingers into a fist, this
time keeping the thumb on the outside. He spun her around so that her back
was to him. She smelled of ocean breath shampoo from the guest bathroom
and had her hair pulled back into a ponytail that tickled against his chest.
Sliding his hand along Sonia’s arm, Casey guided her through a punch. One
that had some chance of hurting the other guy more than it hurt her.

Training others was a Briar thing, but Casey disliked that Sonia
possessed not even the basics of self-defense in her arsenal. Not that she
was paying much attention to him. No. She was too busy being, well,
uncomfortable. Her breath hitched when he touched her, her muscles
stiffening despite a valiant attempt to keep them moving. As if it was all she
could do to keep from trying to bolt.

Casey leaned his mouth down to Sonia’s ear. “Do I frighten you,
Counselor?”

“In your dreams,” said Sonia.

Well, that was bullshit on all counts. “You are many things in my
dreams,” Casey said right back into her ear. “Afraid isn’t one of them.”

“You are a prick.”



“Oh, very much so.” Casey held his ground. “It’s the third time you said
as much in as many minutes. Tell me, do you not know many other words
or does your mind naturally head down toward that one?”

Not even a smile in reply. Sonia’s muscles tensed and relaxed, then
tensed again.

The two of them were not compatible. Not if even such a minor
intrusion into her space set her on edge. Plainly, something had happened in
her past. And just as plainly, she was now lumping him into the same
category with whatever bastard had hurt her. And that—that—set him on
edge in return.

Casey’s teeth ground together so hard that his jaw cracked, his pounding
headache pulsing through him. He wasn’t his father. He would never be his
father. Ever.

“Are you alright?” Sonia twisted within the brackets of his arms and
frowned up at him. Her palm pressed flat against his chest. “Casey?”

He blinked, realizing that he’d gone as rigid as the little pitbull he’d
been teasing. His heart hammered against his ribs hard enough that she
could probably feel it. Shit.

Shoving his own memories down down down, Casey raised his chin and
gave Sonia a lazy, arrogant smile. “Of course I am. I’m not the one who got
knocked on his ass by a punching bag.”

“No, that honor fell to a loose stone on the road.” She gave him a feral
little smile of her own, her teeth showing. She was no longer afraid, though
they still stood close, her hand still pressing against his chest. “I remember
the same thing happening to me when I was learning to ride a two-wheeler.
In kindergarten.”

He growled softly in response, but didn’t move away. Casey was hyper
aware of every inch of his body that Sonia’s palm covered. Of the way his
breath disturbed the few loose wisps of her hair. The quiet room vibrated
with intensity, his heartbeat now seeming to echo off its walls. Just a few
inches between his mouth and her still parted lips. Just a dip of his head and
he’d get a taste of her.

It might as well be a mile. With a pack of attack dogs and rocket
launchers.

Sonia’s fingers reached toward his temple, grazing a slow path along his
cheek. “How is your head?”



“Thick and empty,” said a voice from the door, Briar striding into the
gym.

Casey and Sonia stepped away from each other quickly.

“Why the fuck are you back early?” Casey asked Briar. He wasn’t sure
if he wanted to thank his brother for the interruption or kill him for it.

Briar grunted. A wave of his hand encompassed Casey from head to toe,
as if to say because of you, asshole.

“Did Jennson call you?” Casey crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m
going to rip the doc apart limb from limb.”

“Actually, I called him,” said Sonia. “You say so many stupid things
that it’s hard to tell what’s normal and what’s concussion caused. I needed a
baseline.”

Oh good, they were back to that.

“They both called.” Briar turned on his heels, leading them all back to
the kitchen. The space was open and large, flowing directly into the living
room. There, in addition to the leather couches, Casey and his brother had
installed a wet bar. Casey’s baby grand piano held a spot near the window.
It was a smaller version of the one at the club.

Casey recalled the prominent spot that piano had played in his earlier
daydream and hardened.

Briar headed for the coffee.

Casey headed for the bar. "What would you like?” he asked Sonia. “The
stronger the better."

"Why?"

"You are a pain to deal with sober, I'm hoping for a reprieve if you are
drunk."

Briar held a cup of steaming coffee out to Sonia. She took it and settled
onto the leather couch, now looking like someone in the waiting room for a
divorce attorney. Prim, proper, and on a mission. She even pulled her hair
back into that bloody neat bun and pulled his highlighted discharge
paperwork toward her. Casey poured himself an old fashioned.

"You aren't supposed to drink alcohol with a concussion," said Sonia.

“Any blackouts overnight?” Briar asked. “Memory gaps of anything
since the fall?”

“Unfortunately not,” said Casey. He turned to Sonia before his brother
could ask any more prying questions. “And since you are in such a tell-all



mood as to call Briar, maybe you can finally enlighten me as to what you
have against clothes.”

“I’ve nothing against clothes. I wear some every day in fact.” Sonia
then turned from Casey and asked Briar instead, “Do you have triple
antibiotic cream? That goes onto his back and shoulder this morning.”

Briar pulled a tube from the bottom drawer and lobbed it over to Sonia.

“Take your shirt off,” she told him. “And yes, you are about to say you
first and then we go back and forth a while. But can we just skip all that
because my coffee is getting cold?”

Touché. Casey pulled off his shirt and sat down on the spot on the couch
that Sonia indicated, trying not to think of how much he wanted to feel her
hands brushing along his skin—even if it was just to put on some goop.
Truly, there was something absolutely wrong with him.

Sonia’s salve saturated finger slid gently over the abrasions. At least she
had no problem touching him. Her breath brushed against his back, waking
him lower down all over again. Shit. This was absolutely not the time. He
looked over his shoulder, found Sonia deep in concentration, and prodded
the bear.

"I was thinking that you would look good in Dior. Red silk, maybe.
With a slit along the thigh and a tailored top. What say you?” He could
already see the way her breasts would fill out a well cut bodice. And if it
were cold outside... Well, that would be even better.

“I’d say that you are a pig.”

“And yet you agreed to marry me.” He picked up his drink and took a
sip. “You should wear whatever clothes the Sonia who is desperately in love
with Casey would wear. As we both agree you are not that Sonia, I doubt
you have anything in your arsenal. If I was actually marrying you, you'd
certainly dress differently."

"And why would that be?" She recapped the antibiotic lotion and tossed
his shirt into his face.

"Because obviously I wouldn't marry someone who has no taste or style.
What do you think she should wear?” The last was directed to Briar.

“Kevlar.”

“We are weeks away from trying to worm our way into a large-scale
criminal enterprise,” Sonia said to Casey before he could reply. “Do you
think you could get control of your cock long enough to stop mind-dressing
me in skimpy outfits and concentrate on the matter at hand?”



“The first smart notion I’ve heard all morning.” At the kitchen island,
Briar was deep into his laptop. “I’'m sending the ship’s schematics to the
printer, in case anyone cares how to get around. We -” Briar’s phone rang,
cutting off whatever he was about to say. He glanced at the screen. “Liam.”

Casey glared at Sonia. “Did you call him, too?”

“Hello, Rowan,” Briar answered the phone. “You are on speaker.”

“Nero just changed his reservation,” Liam’s hard voice said over the
line. No preamble, just business. “He’s boarding tomorrow. I hope you
assholes still remember how to pack shit quickly.”

Casey straighted, his attention now fully on changed terrain. From the
slight shift in Briar’s posture, he knew his twin had hit that internal switch
as well. That quickly, everything else quieted, Casey’s full attention was
now on the voice coming from the phone and the implications of Liam’s
every word.

“Do we know why?” Briar asked. The reunion wasn’t for two weeks
yet.

“No. Maybe he’ll stay through to the reunion and maybe not. And no
idea who he is going with either. So change of plans. Casey, you’ll need to
make friends on your own. I’'ll wave Sonia Dancer off. Too many unknowns
to risk taking her.”

“I’m here too, Liam.” Sonia strode over to the table where Briar had the
phone. “And I’m still the only in to Nero. Just because—*

“Sonia, my apologies for the language,” Liam’s tone shifted slightly
from his military staccato to smoother civilian notes, but remained no less
firm. “We appreciate the flexibility, but there is a world of difference
between attending a large law school reunion and walking into a likely
crime heads meeting in the middle of an ocean. Casey and Briar will take
this one.”

She opened her mouth to protest. Casey slammed his palm over it.

“Received and understood,” he said into the phone even as Sonia bit
him. “We’ll be airborne tonight.”

Briar disconnected the line. Casey yanked his hand away, examining the
skin for blood. “Ow.”

Sonia glared, fire flashing in her eyes.

Casey turned toward her, his hand forgotten as he leveled the counselor
with an assessing look. “There is no way on this side of hell that Liam



Rowan will give you his blessing to go. Lesson one of tactical operations,
know what battles not to start.”

She huffed slightly. “I am still the best connection to Nero that we have.
Nothing has changed on that front.”

“Everything has changed,” said Briar. “You were needed to get into a
party. There is no more party.”

“Nero is a party boy,” said Sonia, her voice becoming more insistent.
For all their back and forth, she’d been set on this operation it seemed and
was hurt to be benched. “You’ve read his dossier. There will be a party. And
Casey having a fiancée gives him more leeway to come and go. Plus, if
Nero isn’t coming for the reunion, he’s coming for either fun or business.
And his kind of business includes trading women as sex toys. If there are
women there, you’ll need me to talk to them. To make them feel safe.”

Briar’s face remained unyielding, but he tapped two fingers on the table.
A signal between the two of them that meant he agreed. Casey did too, and
he sympathized with Sonia’s disappointment, he really did, but the tactical
part of him also knew that she wasn’t ready. With two weeks to get
comfortable with him and then a hundred familiar faces around the ship she
might have been able to pull off the fiancée gig, but as of now? No.

Sonia turned to Casey. “I know I’m not a commando, but I can still
help. We made a deal, McKenzie. Partners. You don’t get to back out now.”

Casey blew out a breath. She had him there. But some things were still a
bridge too far. He walked to her and there was no humor in his eyes as he
put a finger under her chin and tilted her face up to meet his gaze. “This is a
different game now, Counselor. The clothes, the touching. Me taking up
your space. You can’t handle it and we both know it.”

She flinched.

Casey nodded and let go.

Sonia grabbed his wrist, that pitbull determination blazing in her face so
brightly it could have powered the entire Denton Valley. “Wait. You were
right, what you said at the Vault the other night. All I'm doing these days
are plea bargaining cases. Even at the prosecutor's office. I want to do more.
I want to do this.”

“You will do more, Counselor,” Casey said softly. “But not on this one.”

“I can do it. The touching, the flirting. I can do it. Just give me a
chance.” Her hand tightened on his forearm. “Please. Just give me a damn
chance.”



Casey weighed her with his gaze, then snapped it toward his brother.
“Close the window shades,” he ordered his twin, then turned back to Sonia.
“Alright, Counselor. Let’s play some make belief.” He reached for her shirt.
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SONIA

(S onia's heart raced so quickly that a wave of dizziness washed over

her before she gathered herself together. A test. This was a test and
she hated, hated, hated tests, where everything rode on perfection. At Yale,
she was the first one in the library and the last one out. Studying. Getting it
right. Fearing the day, an instructor surprised her with a question. A pop
quiz was a monster of nightmares. An impromptu practical in sensual
contact? Yeah. Not her thing. Especially not with her body.

Casey fingered the hem of her shirt.

Sonia swallowed a shaky breath, lest she failed before even getting
started. She understood what Casey wanted to do, and why. She even knew
he was right. And everything inside her trembled regardless.

“Here are the ground rules, kitten,” Casey leaned his head down to
whisper into her ear. He was so close that if he moved just a fraction of an
inch, his lips would brush her skin. His warm breath tickled and
goosebumps erupted over her body. “I’m going to enjoy your body a bit.
Looking and touching. But we’ll call this the PG-13 version of the show.”

It took Sonia a second to find her voice. “What’s PG-13 in your world?”
Anything starring Casey was R rated by normal people’s standards. Or
should be.

He chuckled softly. Sensually. “I don’t get to play with any pink parts.”

Play with pink... oh. Sonia felt the tops of her cheeks flush slightly.

Behind them, Briar closed the curtains with a rustle of fabric, then
planted himself at the kitchen island with his laptop. There and present, but
not part of their little game. A chaperone. Sonia didn’t know whether to be



grateful or embarrassed. Not that her body much cared about whatever
logical conclusions she was trying to draw for herself.

“As much as I like seeing you in my clothes, I’'m going to peel this shirt
off you,” Casey said.

No. Don't.

Casey stopped, as if he’d read the shout in her mind. His hands lifted off
her. "Yeah. I didn’t think so."

Shit. She failed. Not two seconds in and she failed. Sonia's stomach
clenched. She hadn't realized how badly she wanted in on the operation
until it was yanked out from under her. How badly she needed to feel that
she could make a difference in people's lives. Casey had been willing to go
around Liam and Cullen and all the Tridents to give her that chance. And
she’d let it slip through her fingers.

"Please." Sonia caught Casey's wrist before he could back away. "Please
give me one more chance.”

“I don't get off on torment." His voice had a bite. "I don't hurt women
that way."

“I know.” She met his eyes, making sure he saw the truth there. She
knew Casey wasn't her father's business partner, and she knew this was a
game. Plus, sex didn’t scare her in itself. She’d had it since the assault.
Hadn’t enjoyed it, but she’d had it. But always in the dark. Under the
covers. “I know you won’t hurt me. That's not... I'm not afraid of that.”

“Then what is it?” Casey demanded.

Sonia bit her lip.

His eyes softened. “You need to start talking, kitten. The way you
looked a minute ago, it might have given a lesser man a complex.”

“A lesser man?” Sonia half chuckled, her tension easing just enough to
close her eyes for a heartbeat and then blurt out the truth. “I... look like me.
And you look like you. And this difference is about to become painfully
obvious.”

“By me looking like me you mean... what exactly?” A hint of mischief
sparked in Casey’s eyes. A cat suddenly with a mouse too juicy to let go.
“Do tell. Are we talking height or shoe size?”

“You are a prick.”

Stepping back up to Sonia, Casey took her chin into his hand. “How
about you get to decide what you find attractive, and you extend me the



same courtesy.” He winked. “And for the record, Briar looks exactly like
me and I’ve never had the urge to bed the bastard.”

At the island table, Briar grunted.

Alright then. Taking charge of her nerves, Sonia met Casey's dancing
gray eyes and lifted her arms. Both as an invitation and access to relieve her
of her shirt.

"This is supposed to be the pleasurable part, you know," Casey
murmured as he pulled the shirt off in a single, confident motion. Of course
he did. He'd been undressing women every night for years. Probably
multiple women. All who looked like they walked off a modeling
photoshoot.

Sonia willed herself not to flinch as he took in her body. With the shirt
gone, there was nothing to hide the softness above her jeans and the small
breasts pushed up with a plain beige bra.

Fat ass on a stick, that's what you are. A sneering voice reminded her.
Disgusting.

"Beautiful." Casey traced his fingers along Sonia’s ribs, his calluses
scraping against her skin.

A lie. Albeit a kind one.

The bottom of Casey's t-shirt rode up as he shifted his arms, offering a
glimpse of his hard abs, of sweats hanging off the crests of his hips. He
began making lazy circles that made their way toward her breasts and Sonia
breathed in the hint of soap in his scent as she gasped softly.

Her entire body was alert to his touch. To his bare foot, now nudging
her legs further apart as he watched her face. The mask of a cool smile that
she'd summoned for him and was determined to keep.

Then he brushed the underside of Sonia’s too small breasts and her
nipples bunched together, peeking through the thin fabric of her bra. Sonia
inhaled as Casey's fingers brushed over the buds. Despite his lethal grace,
despite everything she expected of the renowned playboy club owner,
Casey's touch was feather light.

Her body sang its pleasure, making it hard for Sonia to control the
reactions that Casey's touch roused in her. She felt her core warm, felt
wetness pool between her legs.

A smile pulled at the corner of Casey's lips. With a gentle tug, he pulled
the top edge of her bra down far enough to take a look inside. "Delicious,"



he murmured, as much to himself as to her. “All the things I can do with
these breasts, kitten. I could keep myself entertained all night."

Sonia's jaw tightened. "You don't need to do that. Let's stipulate that you
know how to lie through your teeth and leave that out of the test."”

Casey's hand stopped moving, his brows pulling together as he shifted
his focus to her face. No arrogant smirk. No shrug of the shoulders to say
you got me, Counselor. Just a penetrating gaze and a slight, surprised tilt of
his head. "What do you think I'm lying about?" His hand slipped down
again, grazing the skin along the top of her belly.

Her belly, for god's sake.

Sonia's face heated, humiliation gripping her. This wasn't fair. Not part
of their deal. He didn't get to change the rules half way through.

She stepped away, crossing her arms over her chest and stomach. "Are
you purposely being an asshole now as part of this little test, or does it just
come naturally to you?"

"The latter usually," said Casey. "But at the moment, I really am trying
to decipher what kind of nonsense is in your head. You think I'm lying
about liking your body?"

"Of course you are lying. I have a mirror and a set of working eyes."

That tilt of the head deepened as Casey stared at her like a curious owl.
His gaze darted over her shoulder for a moment to where Sonia knew Briar
was sitting, then returned back to her, as inquiring as before. "You’re
serious, aren't you?"

Before she could tell him to stop fucking around again, he shook his
head. A rueful chuckle escaped his chest. "So that's it?" he snapped his
fingers. "That's the reason you don't want to go clothes shopping?"

Closing the distance between them, Casey pulled Sonia's hands away
from her body until it was exposed to him again. "You are exquisite, kitten."
He met her eyes, his intensity consuming all the air around them. "Would
you like to know exactly what the sight of you half naked is doing to me?
Really, all you have to do is look down."

Before she could stop herself, she did just that. Her gaze fell to where
Casey's hand settled along the curve of her hip, and then breached the short
distance of space between them.

God. The bulge in Casey's sweatpants had doubled in size and was now
pulsing in a steady rhythm. For her. He was aroused for her.



"Yeah," Casey said softly. "That's what you do to me, kitten. That's
exactly what the sight of you does to me.” He brushed his thumbs over her
peaked nipples, sending zings of excitement through her. Her sex clenched
hard, beads of moisture slipping into her panties.

Casey leaned forward, brushing his lips over her ear again. "Turn that
brain of yours off, kitten. Just be here. With me. And take my words at face
value for once. Or better yet, just take the truth for what it is." He hooked
his fingers beneath her bra straps, teasing them off her shoulder. "Your body
makes me long to do so many deliciously dirty things to you. The kind of
things that would turn that little blush absolutely crimson."

His hands roamed over Sonia's breasts and ribs again, then he brushed
his mouth over her shoulder. Her neck. Her jugular.

Sonia's body vibrated, each nerve firing at once. Fear and pleasure.
Vulnerability and safety. Arousal and erotism and disbelief. She grabbed
onto Casey as the cocktail spilled into her blood, heating her from the inside
out. Casey's lips brushed over hers, and she opened her mouth for him. He
suckled on her lower lip. God. More. She wanted more. So much more.

Casey pulled away, his hands still moving along her skin. His thumbs
traced her jaw and down her neck. "I'm going to push you a bit," he
whispered, watching her face. Watching all of her in a way that no one ever
had. "I won't hurt you. I promise. It's just a game, alright?"

Sonia's mind was a haze. Too many sensations, too many firing nerve
endings flooding her. She nodded to him without knowing what he said.

He took hold of Sonia’s arms and slipped them down to her sides then
reached around and unhooked her bra, letting the whole thing finally slide
right off and to the floor. Cool air brushed exposed skin. "Yes. Even better."
Casey licked his lips as he watched her breasts soften. "Mmm. I love you
hanging loose like that."

He turned her then, until her back was to him. Fortunately, she wasn't
facing Briar, who was still at the kitchen island. Some chaperone he was.
And yet... Was it wrong that—even as embarrassment filled her—the
knowledge that someone was there, that he could see and hear Casey
playing with her made Sonia even wetter? It made no sense and yet there it
was.

She felt Casey's body behind her, his undeniable hardness pressing into
her backside as he held her against the muscular wall of his body. His feet



moved between hers, pushing her legs wide, wider, wider still. His arm
wrapped around her waist in an iron tight grip.

This is the best day of your cunt’s disqusting existence. You should be
thanking me on your knees.

Don't please. Please stop.

So that's your slutty fantasy is it? I see how it is.

"Breathe, kitten," Casey's voice cut through the haze of memories. "T'll
touch, but nothing more. I promise." His voice was gentle and yet
unyielding in its sincerity. He rubbed slowly along her belly, not nearly as
taught as his abs. Then dropped lower, skimming the top of her jeans.

Sonia's breath caught. With her feet held apart by his own, and his arm
tightly around her, she could do nothing but feel him along her skin. His
fingers brushing along her waistband. His breath caressed the back of her
neck. His hardness pressed against her proof that the primal part of him
liked what it was feeling.

"You are beautiful,” Casey said into her ear. "If I could, I'd lay you out
on my piano as my own personal feast. I'd make you scream in pleasure.
Over and over. I think I could come just from the sound of you alone. From
the taste of you."

He flicked the top snap of her jeans open. Though the pants stayed in
place, the awareness of what could be was electrifying.

Something flew open inside Sonia's soul, her mind shutting down the
memories of all other men, of everything that wasn't now. Casey's hand
cupping her backside. His firm touch. His pulsing cock. A wave of need
rushed through her, making her sex clench and her clit throb in response as
his hand teased closer to its destination.

Her hips pushed themselves back against him, toward the free hand that
he now had roaming along the inside of her thigh. Even through her jeans
she could feel its warmth and strength, making it hard to keep from begging
for it to go higher—to where she was sopping wet and aching for him
beneath her clothes.

"Mmm," Casey hummed into her ear as he closed his grip around one
thigh, lifting it to press against his own hip as if claiming her for himself
alone.

Sonia had never wanted anything more than what Casey was offering in
that moment: pleasure like no other before it. One she didn't know was even



possible for her. She slid her hands along his arms, her head tilted back to
expose her neck.

The need inside her tightened into a bundle of sensation that made her
clit throb harder. She could feel the rising climax, the waves of it gripping
her body and mind. She needed to come. Needed it so badly it hurt. Sonia's
hips undulated and a strangled sound escaped her body. Just one brush of
his fingers a few inches higher and she would get the friction she needed to
tumble into the abyss.

Another second of this torment, another breath, and she might beg after
all. Sonia bit her lip to keep quiet.

Casey's hand roamed higher. Massaging. Feeling.

Her arousal was so thick it no doubt seeped through the fabric of her
jeans by now. One more inch. One more inch and he'd make her explode.
One more inch and she'd come right then and there.

Casey stopped. His breathing was ragged against her back and his
powerful thighs seemed to vibrate with tension, but he stopped.

Sonia panted.

Waited.

Nothing happened.

She turned toward Casey slowly, the arm he had around her waist
loosening enough to allow the movement. The man stood with his feet
shoulder-width apart, his muscles taught and straining but not moving,
except for his hands that now came up to rub soothing circles on her bare
back.

A hell of a bad consolation prize.

She shuddered.

"We are done," Casey's voice was strained, but unwavering. A bead of
sweat rolled from his mussed hair and trailed along the strong angle of his
jaw. "Let's get you some water. Let's get us both some water."

Water? It took a few heartbeats to process Casey's words. To accept
them.

He'd stopped. It had all stopped. But she... she wasn't done. She shook
her head as her muscles trembled.

Casey gathered Sonia against him. "I know," he whispered into her ear.
"But I promised it would be nothing more than touch. I don't break my
promises. That little bit about me you can always trust." He held out his



hand, and Briar tossed a blanket over to him, which Casey wrapped around
Sonia's shoulders.

Sonia wanted to cry. "Did I pass your test?" she whispered, looking
anywhere, but at him.

"Yeah." He smoothed her hair. "Yeah, kitten. You passed with flying
colors."
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MATTHEW
&=

“g red is fine, Sith. The biggest threat to her continued existence is
currently me, and I promise to give you notice before I stuff her
head first into a latrine.” Matthew balanced the phone between his shoulder
and ear, while at the same time scanning through charts. The one problem
with a best friend who’d saved your life multiple times, was that when he
asked you to watch over his little sister you didn’t say no.

“Denton Valley has latrines?” Sith asked from... from whatever country
he was currently in. Matthew was no longer privy to such info.

“Not yet, but I may dig one just for that. Have you told her about the
deployment?”

A pause. “No. I’'ll... There is no point.”

Matthew nodded, hearing everything Sith wasn’t saying. Wherever his
team was going, this was the time to reach out and make sure the families at
home were all set should things go badly. He and Sith had gone through the
routine before, though it had always been together. So Sith knew all about
Matthew’s parents and legacy of military service, and Matthew knew that
Sith had raised his little sister, called her Fred, and would turn the universe
over for her.

If something happened to Sith because Matthew was no longer with the
team... Matthew clamped down the thought. Something was more likely to
go wrong if Matthew was there—there and seizing when he was supposed
to be providing cover fire. “I’ll tell her I talked to you and that you are out
of comms range,” he told Sith. “Call when you get back.”

“I’ll call when I’m back,” Sith echoed. “If she needs anything—"



“She needs a god damn spanking,” Matthew said as Casey’s chart from
two nights ago popped onto his screen. “Which I’'m going to deliver—
professionally speaking. But as far as life outside the hospital, such as it is
for a first year, I’ve got you both. Go.”

“Word to the wise, Jennson,” Sith said, “do not let her get at your
fucking electronics, or you will regret it.”

“Does she chew wires?”

“I’m serious. Gotta go.”

Hanging up, Matthew sent one more mental godspeed to his friend,
before returning to his chart review. Win hadn’t even drawn the labs he
ordered on McKenzie. He pressed the heel of his hand into his eye and
rubbed. Was she screwing around because she thought being Sith’s sister
gave her special privileges, or did the concept of doing what she is told
simply hold no meaning to her? Either way, it drove Matthew insane.

Win drove Matthew insane.

He flipped through the rest of the charts. In general, her paperwork was
immaculate. Actually, it was so thorough that Matthew fought to contain a
growl at the thought of how long each painstakingly detailed narrative must
have taken and what that time could have been used for instead. When it
came to medical cases, Win’s judgment went well beyond a first year
resident. Hell, he’d pit her against many of the attending physicians he’d
worked with and put all his wagers on the petite doc. She had such an ear
for hearing heart murmurs and leaking valves, that cardiology had come
down more than once for covert recon to see if she might be worth
poaching.

What Dr. Win Carrell seemed incapable of doing—besides quietly
ignoring him—was remaining fully upright at the site of blood. Nor did she
seem inclined to improve on that particular deficiency.

Catching sight of the charge nurse, Matthew walked out from the staff
room and fell in step beside her. “Michelle. How are things looking?”

Michelle didn’t break stride or even pause the quick inventory she was
conducting. “Asthma in three responded to albuterol, lung sounds clear
bilat, ready for discharge. Diabetic in five doesn’t know how to control his
sugar and will need to be admitted. Dr. Carrell called a cardiology consult
for the chest pain in five and neurology for possible stroke in six. She
completed the heparin checklist, it's out of the permissible window. Oh, and
she suspects yellow fever for the kid in room B. She has him isolated.”



Matthew just stopped himself from cursing. “Yellow fever?” Talking
about hearing hoofbeats and thinking zebras instead of horses. Typical first
year creativity—and the type of thing Win should have come to him to
discuss. “The kid hasn’t been out of the country. He doesn’t even have a
passport for fuck’s sake.” So much for not swearing. But he had tried.

“That’s what I thought too, except Dr. Carrell took a look at his phone.
Don’t know how she figured it out, but apparently it had been co-located
with another phone that had very much been in Africa. Long story short,
there was a girl involved and the kid didn’t want to tell his parents. Once he
was alone, the full story came out and it matches all the timelines.”

“Fuck,” Matthew said again, this time with a note of appreciation. He’d
missed that. But Win should have told him. “What about the football player
with the deformed wrist and the head laceration?”

Michelle continued her inventory. “I’m sorry, Dr. Jennson, you’ll have
to check the charts. I don’t have the entire ER memorized for you.”

Translation: Win hadn’t seen either trauma and Michelle was too smart
and experienced to get into the middle of that mess.

Right. Adding another thing to his list to chat about with Win, Matthew
changed course toward where he could see a lion’s mane of golden hair
beside a computer terminal. Win had the rolling stool up all the way, her
fingers moving across the keyboard faster than Matthew could track. Scrolls
of data flowed over the screen.

“Hello, Fred.”

Win jumped in her seat, a small gasp escaping her chest. He’d not been
trying to be stealthy, but the woman had as much situational awareness as a
starfish. Matthew didn’t know why that graded on him, but it did.

Win released her gasped breath. “That’s still not my name.” She turned
back to the monitor.

"Where are Casey McKenzie's labs from yesterday?" Matthew asked in
a quiet voice that usually sends subordinates seeking cover.

"Didn't draw them.” Win continued typing. There was a second and
much larger tower at the computer station, one that hadn’t been there
before. "They were not medically necessary."

There was a pregnant pause as Matthew’s blood pressure rose point by
point with each heartbeat. He’d given her a direct order. He was her boss,
her attending, the doctor who signed off on her charts and held the reins of
her residency. She didn’t get to override his medical decisions. If this



happened in the field, he’d have her up at three in the morning for PT every
day for a month at best and at the brig at worst. But here in the hospital...

Matthew took one step toward the power outlet and pulled the plug on
Win’s computer terminal.

“Are you insane?” she twisted on her chair toward him, her hair framing
her face like a living flame. She was sexy as hell when she was furious, and
she was very furious just then. “That’s a ten thousand dollar machine and I
was in the middle of running a simulation that had twelve hours of data.”

“And I’m in the middle of running an emergency room, not a data
mining operation.” Matthew crossed his arms over his chest. “I told you to
draw labs. I want to know on whose authority you decided otherwise.”
Slow, well enunciated words that had the nursing staff all deciding they had
urgent business elsewhere.

Win seemed to finally process that it was just the two of them now, and
that Matthew had that cold look about him that usually meant he was about
to yell. They both knew he could bring her to tears if he wanted.

He crooked a finger toward her. “A moment of your time in private
please, Dr. Carrell.” Without waiting for her answer, he led her toward the
back of the ER to one of the empty isolation rooms, which was as much
privacy as they could get on a short notice. Matthew held the door open for
her, then followed her inside.

Win looked at him wearily. She was flame and vinegar when she had a
computer with her, but separated from that lifeline and vulnerability washed
over her. Matthew leaned his hip against the bed rail, deciding where to
start. Better go with Sith first, because she wouldn’t be listening to him
much later.

“Sith called,” he said and held up his hands quickly as Win’s whole
body went taut with panic. “He’s fine.” Not a lie. He was fine when they
spoke. “But they are going dark on comms for a while, so don’t be surprised
if you don’t hear from him for a bit.”

“For how long?” Win’s voice became so thin that Matthew had a stupid
urge to draw her against him.

He made himself shrug instead. “Not sure. But If you need something in
the meantime, let me know.”

“I’m fine. Thank you.”

Matthew took a step forward before he could stop himself and touched
Win’s shoulder. “I mean it. This is Matthew, Sith’s best friend talking, not



your attending. You need something, you call me. Got it?”

She looked up at him, their eyes meeting for several silent heartbeats. It
wasn’t Sith’s first deployment, and—Ilike Matthew—she knew everything
that wasn’t said. Everything that Matthew tried to shrug off as no big deal.
She reached up to where his hand was still on her shoulder and squeezed
once. He felt the warmth of that touch long after she let go.

Sith was one fortunate bastard to have someone care for him as much as
Win did. Matthew’s family didn’t even meet him at the airport when he
returned.

Pulling herself together, Win stepped back and raised her chin. “What I
need is for someone to have a chat with my ass of an attending who
unplugged an important simulation.”

Right. Matthew crossed his arms. “That attending wants to know what
happened with McKenzie’s labs?”

“They didn’t need to be drawn,” said Win.

“Wasn’t your call.” His voice hardened. “Or did you think it was?”

She blew out a long breath, opened her mouth as if to say something,
then shut it again.

“Say it,” Matthew commanded.

“It wasn’t medically necessary,” she said again.

Matthew moved in, but it wasn’t to comfort. Not now. “The code. The
do not resuscitate order. I was out of line for what I said to you at the end.
But as for what I was doing, I’ll go to the mat to fight for a life every day of
the week. You want to do battle on that, bring it on. What you do not get to
do, is go against my medical orders. And you don’t get to avoid trauma
patients because their pain and blood makes you queasy.”

Win’s mouth pressed together.

“For the record, I order labs on all significant traumas and certainly on
all concussions. A fact you’d know if you didn’t avoid them.”

She looked up in surprise. Win Carrell didn’t like being wrong. “I’m
sorry.”

She meant it. Matthew knew she did. But it wasn’t going to change
what came next.

“I’m changing your assignments,” Matthew said flatly. “From now on,
you are on Denton Memorial’s trauma service. No more medical patients,
no long consults with cardiology and neurology, no looking at charts more
than you look at patients. You will personally address every trauma that



walks, rolls, and crawls through Denton Memorial’s doors. And if we have
none, you will round on the admitted patients for follow up. By the time
you are done, I expect you to set broken bones and lay stitches with your
eyes closed.”

Win’s eyes widened. “That isn’t fair.”

“I never said it was. I said it was happening. I suggest you get some
spare scrubs to change into if yours get bloody.” He let that sink in too and
almost felt bad for her. Almost but not really. “Start with the football
casualty in bay one. When I looked in, the wrist was grossly deformed, so
put on your game face before going in.”

“Please, I—”

“Let me know when you finished your initial exam,” Matthew turned
toward the exit. “I will walk you through setting the bones.” And probably
scrape her off the floor as well. As many times as it took.
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SONIA

GZ{) ith the decision that they were going—that they were all going—
made, the penthouse broke out into mission prep, military style.

Briar and Casey moved with crisp efficiency, never stopping to think about
what they might need or where that something was located. The utter
opposite of the frantic rushing about Sonia usually fell into when leaving
for an airport.

“You know Liam will have all our hides for bringing you along, right?”
Casey nudged Sonia aside as he laid out empty bags in a neat row along the
floor. Briar came by next to drop pre-packed bundles into each.

“Liam employs me, he doesn’t own me,” said Sonia. “The decision isn’t
his.”

Casey looked at her sideways, “Yeah. You just keep telling yourself
that.” Beneath his amused expression, there was no trace of the man who’d
been so intimate with her just moments earlier.

Of course not. That had been an act. Make believe. Plus, Casey played
with partners all the time. Women. Men. Several at once. In her many visits
to the Vault, she’d seen him bring all sorts of guests toward the elevator
leading from the club to the penthouse above. They all looked nearly as
good as Casey himself did. She was just a tool. A game piece on a strategy
board.

“Wheels up in two hours.” Briar cradled the phone between his shoulder
and ear. He’d pulled on a pair of jeans and shirt, a contrast to the Prada suit
that Casey had slid into like a second skin. “That’s fine,” Briar told his
mystery coordinator on the other end of the line. He turned to Sonia. “Apple
or android?”



“For what?”

“For you.” Briar sounded impatient.

“I have an android.” She extended her phone to Briar.

He gave her cracked screen a disgusted look and walked back toward
his bedroom. “IPhones. Set three up plus my usual suite. Yeah, with
tracking.” The closed door muffled the rest of the instructions he was
rattling off.

“That brick you call a phone is staying here,” said Casey. “We are
taking clean electronics. Two hours until wheels up.”

“Unless one of you is a cross dresser, I need to go home and get my
things.” She had never packed for anything in two hours. Two days was
more her style. But she wasn’t about to share that bit of info with the two
overachievers ready to invade a small country at a moment's notice.

“Not happening.” Casey readjusted the bagged items to whatever order
he had in his head. “I already have Roma putting a suitable wardrobe
together for you, and we’ll have someone on the ship touch up the
alterations.”

Sonia bristled.

As if he’d seen her do it, Casey turned to her, unraveling himself to his
full dominating height. Arrogance and amusement were gone as he lifted a
brow. Daring her to object. She got the message. She was under his
command for this op, and she could either get in line or stay home.

She understood. Had agreed. But it was still hard to swallow her pride
and nod—yet Casey refused to release Sonia’s gaze until she did just that.

She wasn’t used to his serious side. It was both scary and sexy as hell.

Fortunately, before Sonia had to unpack all that happened in the span of
a few moments, Briar reappeared again. He had one gun in a shoulder
holster and three more in a hard case, which he twisted to his brother. Casey
examined them all, signaled his approval and strapped the smallest of the
pistols to his ankle.

“How do you intend to get weapons onto a cruise ship?” Sonia asked.
“Don't they have metal detectors or something?"

"Or something,” said Briar.

"Ships have people,” Casey drawled, now back to his cocky arrogant
self. “And people like money.”

"You are bribing shipboard security?" Sonia’s question came out in a
squeak.



"Of course he is." Briar secured another gun to his body. "Cover story?”

"Party drugs for a party boat,” said Casey.

“Have enough?”

“Checking. Yeah. We’re good.”

“Good.”

Illegal. Illegal. Illegal. Sonia returned to the couch and busied herself
with her phone, committing important numbers and email addresses to
memory as she fought to keep her thoughts and nerves off her face. The law
was nothing but a set of suggestions to the McKenzie brothers. Or worse, a
set of taunts. Whereas she had never so much as cheated on a test or stolen
a candy bar from a store. She stopped at stop signs on empty roads, and
read all the slides on the stupid online refresher classes that everyone else
just clicked through. This thing, it was going to be out of her league in more
ways than Casey’s touch.

“Limo is here,” Casey said.

Sonia jumped. “Already?”

He held his hand out to her. “Last chance to stay home, kitten. Or not.”

Stay home, everything inside Sonia’s mind demanded. But she didn’t
want to stay home anymore. So she took Casey's hand.

The limo made a smooth ride to the airstrip, driving all the way to the
runway where a private jet was already waiting. The crew greeted Casey
and Briar with a familiarity that spoke of frequent flights. Sonia had known
Casey and Briar were wealthy—one only had to look at what they'd done
with the North Vault, the penthouse, and the sportscars to put as much
together—but she was only now realizing how deep their pockets ran. It
was as unsettling as everything else they’d thrown at her in the past twenty-
four hours. Another chasm between them that they’d have to pretend to
have bridged.

Aboard the jet, Briar disappeared into the cockpit with the pilot while
Casey led Sonia toward the back, where two sets of seats faced each other.
He slid into one, accepted a drink from the flight attendant, and sprawled
back with accustomed comfort.

Sonia sat on the edge of the seat opposite him and buckled her belt
without having to be reminded by the flight attendant.

Around them the plane hummed quietly to life, everything smooth and
in order as it accelerated up the runway and into the air. Briar was still in
the cockpit. For all she knew, he'd been the one responsible for the lift off.



Casey followed her gaze toward the front of the plane and nodded, then
turned his attention back to her, a predator deciding on how to best enjoy
his dining experience.

“ON THE OFF CHANCE THAT you’ve never lied before, let’s do a little
practice,” he said.

“You are a brilliant man who I admire with my whole heart,” said Sonia.
“How was that?”

Casey grinned, but the smile faded quicker than it usually would. “Why
are you on the Belle Nuit?”

“To get some time alone with my fiancé before reunion week.”

Casey winced. “We’ll work on it. What do I do?”

“Umm. Run a nightclub?”

“Oh for gods’ sake, can you at least make the truth sound truthful?”

“You must have been a dream at witness prep,” said Sonia.

“Excuse me for the interruption,” the flight attendant, Marianna, came
up to them again. She smiled at Sonia, showing off perfect make up. “Your
wardrobe was loaded before you arrived, but I took the liberty of setting
aside an outfit before stowing it in case you wish to change?”

She didn’t, but given that Casey was wearing Prada, staying in a pair of
jeans and tied up t-shirt was unlikely an option. She followed Marianna into
the back, her stomach tightening at the sight of a red dress, already out of its
garment bag.

At Marianna’s direction, Sonia stripped off her jeans and shirt and let
the flight attendant help her into the gown. She braced herself for the
inevitable, knowing the fabric would either strain over her too large hips or
sag from the too small chest. When the back zipper closed easily and snugly
instead, Sonia blinked.

The dress.. fit.

Light silk fabric hugged her bodice then flowed gracefully off her waist,
the material cool and smooth against her skin. There was a slit on the thigh,
too, just as Casey had alluded to in his musing. Marianna pulled out a
needle and thread, hiding the straps of Sonia’s bra, then laid a matching silk
scarf over Sonia’s arms.

Marianna pulled out several shoe boxes. “They sent three sizes over to
see which felt best.”



Sonia slid her feet into a set of red pumps, which were comfortable
despite their high heels. "What sort of sorcery is this?"

"Italian," Casey called from the other side of the partition.

"May I help with your hair and makeup?" Marianna asked.

“Well, it’s either you or me,” Casey called again. “We certainly can’t
entrust Dancer with it.”

“Can you mind your own business?” Sonia called back, but sat on the
chair Marianna indicated and let the woman work.

A half hour later, Sonia didn’t mind the mirror the flight attendant had
pulled out as she stared at a reflection of a woman she’d never met before.
Marianna had worked Sonia's hair into a crown at the top of her head with
strands hanging down to frame her face. Understated makeup made her
eyes look big and the kind of gorgeous she knew they weren't. And the
dress—feminine without being flimsy, sensual, but not lewd. She looked...

“Delicious,” Casey purred, coming up behind her. His eyes roved over
her appreciatively in the mirror. "You look absolutely delicious." He
extended the pronunciation of the last word, as if tasting the syllables.
"Only one thing is missing now."

Reaching into the inside of his jacket pocket, Casey pulled out a small
box. Sonia had a moment to catch the gold pressed lettering on it before
Casey popped it open to reveal a large diamond ring that picked up every
bit of light in the cabin and shone like the sun itself.

Sonia's mouth dried. That ring cost more than a car. Not just her run
down thing, but a really nice car. She'd never touched a piece of jewelry this
intricate and expensive, much less worn it.

"Will you marry me, kitten?" askedCasey into the mirror.

"No," said Sonia.

"I didn't think so. You are too smart for that." He took her hand, running
his fingers over her ring finger. Casey's calluses traced along Sonia's skin,
igniting every nerve they touched. Turning her hand palm up, Casey placed
the ring into the center and closed her fingers around it. "See if you can
figure out what goes into what hole."

Sonia felt the heat rush to her face, saw her skin flush in the mirror’s
reflection. Casey saw it, too. And grinned. His hand ran up her back, along
the exposed upper half of her spine, and the heat dove deeper. Into her core.
And belly. And thighs. But then Casey gripped the back of Sonia’s neck, the
hold just shy of being painful.



“One more thing, kitten.” He leaned in, his lips almost brushing her ear.
“I am a very jealous kind of man. Which means you don't stay with any
other male in any room alone. Ever. And you do what I tell you to do, when
I tell you to do it. Are we clear on that?”

Sonia swallowed. The woman staring back from the mirror, who was
her but not her, swallowed, too. “So I'm marrying a rich, jealous asshole
who thinks of women as property?” The cabin shifted about, but Sonia had
no doubt that it was Casey’s intense stare and not turbulence that was
behind it. Her voice sounded steadier than she felt. “I see I’'m a poster child
for healthy relationships."

"Outlaw motorcycle gangs aren’t an equal rights type of organization,
Counselor," Casey said with a gentleness that was more disturbing than his
signature arrogance could ever be.
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SONIA

@ riar came out of the cockpit just as they were about to land. His
gray eyes surveyed the plane, stuttering as they swept across Sonia.
He blinked and moved on. "Not bad, Dancer."

"That's a high compliment," Casey clarified.

Sonia didn't know what to do with that. Before she could figure it out,
the plane came in for its landing and the wheels bumped the runway. A limo
was already waiting, though this time only Casey and Sonia got in. Briar
would be making his own way now, their electronic eyes and ears on the
ship. They rode to the embarkation point in silence and Sonia’s palms were
sweating by the time they arrived. The driver opened the limo door and
Casey splayed his hand possessively on Sonia’s bare back as he steered her
to the ship.

Sonia was overdressed. She knew it from the moment she got out of the
limo to find the other passengers in casual clothes as they mounted the
raised ramp, their fancier things packed away. Not her though. She was on
display from the very first step, small breasts, large hips, and a dress that
made every man turn his head and stare. Casey gave a vicious glare to a
pair of men whose eyes stayed too long on Sonia’s breasts, and they nearly
tripped over themselves hurrying away.

“You enjoy doing that, don’t you?” Sonia muttered.

“Oh, absolutely.”

Casey’s hand was hot on Sonia's back, guiding her firmly through the
deck and crowd, disappearing only long enough to place hundred dollar
bills into the hands of various ship staff who now hurried forward to open



any doors arising in their path, no questions asked. When Casey wanted to
make a statement, he didn’t hold back.

"Mr. McKenzie, Ms. Dancer," a young man in a black suit with the
ship’s logo pinned to the lapel appeared in their path just as they reached
the stateroom deck. He had an air of competence around him despite his
youth, and his curly brown hair, captured with a leather thong, extended
down to his shoulders. "I’m Duane, your butler. Is there anything I can get
you to make you more comfortable?"

Casey placed an order for room service, with a filet mignon and lobster
dinner, champagne, and chocolate covered strawberries to get them started
in the evening. Another hundred dollar bill tucked into Duane’s suit pocket
followed the instructions and the butler bowed before striding off to fulfill
the demands. Casey pressed a keycard against the stateroom lock.

Sonia had been on a cruise once before, with her family before she
walked away. That stateroom was nothing like the luxurious suite that
opened before her. Instead of small ports, floor to ceiling windows made up
the outer wall, the ocean rippling forever beyond the glass. The floor was a
plush carpet. Towels, twisted and folded into the shape of sea creatures, lay
atop the white down comforter with sprinkled flower petals adding
splotches of color. The bed, which was the main attraction of the space,
sprawled with elegance. The one single bed. Because they were engaged.

The door closed.

Casey's hand disappeared from Sonia's back immediately. Walking over
to one side of the bed, he plopped down and put his hands behind his head,
his eyes closing. "We can get away with staying in the stateroom tonight,
while Briar gets himself settled. Enjoy the dinner when it comes, I've got
some thinking to do."

"Easy to get lost in thought when it's unfamiliar territory."

"Very much so," Casey agreed, disappearing into his own thoughts. The
show was over for the night.

Sonia was obliged to remain in her fancy clothes throughout the evening
—it was either that or keep opening the stateroom door in the lingerie that
Casey's concierge shopper had packed for her. If there was a pair of sweats
or jeans somewhere, she was yet to find it. Something to purchase at one of
the overpriced shops.

Food was delivered. The rest of their endless luggage, courtesy of
Roma. Random people stopped by to offer their welcome and services, the



word of Casey's free hand with hundred dollar bills plainly having spread
quickly. Duane came to offer turndown service, took one look at Sonia’s
overwhelmed face and beckoned her to the washroom to show where
comfortable oversized bathrobes hung in a hidden closet. He took it upon
himself to press the do not disturb button on the door before leaving.

“Duane,” Sonia called, and the young man paused inside the half open
door. “Thank you.”

He gave her a small bow. “My pleasure, Ms. Dancer.”

Contrary to Sonia's expectations, Casey made no remarks about the
single bed. When it was time to sleep, he'd put on a pair of sweat pants and
nestled himself on his side, leaving plenty of space for Sonia to settle in on
the other. "You can have the blanket," he said, turning his back to her. "I'm
hot as it is."

She didn't take the bait.

The following morning, Casey insisted that those lacey little lingerie
pieces she’d very much not worn be tossed about the room before their
departure. Sonia pulled on the simplest sundress she could find among her
new things—a white number that looked plain on the hanger and yet
managed to shine when worn—and pulled her hair back into a bun.

Casey regarded her critically. He was already in a light colored Armani
suit, a silk shirt coating the sculpted muscles beneath. “You are fired.”

"From being your fiancée?"

"From dressing yourself," said Casey. "I'm going to have someone from
the beauty salon come up in the mornings to coordinate your clothes and
find some hairstyle that doesn't make me feel like I need to write a brief."
He checked his phone. "Breakfast awaits."

They made a tour of the breakfast options before settling on the largest
buffet and finding a table far away from the food. Taking turns going up to
the spread, they each took a different route, eyes moving between the
tables. Casey called it situational awareness. Sonia called it these-people-
all-look-the-same-and-I-can-barely-find-my-way-back-to-my-chair.

She was on her third buffet trip, staring at the smoked salmon crackers
beside caviar sandwiches as if unable to make up her mind, when a hand
with a gold ring reached across her line of sight to pluck one of the
mimosas beyond the platter.

"Well, if it isn't Ms. Dancer," a familiar voice from the past sent a jolt
through Sonia’s spine.



Sonia jerked around, knocking Nero's mimosa right over his crisp white
shirt.

Her heart shoved against her ribcage. “Nero,” she stared at the mess
she'd just made and said with no acting whatsoever, “what the hell are you
doing here?”

“Taking a morning mimosa bath, it seems,” Nero chuckled and shook
his head. He was slightly pudgier than she remembered, a paunch of a belly
overhanging a pair of expensive slacks. He was Sonia's height, slightly
short for a man and, despite only being in his late twenties, showed that
receding hairline she’d seen in the photos.

Sonia shook her head, motioning to his drenched shirt and splattered
sport coat. "I...I’m so sorry. I didn't see you sneak up on me."

"I'm rarely accused of stealth, but I'll take the compliment.” He winked.

"Please do." Sonia recovered herself, though her heart still hammered.
First contact. She needed to get this right. Both for the op, and to prove her
value to Casey and Briar. She bit her lip and handed Nero a new mimosa
from the tray. "Really though, I didn't expect to see you here for a couple of
weeks.”

"A set of impromptu business meetings." Nero waved his hand toward
the other end of the dining room, where his table must be. "It’s my new
business strategy—if work won't leave me alone for vacation, then I just
bring it along with me. Same boring crap, but at least I can do it over a
mimosa." A corner of his mouth lifted. "Just not usually by way of bathing
in one. And what about you?"

"She is here with me." Casey's voice cut in with a harsh possessive
arrogance. Coming up behind her, he put an arm around her waist and
pulled her close against his body. The hard cut of his muscles pressed into
Sonia's back, the restraining arm iron hard against her belly.

Nero frowned slightly. Not helpful given that they were just starting to
talk.

Sonia tried to step from Casey's grip, but his arm refused to budge. "Is
something amiss, kitten?" Casey asked her.

She put her hand over his and covertly dug her nail into a soft part
beside his thumb. "Not at all. I've just run into an old friend." She hoped her
nail managed to draw blood. "Casey, this is Nero. We went to law school
together. Nero, Casey McKenzie is—"



"Her fiancé," Casey shifted Sonia to his other side and puffed out his
chest slightly, looking down at Nero from his greater height. He extended a
hand to shake Nero’s, his other extricating itself from Sonia’s nails to caress
the nape of her neck. "It's a pleasure to meet you, Nero.” His tone said it
was anything but a pleasure. What the hell was the man doing? He focused
on her neck again. “I thought the reunion was not for a couple of weeks
yet?"

"I’ve some clients to entertain so I brought them along.” Nero's gaze
weighed Casey from head to toe, then turned to Sonia. His attention
snagged on her massive ring, then brushed against her breasts before
finding her face again. "It is wonderful to see you again. Would you like to
join us for breakfast? I'm sure your fiancé wouldn't mind letting old friends
catch up."

Now that was more like it. Take that, military men. Sonia beamed at
him. "It would be my ple-"

"She is fine, thank you," Casey cut Sonia off mid-word for the second
time. "We were just finishing up and have an appointment with the
concierge. Excuse us."

Sonia’s teeth ground against each other. Yes, she’d found Nero first. Or
he found her. Whichever way it happened, Casey needed to stop being a
sore loser and get on board. She plastered a smile onto her face and stepped
away from him. Hard. "Don't be rude, sweetheart. I've not seen Nero in
years and have just ruined his shirt. The least I can do is accept his
invitation."

"Duane," Casey raised his voice, calling over their butler. Sonia had not
realized the man was even here, but sure enough Duane appeared beside
them a moment later.

"Sir?"

"Please have a new shirt delivered to my new friend's stateroom
immediately. A 36 short, I believe?" He glanced down at Nero, then nodded
to himself in confirmation before reclaiming Sonia’s waist. This time, his
fingers dug into her hip nearly hard enough to bruise as he forced her away.

It was all Sonia could do to keep that fake smile on her face as Casey
force marched her out of the room. Anger seared every nerve in her body.
Cooperation? A team? Only the knowledge that ripping into Casey in public
would jeopardize everything kept Sonia holding her tongue until the door of
the stateroom once more shut behind them.



The moment it did, Casey shoved himself away from her as if pulling
back from a stove. He strode to the window, his hands bracing the back of
his head as he stared silently into the ocean. The muscles of Casey's broad
back bunched and spread as he drew deep breaths, his knuckles turning
white where he pressed his fingers into his hair.

Sonia marched up to him.

Casey turned to face her.

She slapped him.

He let his head turn with the blow, doing nothing to defend himself.
Haunted gray eyes met hers for a moment then looked away, settling back
on the waves. Haunted. Not self righteous or cocky or angry even.

“You are more than welcome to do that again,” he said without turning
back. “As many times as you need.” There was the thinnest thread of humor
in his voice, as if he tried to reach into that well of his usual arrogant
confidence, only to find it dry.

Sonia frowned. Crossed her arms over her chest. "That was some high
handed assholery back there,"” she said finally, with less bite than she'd
originally intended.

"Yep. I learned from the best." Soft words, aimed at the ocean beyond.
"If you liked act one, you'll love what this circus we got ourselves into has
in store next."

She took a calming breath, willing herself back to reason amidst this
spinning mess. Whatever game he was playing was plainly hurting him as
much as her, but she saw zero point to it no matter which way she turned
the events. "Why did you do that?" she asked. "I had an invite to Nero's
breakfast table. To meet his friends. Find out what he’s been up to. That’s
the whole point of this op, and that’s the whole reason I’'m here on this ship.
To be bait."

"And bait you were." Casey gathered himself together with visible
effort and walked over to where a decanter of whiskey had been left on the
counter. He poured a knuckles' length into two glasses and offered her one.
Sonia shook her head. Casey drank from his.

"Nero will come after you again. He'll want to prove that his cock's
bigger than mine,” Casey told her. “But no matter how breakfast had gone,
Satan's Armada wouldn’t ever let a woman into their inner circle. And even
if they did, that’s not where any of us want you. You aren’t here to gather
intel on Nero, Counselor. You are just here to facilitate a connection to me.”



Before she could reply, he cocked his head to the side as if listening to
something, then tapped his ear. "Copy. Powering up.” He tapped his ear
again and pulled a laptop from a safe.

“Earbud with a connection to Briar,” Casey said in answer to Sonia’s
unspoken question. He cocked his head again, displaying the device to her.
Even knowing where to look Sonia had trouble picking out the small flesh
colored object fit inside the ear canal until Casey pulled it out and laid it on
the table. "Briar has tapped into the ship's security camera feed. He traced
Nero back to his table and is working on the facial IDs of his companions.
We’ll have photos and bios as soon as he does.”

Sonia rocked back on her heels. She understood some of where Casey
was coming from. Some. But she was still pissed. "I take it this was another
reason you wanted to walk away this morning?”

He nodded. "Better to wait until we know who we are dealing with.
This is a ship. No one is going anywhere."

"You could have just told me all this, you know," said Sonia.

"I did. Back in the plane. I told you that you were never going to be
alone with any man here."

Sonia was going to punch him. Right in the nose. Except it would
probably break her hand. She shook her head and sat on the edge of the bed,
processing what Casey had said. Everything he’d said. For someone who
was so certain that he’d done everything right, Casey was still paler than
she’d ever seen him. Shaken.

She walked over to take the second drink, not to sip it but just to have
something in her hand as she asked, softly. "Who was your teacher?"

He glanced at her, his gray eyes for once betraying that she’d struck her
target.

"You said, you learned from the best,” Sonia pressed. “So who taught
you the ins and outs of being an asshole? Is that a specialized course in
Delta now—a follow up to Marking your Territory 101?"

A muscle ticked along Casey's jaw. "No. That would have been my
father. He liked to practice what he preached, so there was no shortage of
practical exercises." Casey drained his whiskey, setting the glass down with
a click. "I'm going to take a shower. Briar is sending the files to the laptop.
Try and remember to not use a highlighter directly on the screen."
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6)% atthew found Win in the back of the L-shaped supply closet. She

didn’t want to be found of course, and most especially by him.
Little did she know that Matthew had already scouted all the nooks in the
ER and beyond where one might find privacy and that he couldn’t care less
what she wanted.

“It does get better.” Matthew leaned against the opposite wall of
shelving from where Win crouched, her forearms braced against her knees.
She was still pale, but managed to glare knives at him. They’d had a
gruesome car accident that morning, the young female driver arriving with
a full scale evisceration and yet somehow both alive and screaming.

Win took one good look and rushed out of the trauma bay to empty her
stomach in the nearest restroom. And once she was done, Matthew had
made her hold those hanging guts with her hands all the way up to the
operating room and scrub in for the surgery. The nurses had also been
instructed to hand over all blood draws and IV line starts to Win and she
was giving patients and—herself regular—blood baths as she figured out
how exactly to occlude the vein when changing tubing.

Win got to her feet. “I'm fine.” Aka Fuck you, Jennson.

“Good. The lab dropped one of the tubes from the patient in four, so
you’ll need to redraw the blood and we’ve got a full waiting room. So if
you are done feeling sorry for yourself, please rejoin the rest of us on the
floor.”

Her jaw tightened, but she said nothing.

Matthew gripped her eyes, no mercy in his own. Come on, Fred. Swear
at me. Tell me to go to hell. Tell me what hits you so hard. Give me



something to work with.

She didn’t. Win had three modes when it came to Matthew: outright
insubordination, tears, and this—a wall.

Fine. He’d been telling the truth. She’d get desensitized to the trauma
and blood and pain eventually. At which point she could pass this rotation,
go back to her computers, and be out of his hair. He bladed his body to let
her pass. “Remember, you are starting IV lines, not amputating limbs,” he
said. “You’ve had a line before. Nothing but a short sting. Stop making a
mountain out of the procedure.”

She glanced back at him over her shoulder. “No.”

“To which part?”

“I’ve never had an IV. Never had a reason to.”

“What?” He fell in step behind her. “You have been to the ER before,
right? As a patient.”

“Of course not.”

“A broken arm from the monkey bars, a concussion from tree climbing,
stitches from a bike tumble? You were a child at some point in your life,
weren’t you?”

“Pain and suffering isn’t some virtue or right of passage. There is more
impact to be made by counteracting genetic malformations before they
affect quality of life than in patching up holes. So tell me what I need to do
to get out of this purgatory and go back to addressing the former while you
bask in the latter.”

Matthew shrugged and quickened his pace. “The board has been
updated. You can find your patients there.” He stopped as Michelle
intercepted the pair of them coming out of the closet. He looked at the
charge nurse pleasantly. “Something interesting?”

Michelle’s expression never waivered. “Thirty-eight year old
intoxicated male, came in with a stab wound to upper extremity. You might
want to examine him before the ranting upsets the rest of the ER.”

Matthew took the iPad chart from Michelle’s hands and placed it into
Win’s. “All yours, Dr. Carrell. Bay seven.”

He watched Win walk toward the corner bay then parked himself at the
central hub and pulled up the latest chest X-rays radiology had uploaded
from a suspected pneumonia. “Why do you work in emergency medicine?”
he asked Michelle.



“Someone has to make certain the doctors don’t kill the patients. Don’t
you even think of using my labels for your notes.” She slapped his hand
away from what Matthew thought was scrap paper, but was actually an
overturned set of barcoded stickers.

Matthew snorted. “And do these attempted homicides happen often?”

“At a teaching hospital? Oh, every June. And most months after that.”
She gave Matthew a look that said he was not off her suspect list. She
nodded to the chest X-ray still on his screen. “What’s the verdict?”

“Diffuse pulmonary effusion. Significant infiltrates on the right side.
Consistent with pneumonia. Let’s start on—

“Get your filthy hands off me,” a slurred male voice hollered through
the emergency room. “I want a doctor.”

“I'm sorry, I just—* that was Win’s voice, cut off by the sound of
something crashing.

Matthew sprang out of his chair and vaulted over the counter barrier
separating the staff-only area at the center of the ER from the perimeter
treatment bays. A sprint around the equipment and he was yanking open the
curtain to treatment bay seven before anyone could utter another word. It
was only Michelle’s gripping his wrist —god only knew how she got there
nearly as quickly as he did—that stopped him from breaking noses first and
asking questions later.

His heart beating a steady, lethal beat against his ribs, Matthew
surveyed the space. There were two men inside, both overweight, bearded
and wearing leather vests. The patient’s vest and shirt were halfway off to
reveal a bloody puncture wound in his right deltoid—and a walnut sized
hematoma at the crook of his left elbow, where Win must have punctured
the vein all the way through when trying to draw blood. The second man,
with TANK stenciled on his leather vest, had Win backed up into a corner.

“What is going on?” Matthew’s voice was deadly cold. He cleared the
room in three large steps, hooked his arm around Win’s waist and pulled her
from the corner to a space behind his back.

“Finally, a gods damn doctor in this place,” Tank snarled. “Get that slut
out of here.”

Matthew grabbed Tank’s wrist and twisted. The asshole dropped to his
knees with a curse.

“I don’t believe I heard you correctly,” said Matthew. “I believe you
were thanking Dr. Carrell for attending to your friend—*“ Matthew scanned



the patient’s clothing to see if he too had a conveniently stenciled nickname.
He didn’t. But he did have Satan’s Ride tattooed on his knuckles. “Satan.”

Satan took a moment to realize Matthew was talking about him, then
slid to his feet and growled, showing uneven teeth. He had the glazed look
of pain and alcohol. “Look what that whore did to me.” He stuck out his
arm.

“I don’t see anything,” said Matthew, adding just a little more torque to
Tank’s wrist. “You’ve two choices at the moment. Get your ass back on the
cot and stay there, or get thrown out.”

Satan snarled.

Tank jabbed the finger of his free hand toward Win. “That fucking bitch
deserves -”

“She is mine.” Matthew jerked Tank’s wrist, driving the man face first
into the corner of the cabinets. There was a crash and a grunt and a splash
of blood as Tank’s lip split open. Behind him, Win gasped. Letting the
asshole go, Matthew advanced on Satan, keeping his body well between his
and Win. “You, on the other hand, I don’t give two shits about.”

Satan pointed to his stab wound. “I’m not going anywhere until you
fucking fix this.”

Matthew crossed his arms. “I imagine that’s a good idea. Puncture
wounds are a bitch for infection. You could lose that arm if we do this
wrong. Then you’d be riding around with an amputated stump. Can you
even handle a motorcycle then?”

Satan eyed him warily, probably trying to muddle through the
intoxicated confusion. “Well now, Doc, that’s why I’'m here, ain’t I?” He
stepped back and planted his ass back on the bed. “You have to fix it up. It’s
the law.”

Matthew pulled a bottle of alcohol from the countertop, unscrewed the
top and emptied the entire half-liter into Satan’s wound. Then he stood
back, while the biker’s blood curdling scream echoed off the ER walls.

“That was disinfectant,” Matthew’s lip curled back. “I’ll come back
when I have the time.”

“Wait, you can’t leave me,” Satan said between gasps while Tank
recovered enough to climb slowly to his feet. “I need fucking help.”

Matthew shrugged. “Of course I’ll help. When it’s your turn. I’'m busy
with a more important case, and Dr. Carrell seems indisposed just now.”



Keeping his body blocking the bikers, Matthew waited until Michelle and
Win cleared the treatment bay before walking out himself. “Michelle—*

“I’m already calling security.” She waved her phone. “I’ll also give
legal a heads up. I could be wrong, but assault is against hospital policy.”

Matthew didn’t care, not as he turned to Win and scanned every inch of
her. The little doc had her arms wrapped around her shoulders and her
breaths came in short, quick bursts. He longed to run his hands over her
body and ensure for himself that she was alright, but when he took a step
toward her, Win retreated.

Matthew stopped dead in his tracks. He’d scared her.

“Call Sonia Dancer,” Matthew told the charge nurse without turning
around. “She picks up legal overflow and hates me anyway.”

“She went with Casey and Briar,” Win said distantly.

“You’ve got to be kidding.” He shook his head. Liam was going to have
all three of their hides for that, if Cullen didn’t beat him to it. But that
wasn’t Matthew’s problem. His hands moved at his sides. He didn’t know
how to make this better for Win. Sonia was gone, Sith was dark, and he
wasn’t someone Win wanted around.

He softened his voice. “Are you alright, Fred?”

“I’m fine.”

Bullshit.

He held his hand out to her.

She pressed her arms tighter around herself.

He let his hand fall. On the other side of the ER, security was already
escorting Tank out, and another uniform was now keeping an eye on Satan.
“Alright. You’ve been on for sixteen hours. Go home and get some sleep.
We’ve got everything handled here.”

“What was all that about losing his arm?” she asked.

Matthew shrugged. “It’s not impossible. Our discharge paperwork says
you can die from a paper cut, so it must be true.” He let the corner of his
mouth twitch up, begging Win to join in on the joke. She tried. Failed.

No, he was the one who failed. Failed her. Failed Sith. Everything
inside Matthew screamed to keep her in his sight, but he’d not earned that.
“Go home. Sleep. Alright?” He held her gaze until she nodded, then waited
until she got her things and fell into step beside her.

“What are you doing?” she asked.



“Walking you home. Or to your car. Or to a unicorn, if that’s how you
get to work.” He should have known this answer before now. Some job he
was doing watching Sith’s sister.

“We can’t leave the ER without either of us,” said Win.

“I don’t care.”

“I do.” She looked over at him and there was nothing in her gaze that
said Matthew was welcome anywhere near her. Now or ever. The force of
that punch caught Matthew off guard. “I will see you tomorrow, Dr.
Jennson.”

Matthew waited long enough to see that Win was heading toward the
staff parking lot side of the building, then marched himself to the security
desk. He was probably being paranoid, but he didn’t care. “Bert,” he read
the rent-a-cop’s name off the tag, “are you able to pull up the cameras in the
staff lot?”

“Yep.” Bert continued working on his crossword puzzle.

“Well?” Matthew counted to five in his head. “Bert, turn the goddamn
staff lot cameras on.”

“Why?”

“Because I said so,” Matthew snapped before getting a hold of himself.
“Because I want to make sure Dr. Carrell gets to her car safely.”

Bert smiled, showing bad teeth. “Oh, that pretty little doctor? Want to
see which car she goes to, eh? Not my first day.”

“No. I truly just want to see that she is safe,” Matthew ground out.
“Fuck, aren’t you supposed to be rotating the views anyway?”

Bert sighed, took a sip of coffee, then finally picked, making it clear the
entire time that he was doing Matthew and the universe a hell of a favor.
Each movement felt slow as molasses and Matthew fought the urge to
shove Bert out of the chair.

Bert frowned at the keyboard, muttering. “Control, shift five. No.
Control, shift six. Wait, wrong button. Here we go. Control, shift six. There
we g0.”

“Well?” Matthew pressed.

“Hold your horses. I have to move...” Bert frowned. On the monitor
before him, a half dozen motorcycles had gathered together, Tank gesturing
wildly in the middle of them. The Satan’s Armada was parked in the middle
of the staff parking lot where Win was headed.



Shoving himself away from the monitors, Matthew sprinted for the
door.
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WIN

GZ{) in was on the dark web before she’d even cleared the ER,
jumping through a chain of VPNs before logging into a chat
forum. She didn’t have anything to say, but she’d find something to read
there. Or discuss. Or calculate. Anything to steady her shaking nerves. She
was cold, inside and out, the sound of the metal tray crashing against the
floor kept ringing over and over in her ears.

Get that slut out of here.

No. No. No. Win clicked on a post advertising new zero day malware.
Not her market, but it was entertaining. A little green dot at the bottom of
the screen announced notifications. Matthew had bit on a post
@DocPhantom42, the personna she usually went by, had made about anti-
seizure drugs. She hovered over the message then switched away from the
screen. She couldn’t think about Matthew right now. About the ER. About
whether becoming a doctor had been a colossal mistake.

Get that slut out of here. Get us a real doctor.

Win knew she was outside only because the chilly evening breeze
kissed her cheeks. Without looking up, she pulled out her keyfob and
pressed a key, the familiar sound of her Toyota Corolla's answer just around
the corner putting her at ease. A few more steps and she'd be in her car.
Twenty minutes later, at home in her bed. Playing Fortnite, while another
set of screens ran some simulations she couldn’t get out of her mind.

“Looks like someone finally tossed the trash out,” a man said from
behind her.

Win jumped, dropping her phone. She’d not realized anyone was here.
Sith was always on her case about situational awareness. She turned,



coming face to face with a man in a leather biker jacket.

"I don't know you," Win said, her heart picking up its pace. She reached
down to pick up her fallen phone, now realizing that the biker wasn’t alone.
"You're mistaking me for someone else."

A combat boot slammed down atop Win’s phone just as her fingers
grazed it. The fifteen hundred dollar device shattered into shards. Someone
laughed. Many someones.

“Well, fuck me,” Tank separated from the crowd and stalked toward her.
His lip still bled from where Matthew had slammed his face into the
cabinets. What was he still doing here? Win’s eyes darted from Tank to the
hospital entrance, then to her car. Run back or run forward?

She sprinted for the car.

Tank lunged as she tried to rush past him and grabbed Win’s hair. Pain
rushed through her scalp. Still holding her hair, Tank punched Win in the
stomach.

It took her a moment to register that she'd been hit. For the first time in
her life someone had hit her. She froze, the shock of it gripping her. For a
heartbeat, she felt nothing but utter terror, an inability to draw breath. And
then the pain came.

Win screamed.

Tank clamped his hand over her mouth. It was bloody from where he’d
wiped it over his lip. “Let’s put that mouth to better use,” he growled and
slipped his grip down to her jaw, pressing with bruising force. “On your
knees, whore.”

Win clawed at the hold, digging her nails into Tank’s hands.

“I said, kneel.” He kicked her knee. Something popped and pain shot
from the joint, which no longer held her weight. She dropped to the
pavement. Another kick. A boot in her ribs. Agony echoed through her
bones and she screamed again, though she didn’t know whether any sound
came out. Her ribs were on fire. She gasped for breath. From the ground she
could see the razor blade’s edge worked into the toe of Tank’s boot, could
feel the blood soaking her shirt. His foot pulled back.

Before Tank could hit her again, a male figure in blue scrubs was on
him in a flurry of blows too fast to follow. Tank stumbled backwards into
one of his biker mates, both men falling to the ground. Without breaking
stride, Matthew twisted and extended a crisp back kick into a third attacker.
Win had no idea how Matthew had even known the man was there, how he



could keep track of everyone coming at him. Yet, now that he’d reached his
battleground in front of Win, Matthew’s movements seemed to slow down,
as if he had all the time in the world to execute each perfect strike. A kick
to the gut. A turn. A punch that crushed a nose in a spray of blood.

A bald biker who’d been standing back until now, threw himself into the
fight just as Tank lumbered back to his feet. A flash of a silver blade shone
in Baldie’s massive hand.

“Knife,” Win bellowed to Matthew. He somehow had the wherewithal
to hear her and nod, and to draw something shiny of his own from his
scrubs. A scalpel, now held flipped along his wrist.

Tank barreled forward. “You are dead, all of you,” he shouted. “That
whore, you, this entire fucking sham of a hospital.”

Matthew ducked under Tank’s punch and swept the biker’s leg out from
under him. Tank’s knife hand came down. Mathew bladed his body off
center, letting the swing go by him. And then he slashed his own blade
across Baldie’s still moving forearm.

Arterial blood sprayed. Baldie fell. Even the other bikers froze at the
sight of the pulsing crimson.

An approaching siren wailed in the background, more voices and shouts
rushing toward the lot. Security. Or cops. Win wasn’t sure.

“Ride out,” Tank ordered and the five who could still move jumped onto
their bikes, leaving Baldie clutching his wound on the pavement. Engines
revved. The Satan’s Armada zoomed out of the hospital parking lot like a
vicious snake. Tank, who was the last to leave, cut his bike right by
Matthew. “You will pay. You all will.” Then he spat on the ground and rode
right into the onrush of security guards who barely had time to throw
themselves out of his way.

Matthew barked an order to security to deal with Baldie, and then he
was in front of Win. His body blocked everything but the moon rising
behind him as he crouched before her, his face impossibly calm. He wasn’t
even breathing hard. Not like she was.

“You are safe now," Matthew said. His blue eyes seemed to glow, the
moon backlighting the wisps of hair ruffled in the wind. “Win, you are
safe.”

She tried to peel herself off the pavement, but her body screamed and
her leg wouldn’t move. She shook.



“It’s alright. I’ve got you.” He scooped Win into his arms, one hand
coming under her knees and the other bracing her back as he lifted her
easily against his chest. He smelled of sweat and masculine musk and spicy
aftershave. He smelled of warmth. Of safety and brutality all in one.

Win clung to his scrubs, her hands gripping the fabric as if she’d fall
otherwise. She saw the garage door, the large entrance and exit signs, the
stairs. The tile floor and the approaching sliding doors of the ER.

Michelle was on them as soon as Matthew took one step into her
domain. “Isolation two,” she ordered Matthew, turned to direct several other
patients—including Baldie—to curtained bays on the other side, then fell in
step beside them. “What do you need?”

Like Matthew, Michelle’s voice was calm. She reached out to squeeze
Win’s shoulder.

“Portable X-ray. Ultrasound for FAST.”

“Sonography is already in there. Yarborough is on his way, too.”

Matthew opened the door with his back and carried Win inside. It was
quiet, an oasis from the zoo beyond. Matthew lowered Win to the bed and
brushed her hair off her face. His own hair was plastered to his forehead
with sweat.

“How are you doing?” he asked.

Win felt the absence of his body against hers, the distance leaving her
empty and alone and scared all over again. She couldn't breath in easily, not
with the pain along her ribs, and there was something very wrong with her
knee. The boot that had hit her in the lot now struck again in phantom
memory, though the jolt of pain as she shifted was real.

“I’m fine,” she whispered.

He made a sound in the back of his throat. Michelle appeared with a
gown and a pair of trauma shears to help get Win’s scrubs off. Matthew’s
movements as he checked Win’s injuries were as precise as his fighting had
been. Gentle but firm hands brushed over her body, calling out a clear
FAST exam, a deep laceration along her ribs, and then... nothing when he
got to her leg. X-ray arrived and snapped their films, but Matthew didn’t
throw them up on the room monitors.

“What’s happening?” Win caught Matthew’s wrist and he stopped at
once, giving her his full attention. “What’s wrong with my leg?”

“A minor dislocation. We’ll take care of it once we get some pain meds
into you. But maybe just this once I won’t make you watch.” A corner of



his mouth lifted. “Your first time as a patient, right?”

She didn’t see the humor in it at all. Her body trembled.

Michelle approached with an IV set, took one look at Matthew’s face
and handed it over to him without hesitation. Win had never seen the charge
nurse do that before. In fact, no one except Matthew was touching Win, as
if the doctor was a wolf unwilling to let anyone near its dinner. He’d let
Michelle help Win into a gown, but that was as far as it went. The exam, the
blood pressure, even the blanket covering her was put there by Matthew’s
hand and no one else’s.

Now, he swiped an alcohol prep over the vein in her elbow, and Win's
entire body went rigid.

“Look away,” Matthew said. A soft order. Win turned her head. His
hands were sure as he gripped her arm, the needle sliding in with a barely
felt pinch.

“How did you do that?” Win asked.

Matthew was already securing the IV tubing with pieces of tape
Michelle handed over. “A shit ton of practice,” he said. “Once you start a
few dozen in a moving motorcade, in the dark, with your hands so cold you
can’t feel your fingers, you gather some confidence.”

“Jennson,” Dr. Yarborough came up beside them, the only one Matthew
seemed willing to let that close to the bed. “Did you want to reduce the
knee yourself?”

Whatever temporary calm Win had enjoyed disappeared. She knew
what that meant. How much that hurt, no matter what pain meds Matthew
was already pushing into her IV line. She pressed herself into the mattress
as if she could somehow escape the coming fate, Matthew’s too attentive
gaze following her every move. Pain and fear rushed through her, as she lay
there, as vulnerable as in that parking lot.

Matthew crouched beside Win’s head, their faces eye level. “It’s a
patellar dislocation. The good news is that once the kneecap slides back into
place you’ll feel a hell of a lot better. You already know the bad news.”

Pain. A hell of a lot of pain. “Do it.” Win’s mouth was dry.

Matthew nodded, but instead of getting up, only said over his shoulder.
“Dr. Yarborough, if you don’t mind?”

Win blinked. Matthew wasn’t going to do it himself? He always
performed reductions, even when others called for assistance from ortho.
“Why_“



“So that I can be a friend instead.” Matthew sat on the edge of Win’s
bed and took both her hands in his. His grip had a reassuring confidence
that leaked through the connection into Win’s cool skin. You are safe. I've
got you. “Watch my face, not his hands. And breathe.”

“I’m starting now,” Yarborough said. Win’s hands tightened on
Matthew’s as pure blazing agony exploded in her leg.

Win arched, screaming, gripping Matthew’s hands so hard the bones
rubbed. He didn’t flinch, didn’t so much as shift that lifeline gaze away
from hers. “I’ve got you,” he said over and over, his voice like a
metronome. Tears of pain rolled down her face.

Matthew didn’t have to turn around to know when it was over. “Thank
you, everyone,” he said, his eyes still only on her. “I’ve got it from here.”
He brushed the back of his hand over her wet cheeks.

Doors opened and closed. People left. All except one.

“You have until the end of this case, Jennson,” Yarborough said quietly.

“Thank you, sir.”

Win swallowed, processing the words through the haze of pain and
drugs. “What happens then? What happens when he is done taking care of
me?”

“I presume I’m suspended,” Matthew answered, that eerie calm never
leaving his voice.

“What?” She tried and failed to sit up. “Why?”

“Assault with a deadly weapon and probably a half-dozen other hospital
policies.”

“More than half a dozen,” said Yarborough. “And yes.”

Images of Matthew slamming Tank into the cabinets, floated in Win’s
mind. Then Matthew moving like a deadly predator amidst the bikers in the
staff parking lot, a living wall between her and them. “He was protecting
me.” Win did manage to get to her elbow this time, though the gash along
her ribs flamed in protest. She found Yarborough’s face. It wasn’t angry, but
it was hard. Win shook her head at him. “Everything Matthew did, he did to
protect me. He saved my life. You weren’t there. He -”

“I know what he did, Win,” Yarborough said not unkindly. “Dr. Jennson
went well beyond the level of force that was either necessary or acceptable.
He knows it. And he knows he’ll be punished.”
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CASEY

8 asey lay in bed, staring out the window at the star-filled sky. The ship

rocked gently and the even sounds of Sonia’s breathing said that she
was asleep. That made for one of them. Casey blinked, clearing one picture
from his mind only to replace it with another. The downside of having a
photographic memory was that Casey remembered everything in picture
perfect detail. The skill made it easy to pass the bar exam and pull up the
files Briar had emailed earlier. It also made it easy to, well, pull up the files
Briar had emailed.

Nero was indeed here with a cabal from Satan's Armada, one where he
wasn't the top dog. No wonder he'd changed his plans to come to the cruise
early—it was a chance to rub shoulders, to go beyond whatever position he
already had access to. There were five men total in their group. Nero,
Mammoth, Razor, Popeye, and Patriot.

Mammoth was from New York, Briar’s intel had said and had a passion
for exerting his dominance. Except in his mind, it wasn’t dominance if the
victims were willing. At least three women had been taken to the hospital
with injuries after encountering him, all quickly dropping charges after their
initial confessions. That meant there were at least another dozen that had
never gotten medical help.

Razor was the Armada's sergeant at arms from the Denver chapter. Two
counts of rape allegations, enough assault and battery incidents, usually in
confrontation with another biker gang, to make Casey question how the
man had any brains still left in his head, and Casey’s personal favorite—an
unconfirmed rumor that Razor was in charge of the Armada’s sex
trafficking arm. Briar got nothing on Popeye and Patriot. Oh, and it seemed



the five brought along their own entertainment in the form of women. These
were mostly confined to their stateroom unless needed.

Casey’s freedom with hundred dollar bills had gotten the Armada’s
notice, too. They didn’t know who he was yet, but knew enough to
appreciate that he had both money and power. He'd get into their circle with
that. All he had to do was become his father.

Casey shut his eyes. This wasn’t what he’d signed up for, not originally.
Chatting up one asshole at a party was a far cry from making himself at
home inside their perversion. But few plans survived first contact. So he'd
adjust. He always did.

To his right, Sonia stirred and rolled over onto her other side, now
facing him. Casey watched her sleep, letting the steadiness of her gentle
breathing calm his own. She was his lifeline in the middle of this mess, and
she had no idea.

The ship rocked beneath another wave and the cabin tilted, pushing
Sonia toward him. She shifted around to regain balance without waking,
and ended up curled against his side. Her breath brushed his shoulder, every
place her body touched waking to her presence. Casey drew a shaky breath,
not daring to move. Not willing to give up the connection even if it wasn’t
real, especially when Sonia’s sleeping mouth curled into an easy, content
smile.

Sonia was good. Naive sometimes, but beautiful and kind and ferocious
and good. A moral compass that Casey could always trust to point north.
Maybe that was the secret as to why she was so utterly immune to his
charms—because deep down in her soul, she knew she was too good for
him.

As if to prove his own point, Casey lay still all night, lest his slightest
movement remind her to turn away.

He rose before Sonia woke, carefully extricating himself from the bed.
She muttered in discontent, but fortunately remained asleep, avoiding
uncomfortable questions as to how long exactly she’d been pressed against
him and just how little he’d done to correct the situation.

Once Sonia was up, they spent the first part of the day flashing money
around the ship, Casey making it a point to always pay cash even when a
credit card or room bill was preferred. Especially when it was preferred.
Casey was creating the image of a club owner with the kind of money one
preferred to keep out of the bank. They’d also started planting details about



their home base of Denton Valley, Colorado, which was Nero’s target
location if Sky’s intel was right. Each bit of info, each denial of access to
Sonia, was another bloody piece of bait.

That evening, Briar finally put the Armada cabal at a reception room in
one of the cruise ship’s larger halls. Duane had rejected the idea of bringing
up someone from the beauty salon to help Sonia dress and style her hair and
makeup, offering his own services instead. Casey had caught enough of
Duane’s covert glances to know that the young man’s personal preferences
did not lie in the female direction and the offer was genuine. Since Sonia
seemed more comfortable with Duane than anyone else around, the issue
was for once settled to everyone’s satisfaction.

Duane had dressed Sonia in a deep blue evening gown that left one
shoulder exposed. A swirl of swarovski crystals coiled down the bodice,
drawing the eye to the delicious curve of her hip. Duane pinned half her
hair up with matching barrettes and teased the rest to hang in sensual locks
that framed her face and neck. The mascara he’d put on for the evening
made Sonia’s already large eyes even more incredible, and it was an effort
of will to avoid gawking at her as Casey slipped into his tux.

“I think we need to have a chat with Duane,” he muttered. “We want to
draw a bit of attention, not bring down the whole god damn ship.”

He held out his arm and she took it. The contact reminded him of the
way she'd inadvertently curled up against his side overnight, and his
trousers suddenly pressed uncomfortably tight against his crotch. Casey
swallowed and shifted his weight, trying to discreetly adjust himself.

“Something wrong?” Sonia asked. And the fucked up thing was that she
wasn’t joking. She truly had no idea how she looked, what she did to him.

"Show time, kitten," Casey said to her by way of answer and led them
into the reception hall. The Belle Nuit's crew had outdone itself. The hall
was awash in sequins, glitter, and glamor. Waiters bearing silver trays of
wine and champagne flitted about, neatly avoiding the women in their
sparkling dresses and men in tuxedos. The lights were dimmed with the
exception of the crystal chandeliers hanging above the dance floor and
pseudo candles on the tables lining the perimeter. These were set with fine
crystal, sterling silver, and sea-foam plates for the munchies.

The star of the show however was the pianist, in a long tailed coat
playing the grand beauty.



IT mape Casey long for his own piano, and with his eyes closed, he tilted
his head to the side listening to the music. Bach. And done well.

"You NEED a moment alone with the piano?" Sonia murmured to him under
the sound of clinking glasses and low rumble of conversation.

"I woULDN’T sAY No,” Casey murmured back just as quietly. “Though I"d
take a moment alone with not just the piano."

"Funny." Her eyes surveyed the room, and Casey knew the moment that
she spotted Nero. Her back had pulled straighter, shoulders rolling back as
if about to address a jury. "I'm going to go talk to him."

“No need.” The notion of Sonia rubbing shoulders with that piece of
shit didn’t sit well at all, no matter what school they’d gone to together.
“He’ll seek me out eventually.”

She gave him a look that somehow managed to go down her nose at him
despite her being shorter. "We are in a public place and it looks strange if
I’m avoiding a classmate when I’m here for a school reunion.” She rose up
on her toes to whisper into his ear, the slight scent of the ocean clinging to
her. It made him go stiff all over again, although he knew she was only
doing it to bring her lips close to his ear. “Deal with it. Go lick the piano if
it makes you feel better."

"Sassy," Casey managed to say, but his hand tightened on her forearm.
"Be careful, kitten. You know who his friends are."

She nuzzled his neck before stepping away. “Go. Play."

With a swish of her dress, Sonia disappeared through the crowd and
Casey made his way to the bar. He signaled the bartender for a top shelf old
fashioned as he watched Sonia's reflection in the mirror. Briar was keeping
an eye on them both through the cameras set up in his stateroom.

Really, Sonia was right. It was fine to mingle here. It was safe. It was...
it was just so damn hard to watch Nero kiss her cheek then say something
that made Sonia throw her head back and laugh. An easy, familiar sound
that probably meant the man had shared an old joke, a connection of a type
Casey would never share with the counselor. Nero was very probably a
piece of shit, and he certainly represented pieces of shit, but that didn’t take



away the fact that once upon a time he and Sonia had worried about the
same exams and shared notes and walked the graduation stage together.

“What the fuck’s going on?” Briar said into Casey’s earpiece. “You look
like you’ve spotted a gun I’m not seeing.”

Casey made an upright circle motion with his drink to signal to big
brother that all was well and forced himself into a chat with the bartender.
He lasted all of five minutes before turning back, only to find Sonia and
Nero no longer at the sidelines.

Casey straightened at once, eyes searching the room. He was about to
signal a question to Briar, when he spotted the pair walking onto the dance
floor. In the mirror's reflection, Casey could see them chatting away as Nero
put one hand on Sonia's waist and grasped the other with his palm. She let
him. They swayed out of rhythm to the music.

Nero was truly a terrible dancer, especially as he tried to twirl Sonia
around beneath the pianist’s rendition of Billy Joel’s Piano Man. Sonia
tripped. Tripped and laughed, the pair of them nearly crashing to the floor
together before saving each other in the nic of time. They reclaimed their
portable hug, laughing and talking and going right back to their off beat
dancing. As if nothing happened.

Red colored the sides of Casey's vision.

“StaND DOWN, BRO,” Briar said in Casey’s earpiece. Casey shut the damn
thing off.

"Is there something wrong with your drink, sir?" The bartender
inquired.

Casey looked at his untouched glass, drank the whiskey in a single gulp,
and put it back onto the bar top. He was moving forward before he even
realized what he was doing. The intelligent part of him knew full well that
Briar was right. That he needed to stand down, cool off and let Sonia do her
thing. But the rest of him was having none of the rational thoughts. His
core, instincts, and cock couldn’t care less about plans and conversations, or
anything except the fact that a short, filthy sleazeball had his hands on
Sonia. That he was making her laugh. That he was going to drop her on the
floor in another moment.

Casey reached the pair just as Nero was attempting another ill-fated
spin, his mouth moving quicker than his feet.



"Excuse me." Casey caught Sonia’s elbow before she could fall, but it
was Nero who he glared down at from his greater height.

Nero's nostrils flared and he raised his chin.

"You don't mind if I cut in, do you?"

"Casey," Sonia started to say, but he didn't listen. Couldn't. Not when
Nero’s fucking pants had a pulsing bulge in the front.

Shouldering the smaller man aside, Casey took Sonia into the frame of
his arms. Casey’s right hand splayed on her back, feeling the lithe body
beneath the blue satin, his other taking her hand. The Piano Man was still
swirling over the dance floor, the one two three, one two three, of the
viennese waltz as clear as crystal. Casey’s eyes drifted closed for a
heartbeat, savoring the notes and he let one more measure go through him
before looking right at Sonia and stepping forward.

Casey's THIGH brushed between her legs as he set them spinning. She
followed beautifully, her body responding to the cues from Casey's frame.
Within seconds of the connection, Casey knew Sonia had some dance
training, even if not the classical kind he and Briar had gotten in the posh
military school they'd been sent to. Unlike her usual self, the dancer inside
Sonia was open and willing, taking joy in every step and turn and spin.

THROUGHOUT THE DANCE FLOOR, people caught in the spell of the music
paused to watch. Their dance was like a beacon to the world, like a first
dance at a wedding. Casey's eyes drank in Sonia's face as, secure in Casey's
arms, she glided over the polished floor. Her own eyes were half shuttered,
a smile on her face as she responded to the siren’s one two three, one two
three call.

Casey could feel how the music filled her, releasing all the energy she
had kept locked inside. It filled Casey with a haze of euphoria.

THEY CIRCLED the guests and the waiters, conquering each meter of empty
space that parted before them. And then, when they were right in front of
Nero's nose, Casey spun them both. Their inside legs pressing together,



their arms in perfect frame, their hair whipping behind them as they went
faster and faster in a chase of the song.

The pianist ended the piece with an easy flourish and the crowd around
them clapped. Casey released his hold on Sonia's waist, both their chests
rising and falling from the speed and exhilaration. Open joy still shone on
the counselor's face as the energy of the room filled the air around them.

With a small bow to the gawking crowd, Casey led Sonia off the dance
floor to a quiet corner of the room. On the way, he grabbed two water
bottles from a waiter’s tray and opened one before handing it to Sonia.

She took a long drink. Casey tried not to think of what that mouth,
wrapped around the neck of the water bottle, would feel like around other
things.

"What was that?" Sonia asked when she’d finally drunk her fill. She still
had that high haze of the dance about her, but reason was now returning to
her intelligent gaze.

"A viennese waltz."

She cocked a brow. "You know what I mean."

Of course he did. He was an idiot, but he wasn’t stupid. "Not in the
least."

She shook her head, but at least seemed to be in too happy of a mental
space to be truly considering ways of castrating him.

"Nero and I were talking about Denton Valley, by the way," she said.
"He looked you up. Knows about the North Vault. Between that and
probably the cash you've been throwing around like candy, he wants to talk.
Or at least he did, before you decided to start another pissing contest with
him."

Casey cringed and was glad he’d turned off Briar. Across the room,
Nero sat with his four companions, three of whom had women beside them.
The thunder in the short man’s eyes said he’d marked the humiliation and
was still stewing over it. Shit.

“Let’s go make amends,” Casey said, glumly.

“Can you behave?” Sonia asked.

He knew she wasn’t joking, and pulled himself together. “I can.
Unfortunately, behaving in this case doesn’t mean what most people think it
means. Come on.”

A hand between Sonia’s shoulder blades, Casey guided the pair of them
to where Nero sat stewing. Nero bristled at their approach, but Casey put up



his free hand in a gesture of surrender.

“I come in peace,” he said, sprawling on a chair and asking the waiter to
bring everyone a new round of whatever they were drinking. Sonia went to
take a seat as well, but Casey pulled her onto his lap instead, his hand
toying possessively with the slit in her dress. “Seeing my woman so free
with you put a burr under my saddle.” He winked at Nero. “I’ll ride it out of
her later.”

Nero regarded him for a moment and then threw his head back and
laughed, the other men at the table joining in.
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MATTHEW
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(S till in the ER's isolation room, Win opened her glassy eyes and

blinked at Matthew. With all the pain medications he had given her,
she had been out for several hours and was now beginning to stir. Her large
eyes peered at him warily.

"Matthew," she whispered.

"Yeah." He felt a tug of something deep in his chest and desperately
wanted to brush a lock of hair away from her face. Instead, he took one
more glance at the monitor and disconnected the blood pressure cuff. "How
do you feel?"

Win shifted her gaze away, her eyes suddenly distant, as if she were
looking out at a faraway horizon. "I'm not sure," she murmured. "Strange.
Like I'm looking out someone else's window."

“That would be the oxy,” Matthew said. “I gave you quite a bit.” More
than he’d usually order. But she’d been so hurt and frightened that he hadn’t
had the heart to tackle the long row of stitches along her ribs without
another dose. “Don’t move too quickly. You are more sore than you think.”

He could still see the horrible bruises covering her small frame, the
fractures in her ribs that the biker’s boot had left behind.

The door to the treatment room opened, Michelle stepping inside.
“What’s the plan, Dr. Jennson?”

Right. The ER needed the room back.

“I’ll take her home,” Matthew said. Michelle opened her mouth in
protest and Matthew quickly raised his hands in a placating gesture. “My
home, Michelle. I wasn’t going to leave her by herself.” With both of them
being on Satan’s Armada’s shitlist, he wouldn’t have sent Win home alone



even if she wasn’t hurt. “I’m aware that I’'m an idiot, but I’m not that big of
an idiot.”

“You aren’t an idiot,” said Win from the bed. “But you are big. And
pretty, too. And very fit. Like my brother.” She turned her head to Michelle.
“Matthew was a Navy SEAL. A lot of them look like that. They are often
assholes, but they are nice to look at, you know?”

Fuck. For both their sakes, Matthew really hoped Win would remember
none of this once the narcotics wore off.

The charge nurse cleared her throat. “You break it, you buy it, Doc. I'll
put in the discharge paperwork. Do you need anything?”

“I’m good.” Matthew’s backpack was already full of medical supplies to
cover the care Win would need. And a few more things. Possibly enough to
run a miniature trauma center from his living room. Better safe than sorry.

He glanced toward the wall separating them from the main ER. “How
are the Armadeers?”

“The original stabbing has been discharged,” Michelle said with her
usual efficiency. “The arterial bleed got two units of blood and went up to
the OR. He’s stable now.”

So Matthew hadn’t killed the asshole. That was probably a good thing.
Probably.

He noticed Win struggling to get off the bed and put his arm out to stop
her. “You won’t get far walking right now. What do you need?”

“My computer.”

“We’ll get it before we go.”

She resumed her escape attempt. Yeah. He should have been more
conservative with the pain killers. “I need to check the forums,” Win
explained. “You should change your phone pin, Matthew. Four eight seven
six. It’s the same as your door access code at the hospital. I know because I
looked over your shoulder. Four eight seven six. You shouldn’t reuse pins.
And be more careful about shoulder surfing.”

Matthew grimaced. That was his phone pin alright. Trust Win to
remember his pin, but forget the fact that she had cracked ribs and a
recently dislocated patella. “We’ll bring your laptop. For now, let’s get you
a pair of scrubs to go home in.”

“I’m not going to your house,” Win said. “I don’t like you even if you
are pretty. And you don’t like me. You are just doing it because you are
Sith’s best friend. I’'m going home. To my home. Alone.”



“You can’t walk,” Matthew reminded her.

Ignoring him, Win started to slide off the bed. Michelle moved to
intercept her, but he put an arm in the nurse’s path. He didn’t feel like
arguing with a high Win for the next hour, so gravity could make his point
for him.

The moment reality conquered pain meds was crystal clear. Win’s bad
leg buckled as it took her weight, her body arching as if a bolt of lighting
shot through it. With a gasp of pain, Win fell to the floor, barely getting her
arm out in front of herself to stop the fall. Matthew winced. That had to
hurt. Win whimpered, lowering the rest of the way to the linoleum as she
panted.

“It’s a good thing you are so short,” Matthew crouched beside Win and
slid his arm around her to ease her into a sitting position. Between her
hospital gown and her now wild hair, she looked like a half tamed lion cub.
“Only so much damage you can do falling from no height at all.”

She didn’t smile. She gripped her ribs and gulped short bursts of air, as
if afraid of drawing a full breath. Her shoulders curled in on themselves.
Fuck. He’d meant to prove a point the way he would have in the SEALs,
and instead he’d only proved that he was an asshole who’d let her get hurt.
Again. Just as he had when he’d sent her into the biker’s room, then again
when his loss of self-control had painted a target on Win’s back.

“I’m sorry, Win,” Matthew said into her hair. He was sorry. Not just
because Sith was going to rightfully kick his ass from here to the
underworld. “It will be better tomorrow when the swelling goes down. I
promise.”

To Matthew’s surprise, Michelle patted his shoulder before leaving. “I’ll
get all her things together, and make sure the pharmacy has the
prescriptions filled for you.”

Win lifted her face, which was now only inches from his own. She
leaned into Matthew freely, trusting him to keep her from falling again. The
scent of citrus shampoo drifted from her hair. A perfect scent and one that
somehow roused a protective instinct inside Matthew that he didn’t think he
was capable of feeling so intensely. This time, he was unable to stop
himself from brushing back the locks of Win’s golden hair and tracing his
thumb along her cheek bone.

“You’ll be alright,” he whispered.



Win’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. Capturing his wrist in her hand,
she pressed her cheek against his palm, rubbing like a cat against it. “You
saved my life.”

“Your life shouldn’t have been in danger to begin with.” Matthew
pressed his forehead to Win’s, every fiber in his body suddenly aware of the
connection. It was hard to breathe. Harder to form words. “I have you now.
You are safe and I’ll make sure you stay that way. I promise.”

She shifted, just slightly, but enough to bring her mouth in-line with his.
Her lips parted, her minty breath hot on his skin. She tangled her hand in
the fabric of his scrubs. “If I didn’t hate you so much, I’d want to kiss you,”
she whispered. “And I don’t think I hate you.”

A shudder went through Matthew, his whole body tightening at the
siren’s call. He was hard. Painfully, pulsing hard. And he wanted so so
badly to taste her.

Win pushed her mouth toward his.

He pulled back, twisting to scoop her up off the floor and back into bed.
“You do hate me,” he reminded her and himself both. “It’s the oxy that’s
having other ideas.”
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WIN

GZ{) in awoke in a large bed. Not hers. Cool crisp sheets pressed
against her aching body and a thick, luxurious down comforter

embraced her from above. She vaguely remembered Matthew driving her
from the hospital to his place and fortunately recalled nothing of how she’d
gotten out of her hospital gown and into the man’s oversized shirt that she
now wore.

She tried to sit up and quickly gave up on that idea. Not because she
couldn’t, but because everything hurt. Her ribs, her torso, her leg. She
remembered the rest of yesterday then, too. Puncturing the biker’s vein so
badly that the hematoma had grown to a goose egg before their eyes. The
bikers’ answering fury. Matthew having to bodily intervene. She
remembered blissfully scrolling the dark web when the assault came. Then
Matthew again. Moving like a predator, a wall of pure muscle and violence
between her and death.

Things after that became hazy, with the notable exception of sheer
agony when Dr. Yarborough set her knee while Matthew kept her from
leaping from the bed. A Navy SEAL, she was not.

“Good morning.”

Win startled to realize that Matthew was in the room with her. He
pushed himself up off the floor and rubbed his face. From the looks of it,
he’d slept there, his back braced against the wall. Win sure as hell didn’t
remember that arrangement. There was something about Matthew’s
presence that made her feel safe, even as every taught line of his lethal body
screamed danger.



He still wore his scrubs and, even after a night spent on the floor, looked
like a model off a fitness poster. Coiled muscle shaping the fabric, the
shadow of scuff along his jaw, blue penetrating eyes. Loose cotton bottoms
that hung off the crests of powerful hips.

Shit. Win had a crush on her brother’s best friend. Worse, she had a
crush on her attending. Who didn’t like her. Shoving those inconvenient
little realizations into a deep dark pocket, Win pushed herself into a sitting
position. “Good morning.” She winced. “What are you doing here?”

Matthew stretched then studied her with unnerving intensity. For a
moment, Win thought he would reach a hand out toward her, but then he
didn’t. “How do you feel?” he asked.

“Fine.”

He blew out a long breath, as if her answer disappointed him. It
probably did. In her place, Matthew would have been up already, pain or no
pain. So would Sith. Instead of spouting the obvious lie, they would have
pushed through. Up and dressed and making coffee, testing their body’s
limits. And here she was, still working up the courage to get out of bed.
Pathetic.

Win had never been strong and tough like Sith was. That had been their
father’s greatest disappointment, when he’d still been alive that is. Not only
did his promised second son turn out to be a premature infant girl, but a
small, weak, cowardly girl to boot. Sith never echoed their father’s words,
but Win knew he’d chafed at having to delay joining the Navy to watch
over her. And now Matthew was stuck with that billet.

She pulled herself together. “What’s the final damage tally?”

“Two rib fractures, both stable,” Matthew answered with his usual
SEAL efficiency. “A fifteen centimeter laceration on the left chest. I closed
that up. Right patella dislocation that reduced without complications.”

Win felt herself blanche slightly at the memory of that pain.

“All in all, it’s not as bad as it could have been. You’ll be fine.”

In other words, stop feeling sorry for yourself and get on with it.

He pointed to the floor with his chin. “You should get up. The
movement will be good for the leg.” He paused, adding more softly. “I
won’t let you fall.”

The words felt laden with meaning. Of course they were. Matthew
wanted the same thing from her now as he had in the ER. Grow a spine, get



over the petty discomforts, and get the fucking job done. Like he would.
Like any SEAL would.

She summoned up that stoic face her father demanded when she’d fallen
off her bike or gotten hit with a ball. “Of course. I’ll meet you in the living
room.”

“Yeah, we aren’t playing that game again,” he said. She had no idea
what he was talking about. Matthew stepped forward and held out his hand.
“Let me help.”

“I don’t—*“

A loud bang cut suddenly through the room, followed by a cascade of
smaller tumbles. Thump bom bom bom.

Panic shot through Win. She jerked. Gasped. Blazing pain seared
through her broken ribs.

All at once it was happening again. The metal tray falling down, the
yelling, the fighting. She felt the biker’s boot connect with her side and
steal her breath. Heard the pop inside her knee. She smelled blood. Tasted
it. Her whole mouth filled with copper terror.

“Win. Win!” Matthew’s voice broke through the haze, his strong hands
on her shoulders, pulling her to face him. His blue eyes gripped hers like
they had in the lot. Held. "You are safe,” he said firmly. “You are here with
me. You are safe.”

The secure feel of Matthew’s hands hauled Win from the flash of
memory. She clutched his shirt, breathing in his scent. Feeling his warmth
seep into her through her thin shirt. She knew that she should let go. That it
was ridiculous not to. But she couldn't. "I'm sorry," Win whispered against
Matthew's muscled chest.

Matthew hesitated and then, instead of letting go, wrapped his arms
around her instead. “I’ve got you.” His breath whispered against her hair. It
was just an embrace yet it felt more intimate than any connection she’d
shared, and it left Win more vulnerable, too. Especially as she realized she
was trembling. God, Matthew must think her an utter coward.

“I’m sorry,” she said again.

“You’ve nothing to apologize for.”

Lie. She had everything to apologize for. From falling apart to getting
him into trouble. She remembered Dr. Yarborough making that part clear,
too. He wasn’t happy with Matthew’s choices and there would be
punishment.



Matthew stroked Win’s hair. “May I introduce you to our assailant?” he
asked.

“Huh?”

He pulled Win away and gave her a hint of a smile before stepping
away and walking around to the other side of the bed. Win turned around to
find a large bookshelf standing on that side of the room. Books stood in
military-neat rows everywhere except for the top shelf, which was in
disarray. And on the floor, sitting atop a pile of fallen books and decorations
like a fire drake guarding its trove, sat a small black kitten.

“Meow,” the tiny fire drake with glowing green eyes announced.

“Mind your manners, cat,” said Matthew.

The fireball, which was as black as a cartoon Halloween drawing,
jumped into Matthew’s arms, scampered along his shirt, and perched on his
broad shoulder. He gave Win a judgemental look from above.

“Meow.”

Matthew pulled the kitten off his shoulder and held him suspended on
one large palm. The kitten’s paws dangled free in the air. “Odysseus, meet
Win. Win, Odysseus.”

"You have a kitten?" It didn’t fit. If Matthew was to have a pet, it should
have been an attack trained German Shepherd. Or maybe a cobra. Not a
small poof that could easily conceal himself in a toy store’s stuffie aisle.

"In his opinion he has me, but yes to the substantive part." He set
Odysseus onto the bed. “He showed up at the building’s front door one
rainy day about a month ago, and we’ve come to an understanding.”

“What’s the understanding?”

“Mostly, that he is in charge and I exist to provide food, a clean litter
box, and a lap to curl up on.”

“Lucky cat.” Realizing she’d said that aloud, Win slid off the bed and,
ignoring the ton of pain stabbing her leg, and limped as quickly as she could
to the attached bathroom.

After the unexpected foray into Matthew’s arms that morning, Win
didn’t think she could look the SEAL in the eyes again without melting into
an abyss from embarrassment. By the time she’d come out of the bathroom,
her hand braced on the wall for balance and support, he’d been blissfully
gone from the room. That was when their mutual silence had taken hold.

Fortunately, Win’s laptop had made it to Matthew’s place. Spotting her
Macbook Pro salvation in the living room, Win dove into it with the



desperation of a drowning woman scenting air. Within ten minutes she’d
spun up her VPNs and hopped the virtual distance from Matthew’s
apartment. It didn’t actually insulate her from the lethal SEAL sitting with
his own computer not ten feet away, but it was the next best thing.
Matthew’s mere presence sent too many thoughts through her. Too many
confusing emotions. Especially given the fact that she still wore his shirt
and scent.

Slipping into her @DocPhantom42 skin, Win kept herself busy for the
rest of the day by catching up on research simulations while playing a side
game of capture the flag and keeping half an eye on the forums. Matthew
was asking about some experimental anti-seizure drugs. @DocPhantom42
told him to get his facts in order and sent him enough research publications
to make him rub his temples while looking at the screen. Whatever
Matthew was trying to do on the dark web, he was an amateur who was
going to get himself in trouble.

They had just started on a day of exchanging minimal words while
Matthew watched Win’s every movement when Cullen Hunt appeared in
the doorway. He had coffee in one hand and a bag of her clothes hanging on
his shoulder. “Sky thought you could use some of your own things,” Cullen
said, handing the bag over to Matthew, who’d moved in to intercept. “How
are you feeling, Doc?”

“I’m fine,” Win answered from the couch. She knew little about Cullen
beyond him being the Tridents’ unofficial leader and the Chief Operating
Officer of the Denton Memorial Hospital where she’d started all this
trouble. Like Matthew, Cullen was powerfully built with an aura of
command radiating from him in all directions. It made Win want to press
deeper into the cushions. Was he the one from whom the punishment
Yarborough alluded to would be handed down?

Cullen weighed Win with his gaze then turned to Matthew. “How is
she?”

Matthew sat himself on the armrest of the couch—as far away from Win
as the piece of furniture allowed—and left the chair for Cullen. “Like you’d
expect after a group of bikers jumped her, but... better than it could have
been.”

“I’m sorry,” Cullen said to Win. “The small good news I came to share
was that Tank, the ring leader, was picked up by PD. With some luck, they
are going to make an assault and battery charge stick.”



Win drew in a long breath and instantly regretted it. Matthew shot her
an assessing look, but turned back to Cullen. “By ‘some luck’ I presume
you are talking about me assaulting the assholes back?”

Cullen leaned back in the chair, extending his long legs in front of him.
“I’ve seen the video footage. I think any civilian jury we put that video in
front of will say you were justified and acting in defense of Dr. Carrell’s
life.” He paused. “Fortunately, we’ve no cameras in the treatment room
where you smashed his face in.”

No cameras, but Cullen plainly knew what had happened. And wasn’t
pleased about it.

A silent alert pinged on Win’s screen and she opened the forum window
she’d had monitoring anything within the Denton Valley geofence she’d set
up as much from prudence as from curiosity. The mens’ voices disappeared
into the background as she followed the alert, then backtracked to the
sender.

“Someone is looking to make that footage disappear,” Win said, not
looking up from her screen.

The mens’ voices stopped.

“That footage is in a secure room within the hospital,” Cullen said.
“There is no way someone is breaching that. Certainly not a bunch of
bikers.”

“They don’t need to breach the hospital, just the network,” said Win.

“We have IT for that,” said Cullen.

Win looked up at that, staring at the SEAL incredulously. “No offense,
but your security IT is about as good as my IV placement. And in case you
are still wondering, that means not very good.”

Matthew moved off the armrest and came to sit beside Win and peered
over her shoulder at the screen. Every fiber in Win’s body woke at the
sudden proximity, and the spot where his knee accidentally brushed against
her thigh. Win swallowed and tried like hell to give no indication that she
was aware of his presence.

“Just how much are you exaggerating?” Cullen asked.

Win pulled up a new command screen and started typing. A minute
later, Cullen’s cell phone rang.

“Hunt,” Cullen answered. “They what? No, I didn’t. Wait.” He lowered
his phone, his face slightly pale as he looked at Win. “Do you by chance
know why all the security monitors are now saying—*



“Welcome to the Death Star, please check in with Cullen Hunt?”
Matthew read off of Win’s screen. He winced. “That’s the only part on there
that’s in English.”

“Yeah,” said Cullen. He closed his eyes for a moment and took a deep
breath before bringing the phone to his ear again. “Sorry, Bert. I’'m on it.
Yeah. No. I understand. It’s fine. Give me a minute.”

He hung up and stared at her intensely enough that Win shimmed
further into the couch. It was too much like the glare Matthew gave her
when she balked about going into a trauma room or did something that went
contrary to the attending’s wishes. A perverted shadow of one Tank had
thrown at her before exploding. An uncomfortable chill gripped her spine.
This is what happened when her computer self and pathetic real self
intersected.

A small growl escaped Matthew’s chest, his body angling so slightly
between her and Cullen. “Back off, Hunt.”

Cullen blinked and shook himself, that glare gone. “My apologies,
Doc,” he said. “My thoughts were about the gaping security hole I hadn’t
realized I had, not your demonstration. Though, if you could clue me in to
how you did that, I'd be grateful.”

She swallowed, still watching the SEAL’s face. Matthew squeezed her
shoulder and a whole new wave of anxious energy raced through her at the
touch. At the masculine scent that now coiled around her. “The firmware on
some of the camera hardware is outdated,” she said, looking back at her
computer. It was easier that way. “It’s a common issue. Anyway, I exploited
it. But I'm undoing it now.” She took the message off Bert’s screens. “It’s
not all so cut and dry, but you get the point.”

“You, Doc, are one scary woman,”
condescension.

“Impressive work,” Matthew muttered beside her. Win’s stomach did
another belly flop.

“I’ll have the PD prioritize pulling the footage into evidence,” said
Cullen. “Unless you are about to tell me that’s not secure either?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never looked at Denton PD. But... You lot are
working on taking down the whole Satan’s Armada chapter, right? Would it
be helpful to you to know their banking information?”

“Of course it would,” said Cullen. “Why?”

Win started typing. Yes. Yes, that would work.

Cullen said with no hint of



Matthew touched her arm. “Win? What were you saying?”

“Oh. I just offered to do the camera job for the Armada.” She opened
three new windows. “If I negotiate this right, I’ll have some numbers for
you shortly.”
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SONIA

“j don't think you should go," Casey said for the fourth time as he
and Sonia got ready to attend the private get-together last night's
chat with Nero had gotten them invited to. "You've seen how they treat
women. How I'd have to treat you."

"Like property, yes," Sonia said with a great deal more calm than she
felt. “Like you said, I was there. I remember the subtleties.”

That last hour when they’d joined Nero and the Armada had been
anything but forgettable—or subtle. Casey had pulled Sonia onto his lap,
idly fondling her shoulder and knee and then—god—her inner thigh, which
he'd somehow managed to access through the slit in Sonia's dress. He'd
been so damn casual about it, as if fondling her was just something to keep
his hands occupied with while they talked. While the men talked.

Not that Sonia would have been capable of carrying on a conversation
even if she'd been invited, not with Casey's fingers tracing lazy circles on
her sensitive skin. Each brush of his fingers sent jolts of erotic need through
her body, no matter how much she ordered said body to cut it out. They'd
been in public for heaven's sake. Had been noticed. Sonia felt the eyes of
guests and staff stray over to them. Except instead of dousing her
inconvenient arousal, the feeling of being watched had heightened it
instead. Which was wrong and depraved in all manner of ways, but no less
true for being so. Fuck. Something inside Sonia was utterly broken.

It was a miracle of the first order that Casey hadn't ventured just a few
inches higher to discover just how wet he was making her. A miracle that
her wetness hadn't slithered lower from her panties. By the time they were



thirty minutes into the little get together, she'd found it difficult to think
straight over the adrenaline and need pulsing through her body.

Sonia had raced for the shower the moment they'd returned to the
stateroom. She'd had to turn the water to ice cold and swiftly take care of
herself before she dared to face Casey again. By the time she'd emerged,
Casey was changed into sweats and a t-shirt and was ready for his own
evening routine.

They didn't talk, Casey not even throwing his usual teasing jabs at her.
Instead, he'd put a pillow between them on the bed. A barrier. Because they
weren't really engaged or into each other or connected in any way other
than operational.

"Of course I'm going," Sonia said, likewise for the fourth time. She took
one last look at the computer screen with Briar's intel up and closed the
laptop. "We are partners."

"Worried that I might have to seduce other women and cheat on you?"
he crooned, back to his usual cocky irritating self as he slipped a pair of
gold cufflinks into his shirt. The diamond studded initials, C.M, caught the
light.

"I'm surprised you haven't gone into withdrawal from not sharing a bed
with several women at a time," said Sonia. "But aside from monitoring your
fidelity, I'm hoping to talk to the women. From their expressions last night,
I didn't get the sense they were beloved girlfriends so much as—"

"Forced sex slaves being taken out for a spin?" Casey finished for her,
all humor fading from his face. "That crossed my mind. Especially since
Briar's facial ID didn't match anything. My guess is they aren't citizens and
the Armada has their documents."

Sonia shuddered. She knew such things happened. Theoretically. But
seeing it up close, knowing someone she used to share class notes with was
involved? It was a new level of disturbing.

"I don't like the thought of you in the Armada's stateroom. And I don't
like..." he shook his head, a flash of vulnerability crossing his gaze. The
cufflink he'd been threading into his cuff escaped his fingers and tumbled to
the floor. "I don't particularly like you seeing me with them either. Seeing
me behaving like them."

Sonia strode over to Casey before he could go after the cufflink and put
her palm against his cheek. There was a slight evening scruff to his warm



skin and the familiar scent of cologne wafted from him. His gray eyes
looked haunted, but he remained still as she turned his face toward her.

"I know exactly the kind of asshole you are, McKenzie," she said,
running her thumb over his tight jaw. "It would take too long to describe
everything that's wrong with you, but I know for certain you are not that
type of asshole."

Casey's throat bobbed as he swallowed. He put his hand over hers, the
gesture somehow more intimate than all of yesterday's strokes put together.

"You are playing a game, Casey," Sonia whispered to him, willing him
to believe her. "I know you are. I am, too. So, we play. And then we come
back to the stateroom and shower it off. Alright?"

He swallowed again, then nodded. "If something doesn't feel right
today, squeeze my arm twice and I'll get you out of there, come hell or high
water."

"Got it," Sonia said, though she knew full well that she wasn't going to
use that parachute for anything short of nuclear war.

"Squeeze three times to tell me you are alright."

Sonia put her free hand on Casey's hard bicep and squeezed three times.

He snorted with soft reluctant amusement. Good.

She crouched down to pick up the fallen cufflink and threaded it
through Casey's sleeve. She never imagined giving Casey a pep talk. Never
imagined that he might need one. That beneath the rock hard muscle, lethal
grace, and that damn arrogant bravado, he was human.

Sonia made herself smile brightly for both their sakes as she held up
two skimpy outfits for his inspection. "I'm not bringing Duane in to help
with this one, so tell me, which of these says mindless toy better? The
sparkly black with no back, or the maiden white with too many buttons and
too little skirt?"

Fifteen minutes later, Sonia and Casey were walking down the corridor
toward the Armada's suite. Sonia had gone with the white dress and Casey
with an ankle holster, now hidden beneath expensive fabric. There'd be no
cameras for Briar to watch inside, but Casey had the earpiece in for audio
input. When they reached the door to the suite number Nero had given them
last night, Casey slid his hand possessively around Sonia's waist and
knocked.

Popeye answered the door. In black jeans and a t-shirt, he was a
mountain of muscled flesh with a bald head. His deep set eyes gave the pair



of them a once over.

"Let them in," Nero's voice called from behind Popeye. Popeye's mouth
twisted in a sneer of disdain, but he stepped aside obediently.

Unlike the stateroom Sonia and Casey shared, the Armada occupied a
suite, with a common living space and several bedrooms. Music blared
loudly, though the speakers were positioned facing the outer door, as if their
true purpose was to mask whatever conversation was taking place inside.

Inside... Sonia tried not to cringe as she beheld Razor sitting on the
white couch with his thighs spread apart while a woman clad in a thong and
nothing else worked his cock with her mouth. Razor raised his drink in
greeting to Casey and went back to his conversation with Mammoth,
occupying the armchair opposite the couch. Two more women knelt on the
floor at Mammoth's feet, the man's open fly suggesting he'd been recently
amusing himself with them. Patriot, the fifth man in their group, was busy
with a laptop and a beer.

On the left side of the room, where a wet bar was set up, Nero cradled a
phone between his shoulder and ear. Like Casey, he was dressed in a suit,
though his jacket was gone. He motioned a fleeting greeting, then turned his
back, barking into the phone.

"No, you aren't getting out tonight... What the fucking hell did you think
you were doing? In the parking lot of Denton Memorial? I don’t give a fuck
about what respect your fat ass thinks its due... You don't fuck up
business..." Nero pulled the phone away from his ear and turned around.

"Sorry, McKenzie," he said while the voice continued to talk on the
other end. "Just a bit of a mess to clean up."

Casey shrugged. "Anything we can do to help?"

Nero shook his head and went back to his phone. "Listen to me, you
fucker. You are going to stay behind bars until your initial hearing and you
are going to be the best fucking inmate Denton has ever seen. Let me work
out the law on this. What's the evidence? Alright, so no evidence. I'll work
on it. You do nothing. And then you will continue to do nothing so we can
get real work done."

Nero hung up the phone and it was all Sonia could do to not ask him for
details. Denton Memorial. That's where Win was.

"That sounded exciting," Casey said, sounding utterly bored. He started
toward Nero, but Popeye blocked his path.

"Arms up, legs spread," Popeye demanded.



"Lovely. But I've brought my own cock reliever with me," said Casey.

Popeye moved the hem of his jacket aside to show a pistol.

"It's standard practice," Nero said from the bar. "Always check wires,
weapons, and whores. Words to live by, my friend. You understand."
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CASEY

8 asey shrugged, but stepped away from Sonia to let Popeye pat him
down.

The biker grunted as he found the ankle pistol. "What's this?"

"Glock 26," said Casey. "You press the little button there and things fly
out of the barrel here. Would you like a demonstration?"

Popeye gave him an unamused glare. "Safe is in the coat closet. Lock it
up. You take it back when you leave." He turned to Sonia. "Your turn,
sweetheart. Spread those thighs for me."

Casey's arm shot out between Sonia and Popeye. "You touch her, you
lose that hand."

"Calm the fuck down," Briar said into Casey's earpiece, making Casey
regret putting the damn thing in.

Popeye raised his chin in challenge. "No dice. You want to come play,
you play by house rules. Or is there something about her you don't want us
to find?"

"There is a great deal about her that I don't want you to find," Casey
purred.

A small, exasperated sigh escaped Sonia and Casey felt her squeeze him
three times. She was fine with being searched. Good for her. Casey wasn't
fine with Popeye—or any of these men's—hands on her. Not after he read
their files. And especially not now that they were alone in the asshole's
suite.

Sonia squeezed him three times again, this time hard enough to bruise,
and set her nails against his skin in warning for what she'd do next.



The pitbull was too tough for her own good. Certainly too tough for his
comfort level.

Casey grunted, then pulled Sonia in front of him. "We'll compromise,"
he told Popeye. "You don't touch my things, but I'll be a team player and
play a little show and tell."

With Sonia safely in his control, Casey pulled the top of her dress tight
around her skin, demonstrating the lack of weapons and wires hidden
behind the thin material. Then he crouched down, demonstratively running
his hands from her ankle, up up up to the hem of her dress. "Good enough?"

Popeye looked like he was about to object, but Nero waved them inside.
On the couch, Razor came with a disgusting grunt into the woman's mouth
then slapped her ass roughly to send her to the other end of the room. Casey
was already regretting having Sonia anywhere near this.

Casey locked up his gun, then picked the empty armchair next to
Mammoth, and sprawled in it, pulling Sonia into his lap. God, it felt good to
have her soft body pressed up against him. Still, he'd happily give up the
comfort to have her safe.

Taking a breath, Casey reminded himself that Sonia wanted to be here.
Being a part of the mission was the only reason she'd let him touch her to
begin with. So he adjusted her more comfortably on his lap and slid a hand
beneath that short dress of hers, stroking her inner thigh casually. Out of the
biker's sight, the thumb of his other moved in soothing circles along her
back.

Mammoth grabbed one of the girls by the hair and shoved her head into
his crotch, as casually as if lighting a cigarette. The girl's neck muscles
tightened in pain, but she made no sound before going to work. Not that she
had much choice, even if she weren't being held prisoner. Mammoth was
well over six feet and built like a small tank. A thick gold chain hung
around his neck, holding up a pendant of a skull in a top hat with blood
dripping from its mouth.

Casey didn't look at the women. With luck, the Armada would presume
he didn't consider them worth the attention one usually granted human
beings instead of the much less convenient reality that the sight made
Casey's gut turn. Their vacant look, the bruises he'd spotted on their wrists
and necks. Only one was stripped down, but the others' long sleeves spoke
volumes on their own. How many times had his mother chosen her clothes
with strategic care? He still remembered the smile that never touched her



eyes as she laced her arm around his father's, heading out to some fancy
function. The abuse hadn't looked like this, but it was still the same.

Casey longed to call off the whole operation and tear the assholes’
heads off right then and there. Longed to drag Sonia out of this hell. But
Casey was smart enough to know that neither was going to happen, not now
that Nero had uttered those fateful words about Denton Memorial.

"So," Casey said, addressing Nero who was now making his way from
the bar to join the group around the coffee table. "You've some business you
want to run by me? Though it sounds like you might have your hands too
full with my hometown to consider expansion."

Mammoth chose that moment to start grunting and yanking the woman's
hair.

Sonia shuddered.

Casey lowered his mouth to the top of her ear and sucked, luring her
mind to take a small holiday from the room. She shuddered again, this time
for a different reason altogether. She'd probably try to castrate him for this
later, but he'd take the chance.

Nero swirled his vodka and sat on the love seat. The top of his shirt was
unbuttoned and he looked slightly haggard, but in control. He even saluted
Sonia with his drink before looking toward Casey. "The Denton incident is
a non-issue," he said dismissively. When Casey didn't budge, Nero
shrugged one shoulder. "A low level hot head got his feelings hurt and
started a fight. He'll cool his ass off in a cell for a night or two, but it will
end there."

"You sound certain," said Casey. "I wouldn't be. I heard something
about Denton Memorial. That's Cullen Hunt's place and he'd have cameras
all over it."

At the back of the room, Patriot snorted, the first indication he'd given
of having been paying attention to anything but his computer. That man
worried Casey a great deal more than Razor, Mammoth and Popeye. "The
footage is being taken care of," Patriot said.

Nero winked at Casey and ordered Popeye to get him a drink. "Patriot
has cyber connections, shall we say. And I've my own people in the PD,
with more coming aboard."

"Old fashioned," Casey called to Popeye then returned his attention to
Nero. "If you say so. I prefer to run my work with better control."



"Who doesn't?" said Nero. "But there is always low level bullshit.
Dumb fucks who will measure their cocks first and think later. But that's
why I'm being brought into Denton. To make sure nothing interferes with
the business. You can ask Mammoth and Razor about our work in New
York. Our ongoing work there." Nero smiled enigmatically, baiting the
question. Since New York was Belle Nuit's port of call, it was no small bait.

"Looking into it," Briar said into the earpiece.

Ignoring Nero's opening, Casey accepted his drink from Popeye and
sank deeper into the chair. "What is it that you want from me?" he said,
with reluctance that was only partly staged.

"Simple. You run a nightclub. I want to increase your cash flow."

In other words, I'd like you to launder our money please. "How much
are we talking?" Casey asked, settling in to let the men pitch him. "And
spare me the bullshit about this being a no risk, all reward proposition. If
you find an idiot to buy that, I have a bridge to sell."

Nero toasted Casey and started spinning the story, Razor and Mammoth
joining in with promises and numbers, with examples from New York. Half
an hour later they were still at it, the careful dance always focusing on the
money. How it would come in. Go out. How much of it there would be.
Never on where the funds came from.

Casey strung out the conversation as much as he could, but beyond
stories of personal greatness and sexual prowess, no specifics he needed
were forthcoming. It was time for a push.

"Don't," Briar said into Casey's ear, as if feeling what Casey was about
to do. For someone who wasn't in the room and had all the social skills of a
grizzly, Casey’s twin had a lot of opinions.

"Lucrative as you make it all sound, frankly, I'm not seeing enough in it
for me." Casey casually surveyed the women around the stateroom, leering
at them in a way that left him disgusted with himself. "What the Vault really
needs is a bit of a competitive advantage in the tits and ass department."

"Subtle." Casey could see Briar rolling his eyes, but Sonia was with
Casey. He felt her shift in his lap, all her attention on the room. On the
women. Yeah. Neither of them wanted to end the evening without some
kind of lead to put a stop to this.

"You want pussy?" Mammoth said, showing two gold teeth and he
pointed with his chin toward Sonia. "Here I was starting to think that cunt
of yours had you whipped."



"Mi casa, su casa," Razor agreed. He snapped his fingers at the thong-
clad girl and pointed to Casey. "Just tell Lolly here what you'd like."

Lolly's face was neutral as she hurried over and knelt at Casey's chair.

One arm still around Sonia, Casey took hold of Lolly's chin, being as
gentle as he dared—which wasn't gentle at all. "Thanks, sweetheart. But
you aren't my type."

"What is your type?" Nero asked.

"Someone without STDs and leftovers," said Casey. Releasing Lolly, he
ran his hand through Sonia's hair and breathed in the scent of her fruity
shampoo. "Which is why I've decided to buy instead of renting." He traced
a finger along her neck, earning a delicious shiver. "I wasn't asking for me,
but rather my patrons. The ones who enjoy... variety."

"I don't think I like where you are going with that," Patriot said from his
computer screen. "I'm offended."

"I didn't know that was possible," said Casey.

Patriot clicked a few buttons and turned to Nero, ignoring Casey all
together. "Video from Memorial is taken care of. So are the feeds from
some nearby businesses. You want to see what your problem child got
himself into?"

Nero winced. "No. But I should."”

Patriot turned the laptop around. Denton Memorial's staff parking lot
blinked onto the screen, comotion already in progress. Thankfully there was
no sound to accompany the sight of Win getting jumped by a half-dozen
bikers before Matthew came onto the scene, death incarnate all the way to
that blade. Casey kept his expression mildly neutral and was proud as hell
of Sonia who didn't so much as draw a sharp breath at the sight.

"Who’s Prince Charming?" Nero asked.

"Doctor Matthew Jennson. Military, obviously," Patriot turned the
screen back to himself. "I'm running facial recognition to try and get more."

Mammoth leaned forward, his meaty forearm on his thighs. "It's your
call, Nero, but I'd splash this shit all over the media instead of burying it.
Go after the doc for attempted murder, and get the hospital on the line, too.
They'll pay through the nose to make this go away."

"And Tank?" asked Nero.

"He isn't even fully patched in yet. Let him take the lumps."

Nero considered Mammoth's proposal, then turned to Casey. "This is
your home turf, McKenzie. What do you think?"



"I'm afraid I'm helplessly biased," said Casey. As much as he'd love to
have Satan's Armada dragged through discovery, he doubted Nero was that
stupid. As far as facial recognition, he wasn’t worried. There was little
derog to find since—with the exception of the fake marriage and ultimate
intentions—everyone involved was exactly who they claimed to be. "You
getting into legal shit with Denton Memorial does nothing for me. The doc
is going to argue self defense, and he'll have a good case. Whether you are
so desperate for a few dollars to bring heat to yourself is only for you to
know."

"And what about you, Counselor?" Nero turned his oily smile at Sonia.
"How would you advise me to proceed?"

"You don't have me on retainer,” Sonia answered sweetly from Casey’s
lap.

All the men's gazes swung to Casey in silent expectation that he would
deal with her disrespect.

Sorry, kitten. Tilting Sonia's body toward him enough to expose her
outer hip and thigh, Casey delivered a swift spank against her bare skin.
The cracking sound, followed by Sonia's yip of pain, echoed through the
room.

Nero laughed. "Dancer has always had a bit of spice,” he told Casey.
"I'm pleased to see she's finally found her match." He gave Sonia a wink as
if they were somehow in on a joke together.

Patriot, however, seemed in not nearly so charitable a mood. He was
back at the computer screen, his face dark. "You might not be on our
retainer, Ms. Dancer, but you do seem to be on Trident Security's."

"She's an attorney," Casey drawled, not daring to draw Sonia closer.
"Did you expect her to be working at an ice cream shop?"

"Trident Security has a history with Obsidian Ops." Patriot turned
toward Nero. "They also do protection details, often for government
witnesses. She could be a pig."

Since Sonia's attendance at Yale Law was always to be the pretext for
their presence on the Belle Nuit, there'd been no reason to mess with her
history, but Patriot's line of thought was becoming inconvenient.

Casey snorted and turned to Nero. "Is he assigned to play paranoid or
does it come naturally?" Glancing back at Patriot, Casey added, "Give her a
gun and a target, and you'll rule her out as anything resembling a cop."



He did pull Sonia tightly against his chest then, and stroked her like the
kitten he called her. That she didn't elbow him for it, especially as he rubbed
a gentle circle over the red spot on her hip, lifted a small weight from
Casey's soul. He hated hurting her, even if it was just a spank that was more
noise than painful.

"Don't worry about Dancer," Nero said. "I know her and she is as much
an undercover cop as I'm a fairy godmother."

"You aren't the only person in the room," Patriot, who was proving
annoyingly more intelligent than Casey liked, now turned to Razor and
Mammoth. "I for one want some assurance that we aren't being played. That
it's not the little girl here pulling McKenzie's strings like a puppet instead of
the other way around."

"Funny," Casey said with a lethal voice.

"Get out of there," Briar said into his ear.

Casey stood, setting Sonia’s feet on the floor as he turned to Nero. "You
invited me here, not the other way around. Get your dogs in order, and
maybe we'll talk again. Until then, I've better places to be."

Nero got to his feet as well, his hands up. "Everyone take a breath.
McKenzie is right, he is here at our invitation."

"At your invitation," Mammoth said thoughtfully.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Nero demanded.

"Only that your expertise lies with the law, Counselor, and mine with
scum,”" Mammoth said. "Fortunately, your new friends can do a little
something to put our minds at ease right now."

Casey contemplated whether he could make it to the door before Popeye
could draw the gun his hand was already hovering near. He couldn't. He
smiled at Mammoth, showing his teeth. "What do you have in mind?"

"Fuck her,” Mammoth told Casey, then glanced at Nero. "You know one
thing undercover pigs don't practice ahead of time? Fucking each other. But
a man and his beloved fiancée..." A grin split Mammoth's face, it's mirror
now on Razor's.

Casey's chest tightened. "We are done here."

Popeye drew his gun.

"Fuck her for us, McKenzie," Mammoth ordered, and this time Nero
only nodded along. "We want to see if this little partnership is really what it
seems to be."
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SONIA

(S hit was aboutto break loose. Sonia could see it in the set of Casey's

jaw, the way he shifted his weight. He was about to make himself
into a one man army, taking down the Armada right there in the Belle Nuit
suite. Except he wouldn't be able to take them all, not before lead started
flying. And even by some miracle he and Sonia did escape without bullet
holes, those women here certainly could not.

At which point Mammoth and the others would take their fury out on
them.

Which was not happening. Not on Sonia's watch.

Casey took a step toward the door, his body blading between Sonia and
the gun. "We are done here."

A safety clicked off.

Sonia grabbed Casey's arm. "But I don't want to leave," she said, a little
pout in her voice as she squeezed three times. Not a lie. She was alright.
Unlike the other women here, she had agency. And with Casey, she felt
safe. Sex or no sex.

His gaze dropped down to hers, his usually gray eyes were near black
with rage. She'd usually appreciate the sentiment, but at the moment the
overprotectiveness was starting to turn into testosterone poisoning. Sonia
ran her tongue over her lower lip and whispered, loudly enough for the
room to hear, "I like them watching."

Not a complete lie either. She liked them watching more than she liked
seeing Casey shot or leaving here without the in they came for. The Armada
certainly was trafficking women. Forcing them. Sonia had not been able to
protect herself from assault once, but she could now protect them. Or at



least try to. She squeezed his arm three times again, praying he hadn't
forgotten the signal. Or how to count to three. With that rage in his face, he
might have.

A soft chuckle sounded behind them. "If your man can't keep you
satisfied, Dancer, just let me know. I'll be happy to help out."

That was not the right thing to say. Casey's body vibrated with fury. She
hoped to hell Briar was shouting in his brother's ear right now. Though even
if he was, it didn't seem to be doing much good. She needed to do
something. To get Casey to refocus. Getting up on her toes, Sonia recklessly
pushed her mouth against his. Come on, play along, she thought at him.
Pretend I'm sexy and you want me.

For a moment, Casey did nothing, his whole body rigid. But then he
opened for her. Slowly at first, then with growing intensity as his lazer
focus shifted from the men to her. Fully and wholly to her.

His large hands swept down her back, to steady her or to hold her still,
Sonia didn't know. What she did know, was that one instant she'd been the
one in control of the kiss and the next... she was not. Casey's mouth took
charge with the same ferocity he did everything, sweeping in with powerful
claiming strokes.

A wave of relief went through her. Then something else. Something a
great deal more primal that sent jolts of sensation all the way to her core.

Casey's hand came up, tangling in her hair. The edge of tingling pain
morphed to pleasure, sending a streak of heat down her spine. His lips
moved hungrily against hers, and his hand tightening at the base of her
skull. Maybe he meant the intensity in warning, a way of telling her to
brace for what was to come, but her body was quickly switching to
autopilot. Everything inside her responded eagerly to his touch, a warm
liquid pooling in her abdomen and seeping along her inner thighs. One
more stroke of his tongue and Sonia was unable to keep back the soft moan
that escaped her lips. Her mind might know it was all a game, but her body
was quickly forgetting the message.

"Do you need some instructions on what fuck means?" Popeye asked
with a barked laugh.

Casey's shoulders tightened, but he took his time pulling away from
Sonia. His hand slid from her hair to her cheek, his thumb tracing along her
skin. She smiled at him, her lips felt deliciously swollen from the kiss.



"Excuse me a moment, kitten." Casey's voice was oddly calm as he
spoke, but his eyes blazed. Suddenly, he twisted to Popeye and wrenched
the pistol from the man's grip. Before anyone could react, Casey dropped
the magazine from the weapon, then disassembled the rest into pieces. He
let them fall to the floor like chattel and squared off with Popeye.

No one spoke. Even the Armada knew better than to push just then.

Casey towered over the other man. Despite the expensive suit, the
seemingly casual stance, Casey took up all the air in the room. Gone was
the forever amused, arrogant nightclub owner who swiped drinks from
waiters' trays. There was nothing of him in the man facing down the
Armada's goon. Nothing even of the attorney who'd played cruel games
with Sonia in court. No. The Casey who glared down at Popeye was a
trained Kkiller.

Popeye had the good sense to look scared.

Faster than Sonia could follow, Casey's hand shot out and grabbed
Popeye's neck.

"Casey," Sonia breathed.

"I believe I am capable of taking my fiancée without your guidance."
He enunciated each word while Popeye clawed at the grip holding him.
Casey must have had his fingers in just the right spots because the man's
face was already starting to turn dark. "So, how about you sit down, shut
up, and enjoy the show."

Popeye somehow managed to nod and Casey tossed him to the floor.
Straightening his cufflinks, Casey turned to Nero. "Switch the music. I'm
feeling... classical. Piano."

For once, the expression on Nero's face echoed Sonia's own sentiment.
She gave Nero a yeah, that's Casey kind of shrug.

Mammoth opened his mouth, objection starting on his face, but Nero
cut him off. "Mr. McKenzie is here as a future business partner. We can be
good hosts." Accommodating as the words sounded, there was also steel
behind them. Casey had already pushed the Armada to the breaking point.
They'd play his music, but they expected their demonstration.

Casey turned back to Sonia and a nervous shiver ran along her spine as
his undivided attention once more settled on her. The violence of the last
few moments still hung around her and she swallowed nervously at Casey's
approach.



His gray eyes tightened, marking her movement, but he said nothing as
he stopped in front of her. Instead, as Beethoven's notes filled the air, he
reached out and traced a finger along her jawline. Her pulse quickened as
his finger moved downward, tracing the column of her throat before coming
to rest on the little hollow just above her collar bone. Casey leaned closer
and breathed out a soft sigh against her skin before pressing his lips against
the curve of her shoulder. As if they had all the time in the world.

"Still with me, kitten?" he murmured, his teeth scraping her skin. He
had her backed almost against the wall now, his body a barrier between
Sonia and the others.

A shiver of a different sort rushed over Sonia's skin. "Yeah."

He grinned and bit down.

Fuck. Sonia couldn't help the moan that escaped from between her lips
as fire unfurled inside of her. She stepped into him, her hands splaying on
his muscled chest. She'd never been with a man like Casey and the feel of
him beneath her fingers, the leashed power and muscle and gorgeous body,
it was making heat fill every crevice inside her. Especially the ones lower
down.

Sonia drew a ragged breath. This was a game. Casey didn't actually
want her, he was just pretending to. Like they'd agreed. Would he even find
her tolerable enough to -

Casey pressed his hips against her. He was hard. For her. Her eyes
dashed to his, the disbelief in her mind at odds with what she felt pressing
against her belly. A small smile was playing on Casey's lips as he leaned
down to purr into her ear. "Oh, that's all for you, kitten." He pressed
forward again, making sure she felt his hardness. "I'm very ready for you."

Sonia's mouth watered. She was quickly losing all care about where
they were or with who. About anything but how much she wanted to lick
Casey like an ice cream cone. Before she could make good on her desire
though, Casey gripped the top of her dress and pulled it open.

The buttons broke off one at a time, each making a tiny ripping sound as
it shot away from the fabric and landed on the floor. Ting. Ting. Ting. Cool
air caressed Sonia's skin as her white maiden dress fell open for him. He
pulled her out of her bra. His hands went to her breasts next, caressing the
orbs before sliding the calloused thumbs over her nipples.

The buds bunched, drawing all the attention. Sonia's nails dug into
Casey's shoulders, probably bruising the skin beneath that suit. Not that she



cared. She was hot and horny, the heat of his body wrapping itself around
her.

One of Casey's hands dropped to her thigh and slid up, up, up. Toward
the hot wetness that Sonia knew he'd find there. She wasn't supposed to be
enjoying this god damn it. But her treacherous body... Casey’s hand found
her soaked mound and he grinned with unabashed triumph.

Sonia's eyes and desire flashed together. Two could play this little game.
Heart pounding with excitement, she gave Casey no warning before
dropping to her knees in front of him and undoing his fly.

He sprang out, hard and velvety and so long that she didn't know if
taking all that inside her would even be possible. But her mouth watered as
badly as her sex. She lifted her face, finding Casey's wide eyes. Yeah. For
once she got the upper hand on the arrogant gorgeous prick. His hands
gripped her shoulders, his desire flowing through his tense touch, echoing
through her. He swallowed hard and Sonia knew she had only a heartbeat
before Casey would take charge again. One heartbeat to stake her claim.
And damn it, if she had to be here, having sex in front of all these people,
she deserved to give Casey a bit of his own medicine, didn't she? For the
good of the mission.

With a wicked grin, Sonia took him into her mouth. Casey tensed as his
cock slid along her tongue, twitching against her lips. He moaned in
pleasure, making everything inside Sonia tighten. The taste of him was salty
and warm. Even better than she imagined.

"Kitten." His nickname for her fell from his mouth, a plea and a
warning.

She suckled.

Casey made a strangled sound that was as exquisite as the music rolling
from the speakers. His hands tangled in her hair, trembling as she worked
his shaft. The feel of him in her mouth was intimate and intimidating and
absolutely glorious.

Casey made that delicious sound again then cursed under his breath and
began to thrust. Sonia wrapped her hands around his thighs, pulling him
closer. Beyond the hard panes of Casey's stomach, Sonia caught a fleeting
glimpse of Lolly’s face in one of the mirrors. The woman's eyes were no
longer vacant, but wide and intense. Like she knew that this intimacy, this
connection between Casey and Sonia, it was nothing like the world she
lived in.



Casey's hand tightened on Sonia's hair and the rest of the room
disappeared from relevance. She didn't have time to consider anything now
because Casey's thrusts were becoming more urgent. Shorter.

Sonia prepared for him to come in her mouth. Her sex clenched. God
she wanted him so badly that she might come right along with him, just
from the taste.

His cock pulsed. Casey shook. The muscles of his thighs bunched into a
rock and -

Casey pulled back and sprayed against her breasts.

Sonia glared up at him, letting him see her wrath at being denied.

The hand he had in her hair pulled her head back a little further, making
her back arch. "I've other plans for you, kitten," he said, his grin absolutely
feral.
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CASEY

(S onia was wrecking him. Whatever self control Casey could boast

had disappeared completely. Despite having just found his release,
he was already hard for Sonia again, and the things he wanted to do to his
kitten was making his blood sing. She was gorgeous and giving and she
made his whole body sing with need.

But that she'd somehow managed to get him off first? Unacceptable.

With a small growl, he reached down and lifted Sonia onto his hips. Her
legs went around his waist on instinct and her eyes widened in clear delight
as she felt the hardness already pressing into her. Beethoven's Moonlight
Sonata had yielded to Casey's favorite Mozart piece, and he felt himself
playing a phantom piano as he held Sonia. The beat echoed through his soul
along with the feel of her pounding heart and his pulsing cock. Nothing else
mattered. Nothing else existed.

He lowered his head to her neck, licking her skin right over her carotid
artery. "Naughty, kitten. I'm going to make you scream,” he promised
wickedly, enjoying the shudder that went through her. One hand beneath
Sonia's backside, Casey reached under her dress with the other and ripped
the soggy panties away before letting his fingers roam freely through her
hot wetness.

She squirmed slightly, then tightened all together as he grazed her clit.

God. Sonia was the most responsive woman he'd ever been with. Just
the thought of that made him painfully hard. He flicked that clit again, his
mouth over hers to swallow Sonia's moan of sinful delight.

“Brace yourself, kitten,” he whispered into her ear as he lined his cock
up against her entrance. Then he nipped her earlobe lightly and thrust



inside.

She arched into his body, nails running down his back, her mouth going
slack under his as he fully seated himself inside her. When he pulled almost
entirely out, she moaned again, tiny little cries of need that shot straight to
his pulsing cock. He groaned.

“More,” Sonia begged and he obliged, thrusting as he braced her back
against the wall for extra support. Her whole body quivered, bowing into
him. Her eyes were glazed with need and intensity, as drunk on their
connection as he was becoming.

He thrust again, his finger stroking the edges of her sensitive swollen
clit. Again. Thrust. Thrust. Thurst. The force of each connection vibrated
through him. Made him see stars.

“Oh god,” she moaned softly, her channel clamping down on him. Tight
and hot and needy.

In the background, Casey could hear stifled groans. Someone was
enjoying himself too much. The fucker. Casey didn't care about an
audience, but Sonia... he didn't want anything to shatter her delicate
pleasure. Especially not the assholes in this room. She'd given too much of
herself already and Casey would be damned if he let her give one more
morsel.

“Hold on for me, kitten,” he whispered against her neck, his finger
going in circles, making her hips buck.

Sonia whimpered and her hands clamped on his shoulders, nails digging
in through the fabric of his suit.

“Not yet,” Casey panted though need gripped every fiber of his body.
His balls felt hard enough to explode.

Sonia tightened around him, squeezing him like a fist, her muscles
going rigid, every part of her body pleading for release.

Still, he stroked around the hood of her clit, pushing her higher and
higher, up and up, toward the edge of the abyss. Only then, when Sonia's
eyes were so glassy that Casey was sure she no longer knew or cared where
she was, only then did he scrape the tip of his blunt nail right over that
swollen nub. “Come for me, kitten.”

He felt her break, her body shuddering against him. Her mouth opened
to cry out, but he covered it with his own and pushed her into the wall,
swallowing her delicious scream. It took all of Casey's will power to hold
himself back, and he barely held in his groan of desperation as he stroked



Sonia's sex again. He milked her pleasure, waiting for her shudders to just
start easing before moving his ministrations back atop that engorged nub.
Casey rolling her clit between his thumb and forefinger as he thrust into her
again.

She shattered again, spasming around him. Casey still held himself in
check, his teeth grinding against each other as he thrust thrust thrust into
her. The music was picking up, too, the notes rushing in a crescendo of
sound. Ta da dee, ta da dee, ta da da dee dee.

Sonia came for a third time, this time crying Casey's name. The sound
of it on her lips undid him entirely. He surrendered to his own release just
as she did and it slammed into him like a fucking freight train. Casey's
whole body tightened until pleasure became pain that morphed back into
bliss. It was all he could do to hold Sonia against the wall as they both rode
the spasms of each other's pleasure.

Once the last wave of Casey's orgasm finally eased, he pulled out of
Sonia and lowered her feet to the floor. Her legs shook so he dared not let
go, even as she leaned a hand onto the wall for support. He pressed Sonia’s
face into his shoulder to keep her from seeing the stateroom around them,
which was now coming into distant focus, one sound at a time.

Someone was breathing heavily. Two men murmured. A bottle popped
open and a bubbling liquid poured into a glass. The music was still there, a
soothing melody, as if the piano somehow knew what was needed. For
another moment, the lingering musk of Sonia's arousal mixed with the
fruity scent of her shampoo overpowered all of Casey's senses, but then the
reality around him solidified.

The five bikers were all watching them. Popeye had reassembled his
gun, which was back on his hip. The women sat tensely.

Slowly, rhythmically, Nero began to clap. The others joined. All except
the one girl who was looking away, trying and failing to conceal a strange
mix of envy and hope.

"Well," Nero said, lazily stretching out his legs and making the bulge in
the front of his pants painfully obvious, "either the Denton PD is a lot more
interesting than we imagined or else we have no card carrying members in
our midst." He looked to Mammoth and Razor for confirmation and the two
nodded reluctantly.

Mammoth's attention had already shifted to the women and he looked
inclined to indulge himself all over again.



Casey's arms tightened around Sonia. She was utterly spent, with
flushed skin and eyes slightly unfocused. Every fiber inside him vibrated
with possessive intensity, the kind he never felt after sex. He was supposed
to have fucked Sonia for the sake of their lives. Instead, he'd given his soul
over to her.

And that... That was utterly unfair to the woman he'd promised he'd
keep safe. Not just from the bikers, but from himself. She was so damn
brave. And he'd... he'd given into his need for her and went unforgivingly
too far.

"Today's meeting is over," Casey took off his suit jacket and wrapped it
around Sonia's shoulders. His seed still glistened on her chest. At least he'd
had the wherewithal to pull out when he did. The fact that he almost failed
still filled him with shame.

"What about our business?" said Nero. "The merchandise you wanted?"

Casey bared his teeth at him. "Another time. I suddenly have had a shift
of priorities for the evening." His mouth pulled into a smile that Casey
knew didn't touch his eyes. "And my evening is only starting. Titillating as
you all are, I think I'll continue it in private."

"Gun." Briar, who'd thankfully been silent throughout Casey's
escapades, now spoke up.

Casey's jaw tightened at the thought of letting Sonia go, even for a
moment, but Briar was right. Setting Sonia gently against the wall, Casey
adjusted his clothes and retrieved his weapon from the safe, checking it
over before putting it into his holster.

"Oh come on, McKenzie," Nero leaned forward with a hint of
annoyance on his face. "We’re docking in New York tomorrow. There isn't
time for this."

Razor nodded. "Lawyer's right. Dump the cunt in your room if you
must, and we'll get you something to tide you over while we talk. It's a
mens’ conversation anyway."

Casey's hand tightened on the gun he was securing.

"Cool off," Briar barked, as if he had a fucking camera on him.

Leaving his gun in the holster, Casey adjusted his pant leg over the
weapon and walked back toward Sonia. "Like I said, I've other plans
tonight. Maybe I'll find the time tomorrow." He herded Sonia toward the
door, pausing only to look over his shoulder. "And Nero, if your dogs don't



control their mouths and muzzles next time, we are done. There is only so
much disrespect I'll tolerate, even for the sake of business."

Without waiting for Nero's answer, Casey guided Sonia out and back to
their cabin.

Casey LED Sonia directly into the bathroom, which had a private tub large
enough for two—a luxury feature in a cruise stateroom that was as valuable
as the floor to ceiling windows. He narrowly resisted flushing the earpiece
down the toilet, and settled on just shutting it off before running warm
water into the tub. Duane had thoughtfully left a bubble-bath jar on the bath
shelf and Casey poured a fair amount into the water. The extra foam would
give Sonia some privacy while he cleaned her up... and hide the erection
that Casey was certain would hit him again.

Sonia protested weakly when he unbuckled her high heels and lowered
her into the water in what remained of her dress. She was spent and still in a
mental fog that made her trust him in a way he didn't deserve.

He stripped off only his shoes before getting in with her, the water now
lapping the tops of her breasts that floated in the water. He'd ripped the top
of her dress, so there was nothing to check them except the thin half-bra
she'd worn beneath.

Casey lathered a washcloth with apple scented soap and gently scrubbed
Sonia's upper body, washing his seed off from between her breasts.

"You don't need to do that," she said, reaching for the soapy cloth. "I'm
alright."

Casey pulled the cloth out of her reach and captured her arm. "Good to
hear." Arrogance he felt none of filled his voice. "Though I was rather
hoping for 'wow, Casey you fucked my brains out and I can barely stand,,
but if you don't bring me back to reality, then who would?"

She smiled faintly, her eyes vulnerable.

He slid the remains of Sonia’s dress off her and soaped up her arm,
careful not to scrub too hard and hurt her. Or hurt her more than he already
had. When he'd helped Sonia into the tub, he'd seen the pale pink spot on
her hip, where he'd struck her.

He'd hit Sonia.

Her skin bore a mark from his hand.



The million excuses that bubbled up inside Casey all sounded like his
father. It was her own fault. She made me do it. It was just a slap.

Yeah. He'd fucked up royally, and not just with that strike. Casey had
known that something happened in Sonia's past that left her fragile as hell
about her body, and touch and sex. It had been his job, his responsibility, to
protect her. She'd been so brave, so game to keep up their roles and their
mission, that she'd given all of herself. But she shouldn't have had to.

Casey should never have brought her to the Armada's suite. Even
without the Armada's test, Sonia should not have had to watch the abuse
Casey knew would be happening there. But he hadn't wanted to upset Sonia
by leaving her behind. He'd wanted her to like him. And look where it got
her.

It got her raped.

Because ultimately, that's what he'd done. Consent given under a barrel
of a gun wasn't true consent. And even if, if, he could convince himself that
he'd had no choice about the sex, he knew its intensity had been his fault.
He could have—should have—made it fun and light and meaningless. But
he hadn't. He'd wanted Sonia too much and so he took all of her.

That day back in the penthouse, he'd promised Sonia no pink parts.
Well, it didn't get more pink than his heart and soul.

A soft sound escaped Sonia's lips and Casey saw that her eyes were
closed with drifting sleep. He finished washing her, then wrapped her in a
towel before carrying her to bed.

Tomorrow, he would get himself as far away from her as she deserved.
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WIN

he account is at the Bank of Denton,” Win said into the

speakerphone on Matthew's coffee table. Talking to the Tridents
was a lot easier when none of them were in the room and she could sit on
the couch with her computer in her lap and her eyes firmly on her screen.
"I've tracked nearly twenty transfers into it in the past three days."

Once @DocPhantom42 had received payment for getting rid of the
surveillance video, tracking the financials was relatively straightforward.

Cullen's voice asked on the other side. "Could these be payment for a
large drug shipment?"

"Umm... Not unless the Armada has a payment plan." She switched to
the right-most window. She only had three things running this morning, so
she could give the Trident's more attention—Armada's financials; a convo
Matthew didn't know he was having with her about experimental anti-
seizure meds; and a hacking algorithm to backdoor into big pharma data.
"A few thousand dollars in each transfer, all round numbers."

"Blocks placing individual orders for something?" Eli mused on the
other side of the line, his British accent smooth and easy to make out. Win
knew Eli in passing. SEAL turned CEO, he was the quickest of the Tridents
to smile and lend a hand. "Or just moving money around to make it harder
to track?"

Win shook her head.

Matthew, sitting a few feet away on the other side of the couch, cleared
his throat. Right. They wouldn't have seen her headshake.

"I don't think those are covert transfers," Win said aloud. "Hey, get off!"

"That was to the cat," Matthew clarified.



Odysseus recently made a habit of jumping onto Win's keyboard and
trying to curl atop it. She kissed him between his fuzzy ears and set him on
the floor before resuming her thought. "They want to use crypto currency to
cover their tracks and have hired me to set up a system for them. Frankly,
they don't know the difference between a tumbler and a drinking class."

"Neither do the rest of us," Matthew muttered, but there was a hint of
amusement and pride on his face. She didn't understand why, but it was
good to see him getting his color back. He'd been pale this morning and
Win was willing to bet her computer he'd had a seizure in the early hours.
"Most likely your first theory is right, Aiden. We are seeing multiple
customers placing an order for something."

"Got it," said Cullen. "That tracks with the Armada establishing
business here. At some point these twenty buyers will need to go to a
physical location to collect their goods, and that gives us something to work
with. Nice work, Doc."

"Thanks," said Win.

"Just please don't make them too good at hiding their tracks, mate," said
Eli.

"I'm keeping copies of all the keys," Win said with a smile. "Promise."

The line disconnected.

"You know he has no idea what you said about keys, right?" Matthew
said, getting up from his end of the couch. He was wearing a pair of blue
jeans and a plain tan t-shirt which was stretched taut over his muscled chest.
It was still strange seeing Matthew in normal clothes, especially ones that
showed off his arms and shoulders and thighs in casual detail.

Win realized she was staring and quickly made a non-commital noise,
swinging her attention back to her computer.

He snatched the laptop right out of her hands.

"Hey!" she let out an indignant squeal. "Give that back."

Ignoring her, Matthew closed the computer and set it on the kitchen
counter. His blue gaze scanned her from head to toe, his face shifting into
an expression that Win knew all too well from the hospital. Matthew was
going into his doctor mode. "You've been camping out on this couch for
two days. Time to move around. And I want to take a look at you while we
are at it."

"I'm in the middle of something that a whole bunch of your friends
seem to think is important.” She motioned toward the phone they'd just



been using. "So, how about you put off playing doctor until this evening?"

Matthew raised a brow.

Win realized what she'd just said. Heat rushed to Win's face, her eyes
opening. "I didn't mean it that way. You know that."

A corner of Matthew's mouth twitched. "Which way did you mean it
exactly?"

He was doing it on purpose. The man could be as diabolical as his cat
when he wanted. Win reached deep into herself, past her blazing cheeks,
and gripped the academic voice she used when discussing genetic findings.
"I meant, you can examine me—"

Matthew's mouth twitched again. "This evening. You'd like me to do an
exam on you this evening?"

Win shut her eyes, her hands on her flaming face. That was just not fair.
She could feel Matthew's amusement dancing in the air between them, only
that somehow made everything even worse. Did he know she had a crush
on him? Younger sister has a crush on brother's best friend. Did it get any
more cliché? "Can I just have my computer back now, please?" she
whispered into her palms.

Matthew chuckled. "No."

Win put her hands down and sighed. "I'm serious, Matthew. I don't want
to play. Please give me my stuff back."

The mischief melted from his face, which was no less beautiful in its
serious state. "I'm sorry," he said, squeezing her shoulder. "I'll stop with the
teasing. As for the rest though, I do mean it. Either I take a look here, or I
can give you a ride to Denton Memorial and you can see one of the other
docs. I'll take no offense if that's what you'd like, but it is one or the other.
And you know as much."

She did. Which did nothing to alleviate the wave of unwelcome anxiety
that churned in Win's stomach.

"I want my computer back," Win said.

Matthew's eyes softened. "I know." As if that exchange had somehow
decided something, he brought over the black backpack he usually brought
to the hospital and upturned it over the coffee table. A field hospital worth
of stuff spilt out.

Win's brows rose. "Michelle is going to kill you."

"I think she actually st