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      Like any good sentinel, the large, blue-and-gold doors of Ferraro’s Club offer a double warning with their exotic scrollwork: you better have money and you better be able to handle what’s inside. My breath hitches before I force it out. This is it—my one shot in.

      I reach out, my hand wrapping around the long pole that serves as a handle, and throw my weight back, pulling the heavy door open. The whoosh of air sucks at my hair, pulling loose a few strands toward the building.

      Cloves and cinnamon against the heady smell of expensive alcohol assaults my nose. The combination is strangely alluring, but I snort quietly; I’m not here for the ambiance. My heels click on the black tile of the massive foyer as an obnoxiously muscled man in desert fatigues exits a door and strides toward me.

      “You can’t just walk into Ferraro’s. We’re closed to the public. Come back later when we’re open and stand in line with everyone else.”

      Didn’t I just? I raise my eyebrow and keep moving forward.

      His voice is clipped and just as hard as the grip on my elbow when he forcefully turns me around. Every muscle in my body strains against the urge to yank my arm out of his grasp and hit this asshole.

      “Let go of me. I’m here for an interview.”

      Muscle-Drone loosens his grip but not enough for me to get out of it. “For?”

      “Bartender.”

      “Not with that attitude. The clientele here like someone nice and sweet pouring their drinks. And you don’t look sweet. You look like you’re more trouble than you’re worth.”

      He sneers, leaning toward me, stopping only when his face is inches from mine. My hand itches to shove at his chest, to flip him over and pin my forearm against his throat.

      To ask him if he slipped Brian drugs. Watched him die.

      Darkness has sat on the edge of my consciousness for days now. Mocking me. Taunting me with depressive oblivion, but I need to find out what happened.

      Swallowing hard, I pull my lips into something resembling a pout and force more of the slight southern drawl I’ve adopted to color my words. “But I’m as sweet as my famous Mai Tais.”

      I bat my fake eyelashes in a slow, flirty manner. He-man’s eyes glaze over, and he licks his lips. What is it with some men and their ability to lose their focus with a little bit of lip and a lot of cleavage? Do I look like a damn dish?

      My itchy palm slides up his arm slowly, but he grabs it before I reach his shoulders.

      Too much, too soon.

      His gaze remains below my collarbone, and I inhale deeply and slowly, knowing damn well my breasts are straining the buttons.

      His eyes widen. “I don’t contort with the understaff.”

      Contort? I smother a snort. Someone had tried to teach the meathead words, but that doesn’t mean he’ll use them correctly. I sigh softly. But understaff means there is a hierarchy here. Fine. I’ll work my way up to him soon enough. I’d snap my fingers to let He-Man know my chest can’t hold a conversation, but I might need his attention there eventually.

      “Where do I go then? For the interview.”

      “Outside. Around back.”

      How antiquated.

      I head toward the front door, and sensing his stare, put an extra shake into my hips. The bouncer and gatekeeper is one of the people I’ll desperately need to question. Hypnotized men are blind men.

      The back door is meant to be just as intimidating as the front, but in a completely different way. The doors are dark, the window spray-painted black with black iron bars on it. A shudder rolls through me at the prison look of it. The sign, in bold red, reads PROPERTY OF FERRARO’S.

      Kind of a gauche letdown compared to the front, really.

      I ring the buzzer on the intercom and wait, head lowered to avoid the camera getting a complete picture of my face. Interesting that I didn’t spot one at the front entrance. Hidden? If so, do the patrons know? Just how many hidden cameras will there be? And why?

      “What can I help you with?”

      The clipped voice sounds suspiciously like the not-so-bright bouncer who is impressed with my anatomy. Seriously? I swallow my sigh.

      “I’m here for an interview for the bartender position.”

      “Your name?”

      “Kali Justice.”

      A bead of sweat rolls down my back, but I don’t move a muscle. The buzzer sounds suddenly, and I nearly laugh in triumph. I slap the door in an attempt to open it, but it doesn’t budge.

      I grunt, putting my shoulder to the door for leverage. Maybe Ferraro’s heavy doors are an omen. But if that’s true, I shouldn’t push so hard to gain admittance. Grief claws its way through me, the memory of two fresh graves. I shove the door open.

      Mystical signs can go fuck themselves.

      Inside, a flurry of activity drowns out the memories, and I focus on the here and now. Just like any fancy restaurant, the kitchens in the back are the spine of the place, where the real people are with their dreams and goals and their willingness to break their backs to better their lives. None of the shiny that’s meant to blind you to reality that customers like to pay for. I’ll take realism over pageantry any day.

      My shoulders relax. Here is the familiar. Here is the understaff I fit right in with. Easy-peasy.

      A woman wearing a black pantsuit, clipboard and notebook in hand, a pen threaded through the low bun, and oozing efficiency, walks up to me.

      “Ms. Justice, you’re late. We require punctuality here at Ferraro’s. I’m sorry, your interview has been cancelled.”

      My heart stutters in my chest.

      No.

      “I’m sorry, Ms.?” She purses her lip but doesn’t offer her name. “I went in through the front door and the guy in army clothes told me to come back here. I was on time. You can verify with him.” I widen my eyes, channeling every meme of kittens with big, dewy eyes that I recall seeing.

      She sniffs and raises her chin. “No staff comes in through the front door and certainly not understaff. Everyone is allowed one mistake before they are fired. You better hope you don’t make any more if you want to stay on here.”

      How the fuck was I supposed to know that? The terse voicemail left barely any details, insinuating that I was lucky to get a callback. She turns on her black stiletto heels and walks toward the kitchen door. That’s probably my cue to follow, and I walk quickly to catch up.

      “That’s the second time I’ve heard understaff, today. What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means you stay out of sight of the clientele.”

      I inhale hard. How am I supposed to find out who slipped drugs into Brian and killed him if I’m hiding behind closed doors? “I thought this was a bartender position?”

      Ms. Hoity-Toity stops abruptly and turns to me. “It is a bartending position, but you won’t be serving clients. You’ll make drinks up in the back bar, to be sent out. You’re like a line cook, but with alcohol. Upperstaff work directly with the clients when they’ve put in their time here. Years. Paid their dues. Moved up in rank because they’ve proven they have what it takes to cater to our guests. Do you no longer want to interview for the position?”

      Could her voice be any snippier?

      Dammit. I can’t spend years waiting to have access to the whole club and its people. I need to question everyone, stalk every suspect. Run my own investigation ‘cause the police department sure as shit isn’t doing it. They’ve already closed it out as an overdose. Written him off. And no amount of telling them that Brian would never do drugs has mattered.

      No access isn’t an option. I nod my head firmly. “I absolutely want the position.”

      We arrive at a set of stairs right in front of an ornate woodwork wall. The faint sound of bass thumping reaches my ears. They weren’t open to the public, the clipped voice had said. So who was having a party?

      Just through the other side of the wood could be Brian’s murderer. My palm itches to shove the manager out of the way and find a doorway into the throng of people that must be congregated there. But how far would I get before I’d be thrown out on my ass? No. I just need more patience. Something I’ve learned I have an abundance of with the right motivation.

      I ball my hands into a fist and continue following her up the stairs to the third level.

      It’s taken me three months to memorize and learn how to make four hundred various alcoholic drinks. I’m afraid I’ve barely dipped into what might be served here, but I was out of time.

      I've spent two months more brushing up on my martial arts. I hadn’t been to a proper dojo in years. Practicing the craft in the basement tends to make one forget what it’s like to have movements barked out at you. Corrected. The muscle memory that’s a bit faulty. I wake up sore every morning, but it’s better than the alternative, which has been crying myself to sleep.

      I’ve been driving to a remote property, keeping under the radar. Weekends out there have honed my firing skills. It’s like riding a bike. Dad had always been hell-bent on my exercise in that field, and Brian had kept Dad’s nine-millimeter well-oiled and cleaned.

      Six months, one week, three days, and fifteen hours of training for this moment. I have patience. What’s a little bit more?

      Ms. Icepick-Heels comes to an abrupt stop, and I almost barrel into her.

      “Dex. I mean, Mr. Marin. I didn’t realize you were in today.”

      The tension in her shoulders increases and puts me on guard. Who the hell is Mr. Marin? And why is Ms. Efficient-is-Me stressing? I attempt to peer around her shoulder but can’t without seeming nosy, and instinct tells me nosiness isn’t welcome here.

      “Yes, Prudence.”

      Hot damn! That voice!

      Of course her name is Prudence.

      “But I don’t recall having to clear my schedule with you first.”

      Oh. Ew.

      No wonder she’s tense. He sounds like a first-rate jerk boss. I’ve had one of those. My dislike of her attitude lowers a smidge. She probably needs to be a high-strung, bitchy manager when she’s got an asshole breathing down her neck every day.

      If I wasn’t so close to her, I wouldn’t be able to hear the sigh that escapes her. “Would you like me to conduct this interview in one of the conference rooms?”

      The sound of someone slapping their hand down on a desk hits my ears, and the now familiar, clipped voice of the gatekeeper booms through the room.

      “Hey, that’s⁠—”

      “—wonderful to see you, Larry. I’ll talk to you later, yes?” Seems like Prudence doesn’t want Muscle-Brains to spill the beans about me walking through the front door. I guess he really is dense.

      “No. It’s fine. We were done here anyway.”

      From the brusque reply, I’m fairly certain that Muscles would get himself booted if it came out that I came in through their precious front door. The way they look down on the staff here rubs me the wrong way. Nice of Prudence to save him, since he isn’t smart enough to save himself.

      My eyes narrow. She doesn’t seem like the sentimental type. Is he her right-hand man? Is she behind Brian’s death? Is he the muscle and dirty deed doer?

      Only one way to find out: nail this damn thing and start my own secret interviews. Impatience to get going causes me to shift my feet. The sound has Prudence shifting as well, and suddenly I have a clear view of the massive desk across the room.

      The breath strangles in my throat.

      No.

      The chiseled jaw. The slight stubble. The dark hair, close shaven. The deceptively lean, muscled physique cloaked in an expensive suit.

      Him.

      The man in the alley behind the diner. I close my eyes and picture my old self, waitressing at a local diner, busting my butt to help pay for expenses. Taking out the trash and nearly stumbling into the sexy, dark-eyed man candy I served breakfast to. I clench my jaw and open my eyes. And now, my well-dressed, asshat boss. Under up close and personal scrutiny.

      I hope the disguises I’ve applied to myself will not only fool anyone ever searching for Cassie Beckson at Ferraro’s, but also the man who might want me dead.

      Fuck.
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      I’d bet my last meal that he’s involved in my brother’s death. My mind pulls up the memory of the alley and how he threatened to break every one of a teen’s fingers. I work hard to keep my breathing even and my hands loose. My posture soft.

      The fucker probably killed Brian himself.

      My itchy palm curls into a fist and my nostrils flare, but that’s the only indication I give that I know who he is. Right now, everything rides on him not recognizing me. Rage churns in my gut.

      Prudence walks toward what must be her desk, angled to the left of his. I follow as I know I should, but my feet feel like I’m trudging through wet concrete. Every instinct screams to run away in the opposite direction instead of toward him. To regroup and replan.

      Instead, I sit in an uncomfortable, squeaky wooden chair Prudence gestures me into. I don’t glance in his direction, and I don’t squirm, no matter how much muscle memory reminds me of the state’s processing center.

      Does he recognize me? Has he even looked this way? My palms are damp, but I stifle the urge to rub them dry. I have to know. My eyes slant sideways for a peek.

      Oh, no.

      He’s staring at me, his fingers linked together, elbows on the desk. There’s a slight downward tilt to his brows. Is that normal? Is he thinking? Trying to work it out? I concentrate harder on breathing evenly. The urge to abandon ship and figure out another way to find out what happened to Brian here nearly overwhelms me.

      Prudence leans forward, her hands flat on her own desk. “I went over your application. Your experience and references are excellent. Too excellent. But you check out. So why is it that you want to work at Ferraro’s?”

      Her voice is tinged with something…suspicion? It doesn’t matter. I’m here, and I’m not going to throw away this opportunity.

      Paying one of the more lucid homeless men and giving them a burner cellphone had obviously been a stroke of genius on my part. I wasn’t sure that they would remember what to say, if they even kept the phone instead of fencing it for drugs. But obviously it had panned out.

      I wade in, ignoring the strong presence in the room.

      “I’m looking for something more…unique. For opportunities that simply aren’t available elsewhere where I can broaden my horizons, where I can learn more.”

      “Hm.” Her eyes roam over my face, as if it will tell her anything. “If a customer orders a medium rare steak with buttered parsley potatoes, and a rum and coke what would you do?”

      I don’t move a facial muscle, but I groan internally. I had no idea they served dinner here. They have an actual restaurant? Is this a trick question? Dammit. I’m going to have to go with legitimacy.

      Is the customer always right here? Or would Ferraro’s not hesitate to tromp on someone’s wants when it spites their image? Middle ground will probably be the best path.

      “I’d make the rum and coke as they requested, however I would also send along a tumbler of Scotch on the rocks with the recommendation they try it with dinner.”

      “They ask for a recommendation for what pairs with Oysters Rockefeller.”

      “Vodka Martini.”

      “Pot roast, heavy on the gravy and the carbs.”

      “A one hundred percent Meunier Champagne.”

      “Chicken tenders.”

      I snort. “The bouncer—to throw them out. You don’t come to Ferraro’s and order chicken tenders.”

      A small smile lifts the corner of Prudence’s mouth before quickly settling back down into what I assume is her customary frown. A soft laugh drifts quietly from my right, and it takes everything I have not to turn my head. A steady tapping of keys on a keyboard commences from his direction.

      Obviously, that was the right choice, but it was a close call. I’m so out of my depth here. After a few more questions, Prudence leans back and contemplates me. I stare back at her. I have nothing to lose and answers to gain.

      “Can you start this Friday? I’m short in the back and⁠—”

      “Prudence, step out for a moment and shut the door. I’d like a word with Ms. Kali Justice.”

      Panic rolls through me. He knows who I am!

      I swear his voice dropped an octave since I last heard him speak. This cannot be good. My fingers desperately want to twist in my lap, but to bare such a tell would be the end of my career here—before it even starts. Prudence’s lips compress, but she doesn’t say anything. Her eyes narrow and her nostrils flare, staring me down as she gets up and walks out.

      I sit, my motionless hands grasping each other in my lap. My shoulders are back, but I can’t seem to move to turn to him. Does he recognize me from the diner? More importantly, does he know I’m Brian’s sister? Every muscle in my body is taut, the desire to run far away a safety mechanism ingrained from years of running to save myself. My eyes widen, searching for any sudden, strange movements in my peripheral vision. I can run if I need to. I hope.

      Dex Marin moves into Prudence’s vacated position, looking for all the world like an oversized giant in a kid chair. Her wooden chair squeals in defense at his bigger form. I glance up and directly into dark-brown eyes ringed with dark lashes. If his skin hadn’t been so tanned, they would appear demonic.

      His gaze drifts over my head, taking in my lavender dyed hair, the brown tinted eyes. I hope I’ve still got the knack for makeup contouring I learned years ago from my drama days in high school.

      It’s amazing what a little dark here, a little light there can do to seemingly transform the way your face is shaped. A nose a little thinner, cheekbones a little sharper, and a chin a little pointier.

      His eyes drift lower, briefly resting on my white button-down shirt, the top two buttons conveniently left open and showing just enough of a deep cleavage helped by my tightest pushup bra. They travel back up, and I have the strangest urge to squeeze my crossed legs tighter.

      His voice is rough when he speaks and low enough that I subconsciously lean in closer, a snake to his flute. “I would like to hire you, Ms. Justice. But not as an understaff bartender. Upperstaff. On the second floor, right in the thick of things.”

      My brows draw together. This is great news. It’s what I wanted and what I thought I was getting when I first came here this morning. But suddenly, it doesn’t seem like I should accept. Dropping right into a scorpion’s nest might be preferable to the warning signs my brain is flashing at me. The red flags. Why is he doing this? Is he toying with me?

      “Why?” The word shoots out of my mouth.

      Dammit.

      He leans back, the wood creaking ominously. I swear if he falls, I’m going to laugh, and that definitely won’t be good. There’s no taking back my blunt question, so I plow ahead. “What do you want from me?”

      I learned many years ago that nothing in this world is free, doesn’t matter how prettily it’s packaged to you. There’s always a price.

      He picks up a pen, taps it on the desk, holding my gaze, and doesn’t say anything at all. Just when I think he’s going to make me say something, anything, even an apology I don’t want or need to give, he seems to come to a decision.

      “You seem observant. Probably a good judge of character. I need someone like you to do…some things for me.” The glance toward my breasts cements the innuendo.

      I sit up straighter, my feet planted on the floor, relief he doesn’t know who I am warring with irritation. I want to find my brother’s killer. But I’m not spreading my legs to get information. There are other ways. I stand up, regretting the cleavage I thought would help me get in the door.

      “You must have me confused with someone else. I’m not in that line of work, and those weren’t the unique opportunities I was looking for when I decided to apply here. Thanks for your time and the insult.” Never mind that I purposely used the very method that earned me the thought.

      “Sit down, Kali.”

      I turn and walk away, careful to keep my stride uneven. Let him think me something I’m not. This isn’t the first time I’ve been propositioned, and it certainly won’t be the last, but he doesn’t need to know that I can handle myself. “No, thank you,” I toss over my shoulder.

      Suddenly, he’s in front of me, blocking the door. I didn’t even hear him get up from the creaky chair, let alone run to me. I stop and back up a step. I may not want to lay all of my cards on the table, but I sure as shit won’t stand here and let my self be man-handled.

      “Kali.” I glare at the casual use of my name. He clears his throat. “Ms. Justice. I think we’re maybe getting off on the wrong foot here.”

      I cross my arms. “Nobody is getting off here. Not me, and certainly not you.”

      Dex, who-knows-what-his-full-name-is, Marin starts laughing. And he doesn’t stop. He laughs until tears run out the corner of his eyes and he slaps at the wall next to the door. I cross my arms tighter and press my lips together. I refuse to laugh, no matter how contagious it is to hear him do it. I find absolutely nothing funny in being asked to prostitute myself.

      “Are you quite finished?”

      “You sound like Mary Poppins when you say it that way.”

      “Excuse me?” Maybe he’s insane. Maybe that’s why he killed Brian. He’s not altogether here.

      “Nothing. Something I heard earlier today.” He waves his hand in my direction. “Please, sit. I promise I’m not asking for sex.”

      I look him up and down. I’ve always prided myself on knowing when someone is lying. One of the reasons I plan on questioning the staff here myself. And I’m not sure why I believe him—I shouldn’t—but strangely, I do. He doesn’t seem to be the type to mince words or need to casually lie. I huff and walk back to the seat, slowly lowering myself into it. He comes around the desk and sits down, and this time there’s not a sound when he does so. I narrow my eyes. Just what is going on here?

      “Ms. Justice. What I meant earlier is that I need someone undercover.”

      I raise my eyebrow, and a rather endearing grin flits across his face. My heart skips a quick beat.

      Oh, hell to the no, hormones. You hear me? I cannot possibly find my brother’s possible killer attractive. No. NO.

      Quickly, the carefree expression leaves his face and one of someone definitely capable of murder covers it. A muscle tics in his jaw and his eyes seem to grow impossibly darker. My own flit over to his cheek where I know damn well aqua-green blood spilled when he was cut that day in the alley. Nothing but stubble there now, of course. The lines of his shoulders are tight, and the muscles in his forearm jump as his hands fist. The rolled-up sleeves of the elegant suit look like they might rip at the seam. His nostrils flare slightly.

      “Someone is running drugs through my place, and I want to know who the fuck thinks they can get away with such shit here.” The word ends on what can only be called a growl.

      I did not see that coming.

      I lean back in the seat and slightly relax. I can’t write him off as a possible suspect, and I won’t, but the genuine offense might as well be pouring off his body. The rage that someone dares to do it in his own business is palpable. There’s no faking those kinds of emotions. If it doesn’t quite remove him off my short list, it does push him down to the bottom. For now.

      “And what is it, exactly, that you want me to do?”

      “Like I said, you seem like you read people well. I need your eyes, your ears. If you’re working the floor and you get chummy with the rest of the employees, you would see and hear things I can’t.”

      If this job had been any more tailor-made for me, I couldn’t imagine it. This fits right in with my plans of getting friendly with the people here, of observing the clientele, of asking the right innocuous questions that might get me the answers I need to point me to Brian’s murderer. Now I have the owner’s blessing and even directive to do it?

      I’m in.

      “So, you want me to spy for you? Don’t you have cameras around here?”

      I sit straighter and widen my eyes, hoping I’m portraying outrage correctly. Isn’t that what a person simply applying for a regular job would do?

      Dex nods, lacing his fingers together. So casual, like it’s any old day to be hiring someone to spy for you. What kind of man is he? I can’t forget how steely cold his voice was that day behind the diner. Or how he didn’t even flinch when cut with a knife. He may or may not have had Brian murdered, but he’s certainly capable of it.

      “Yes, but they keep being tampered with. So yes, you’ll spy for me. And report back only to me. We keep this strictly between the two of us. I’ll compensate you for it, of course. Just do your job, be observant, and tell me everything you find, no matter how insignificant. Is that clear?”

      Why is he talking to me like I’m some disobedient child he’s reprimanding? If I’m going to work for him—and me, but he doesn’t know that—and do what some might call shady shit, he’d better understand we are partners. Equals. None of this “I own you” and “you owe me” shit. I’ve been there and have no desire to go back to that hellhole.

      “It’s not clear, actually. I need you to not talk to me like I’m something you own. I’m kinda doing a favor for you here.”

      He waves one hand in the air, cutting me off. “You’re not doing me a favor. I’m paying you for a service, and that’s in addition to being your actual boss, wherein I do actually own you. If you decide to work for me, that is.”

      The hairs on my neck stand up. There’s some kind of double meaning here, and I’m not picking up what it is, but it’s enough to tell me I don’t want to know. I’ll have to snoop around another way. I knew getting the job here was a long shot.

      “Sorry. You’re going to have to find someone else to own. I’m not anyone’s property.” I lean forward, my eyes boring into his. “I’m never going to be anyone’s property.”

      For the second time today, I get up to leave only to find him in front of me before I even know what’s happening, with a faint whiff of—salt?—on the air. How is he doing that? What is he?

      He holds his hand up in the universal sign of stop. Whatever I had said or whatever he sees in my face has convinced him I’m serious.

      “There can be amendments to your contract.” My contract? “That will guarantee no one owns you.”

      Excuse me?

      What black hole did I fall through? What century is this? I shake my head, which has the beginnings of a headache ready to pound through it.

      “I think I may be a bit overloaded here.”

      “It’s understandable. You came for a job, and I’m changing the offering. Let’s talk.” Again, I raise my eyebrow. “Please.”

      The word sounds rusty coming out of his mouth, like it garbled up from the bottom of his throat. Guess he’s not used to being nice.

      “I’m sure you need a few days to think about what I’ve asked of you, but I’m on a tight schedule. It would be preferable to me if you would start right away. Of course, since I’d need to alter my standard contract, it will be a couple of days for that anyway. In the meantime, I’m offering you the opportunity to start training and hit the ground running. Without a contract. No rules will apply to you. And you’ll be gifted money for certain things, instead of compensated, to make it less a...true job.”

      Why do I have the feeling that the meaning behind these words is important? One thing I’ve always lived by: cover your own ass.

      “I’m gonna need that in writing. I have a feeling when I leave this room everything can change.”

      He inclines his head, breathing in deeply. “I’m right about you. You’re perceptive. And you’ll do what needs to be done. Fine. I’ll give you the words in writing. And I’ll add this: you’ll be under my protection from everyone and everything.”

      The hair prickles on my neck again, and I don’t know if I should run away or be pissed off. All of this responsibility is adding to my burden of finding Brian’s killer. I might even be making a deal with the murderer himself. But I won’t know anything if I don’t forge ahead.

      Mr. Marin pulls out a sheet of paper and a pen from Prudence’s desk. I lean forward and read upside down while he writes.

      “The person known as.” I point to the line he’s writing and shrug. “Too many law shows.”

      He doesn’t hesitate, and I’m surprised he doesn’t argue, but I’ll take the win. I lean back, and for another minute or so the sound of his sleeve and the side of his hand sliding across the paper is all I hear. That peculiar smell of salt, maybe with a hint of something smoky, works its way into my nostrils.

      I pull farther back. There will be no smelling of the attractive man in front of me. He’s a possible murderer. A hard man with a hard body.

      No!

      What is it about him that makes me want him? He’s just a man, who not only decided to protect me from who knows what, but will also be my boss. Not to mention he may have called for Brian to be dosed with expensive drugs I’ve never even heard of. Just because he’s mad someone’s running drugs through here doesn’t mean he doesn’t do the same. Dex Marin could just be pissed that it might additionally be going on behind his back.

      With a flourish, he signs the bottom, reads it over one more time, and with a nod, hands it to me. There’s a peculiar sound in the room, like the continuous sound of a soft gong on a Buddhist bell, but Dex doesn’t seem to hear it, or he doesn’t acknowledge it. Is this somewhere I really want to be spending most of my days? The longer I’m here, the more I wonder if this is the right path to justice for Brian.

      This decree given freely, is binding until Kali, the person known as Kali Justice, terminates of her own free will, without coercion, without duress, without need of its protection, this agreement and my vow. No rules will apply to her. She will not be held responsible. She will not be compensated. There may be gifts of any nature given in appreciation and can only be done so by me and may be hidden from prying eyes.

      My eyes flit up to his face. Does he not hear the vibrations? This is so weird. My heart picks up its rhythm. Why can’t this be a normal job interview? Why do I always get myself into things that are better left alone? Why am I always trouble? I keep reading.

      Further, I vow my protection of her body, soul, and mind and that no harm shall befall either of these by any person or any thing.

      Why does protection of her body bring on images better suited to typical romance book covers with boudoir storylines?

      If such were to occur it will come to me and will be repaid in kind.

      I shudder. Well, this sounds a whole lot more sinister than my flippant, I want that in writing, was meant to be taken.

      This might be the worst thing I ever decide to do.

      As I vow, so it will be, once accepted by thee.

      Oh great. More drama. So why do I feel like this isn’t some high school play?

      Dexter Marin—Master Manipulator, the Guardianship

      Master Manipulator? Did I just get played? What kind of joke is this? I carefully fold it in half and bring my thumb and index fingers of both hands to the top. Before I rip it, he puts his hand out.

      “Don’t. It’s a one-time offer and an extremely rare one.” His eyes burn into mine. Dark lashes blink up and down slowly once, twice. The vibrations from the unseen gong continue softly, and there’s a peculiar warmth to the air. Why is the room blurry? Am I being drugged by the air here? It would make sense and suddenly I panic. I’m out of my depth.

      I thought I was smart enough to catch a killer, but I’ve been outmaneuvered. Manipulated. My need for justice blinds me to very real threats that an orphaned child kicked and neglected can’t possibly experience enough for the adult to see.

      Shit.
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      “I need you to accept the agreement if you’re going to do this for me. That is non-negotiable. You don’t know what you’re getting into here, and I won’t have your safety on my conscience.”

      I snort. He hardly seems like the man to concern himself with some random woman’s safety. I’m nothing to him. And yet he seems to be going out on a limb—for me. Nobody has ever done that except Mom and Dad. And they are forever gone. The loss of them hits me like a ton of bricks and I gasp, inhaling deeply of the muggy air.

      Sadness weaves through it, almost tangible, and rips through me. Tears drip down my chin. And just as quickly as it comes, the feeling leaves me, and I’m drenched in guilt. The knowledge that I could’ve prevented Mom’s death, if only I had answered Brian’s phone call that night, flood my body, and my head and shoulders drop under the weight. Sweat pours down my forehead. It was all my fault.

      If I had gone out with Brian that night instead of blowing him off to study for the bar exam, he would be alive. And I’d be a lawyer instead of a wanna-be bartender. The grief, the guilt, the pain whips through me and I begin to rock in the chair.

      It’s my fault. I killed Brian. And I killed Mom. Tears flow steadily down my cheeks, burning a path I should die on.

      A hand touches mine, and tingles of electricity shoot through my arm. Suddenly, I’m free of the heaviness, leaving my head reeling, lightheaded. I blink salty tears out. Where did those thoughts come from?

      “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on?”

      My voice is oddly thick, as if I’m talking around a mouthful of honey. I clear it and attempt to pull my hand out of his, but he holds on tight. I’m strangely comfortable leaving it there. It’s far more pleasant. The touch of his skin on mine feels warm, sexy, strong. Like an anchor on a rough sea.

      The smell of salt and sand, the heat of the sun, burn through my head. I could be lying on a beach beside this man, frolicking and fucking all day long. My nipples tingle and wetness pools in my underwear. I clench my thighs together. My heart races and I pant as my breath is ripped from me. I want an orgasm so bad I could beg for it.

      “I can’t until you accept the agreement. Do it. Please.”

      Do what? He’s asking me to do something, but what is it? Dexter’s hand applies gentle pressure, and I imagine that it’s applying pressure to my clit. I moan and bite down on my lip. Almost there.

      He captures my other hand, his skin hot on mine, and there’s another moment of clarity.

      What am I doing? He probably killed Brian.

      Suddenly, anger seeps in and my hands roll into fists under his. Why won’t he let me go? I pull back, but I might as well be caught in chains.

      But each attempt to be released has my core muscles clenching and my ass scooting slightly on the chair. Almost there.

      My head feels as if it’s filled with cotton, floating somewhere above me, and my eyes drift down. I could be laid back on a feather bed, soft and luxurious, his dick pounding into me. I squeeze my thighs tighter and shift on the seat. Almost there.

      My hips rock, and Dexter’s hands squeeze mine hard, his nails biting into the soft skin between my thumb and forefinger, and my eyes pop open.

      I stare at him through a haze of rage, guilt, sex.

      He wants something from me? Me, too.

      I want to hit him. And bite him. And ride him till we pass out. Yes, please.

      “I accept.”

      Somewhere, the soft peal of bells ring in the air. My hands are released, and thoughts of guilt, the pain of my sadness, dissipate as if waved away by a giant fan. My heart stops trying to beat its way out of my chest, and the sweat cools on my skin. I’m fully expecting my shirt to be ripped off, my clothes thrown about the room, my body splayed onto a desk.

      But here
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