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            Chapter 1

         
         
            #NaughtyOrNice

         

         It took Lucas Knight longer than it should have to realize he had a woman in his bed, but to be fair, he had a bitch of a
            hangover. Even worse than that, last night was a blur, prompting him to take quick stock. One, there was a bundle of sweet,
            soft curves against him. Two, his head was currently threatening to secede from the United States Of Lucas. And three, his
            side hurt like . . . well, like he’d been shot.
         

         
         It’d been two weeks since he’d gotten caught in some cross fire on the job and he hadn’t yet been cleared for more than light
            duty—something he’d obviously managed to ignore last night given that he was palming a nice, warm, feminine ass.
         

         
         Think, man.
         

         
         Straining his brain, he remembered taking a pain med before going to O’Riley’s Pub to meet up with some friends. A client
            had been there, someone he’d recently helped save from a multimillion dollar corporate espionage. The guy had ordered shots
            to toast to Lucas and . . . shit. Knowing better than to mix pain meds and alcohol, he’d hesitated, but everyone had been
            waiting on him, glasses hoisted in the air. Thinking just one shot couldn’t hurt anything, he’d knocked back the drink.
         

         
         Clearly, he’d been wrong and it’d been enough to mess him up big-time, something he hadn’t been in years, not since his brother
            Josh had been killed. Shoving that away for another time—or never—Lucas cracked open one eye, but when his retina was stabbed
            by a streak of sunlight glaring in through the window, he immediately slammed it shut again. Taking a deep breath, he told
            himself to suck it up and opened both eyes this time, learning two additional facts.
         

         
         He was naked and completely uncovered.

         
         And the woman snugged up at his side was rolled up in his comforter like a burrito.

         
         What. The. Hell.

         
         A few more images slowly began to filter into his brain. Kicking ass at the pool table and winning two hundred bucks from
            his boss, Archer, who ran Hunt Investigations where Lucas worked as a security specialist.
         

         
         Dancing with a sexy brunette . . .

         
         And then making his way upstairs, but not alone.

         
         His head was pounding too hard to remember anything more, but clearly the brunette had not only come up, but stayed. She was
            cuddled up too close to see her face, especially with the way she had the entire blanket wrapped around herself. The only
            thing visible was a mass of shiny brown waves peeking out the top.
         

         
         Holding his breath, Lucas slowly pulled away until he could slide off his bed.

         
         The brunette’s hair never so much as quivered.

         
         Letting out a relieved breath, he shoved on the clothes he’d so thoughtfully left for himself on the floor—seriously, he was
            never taking another pain pill or drinking alcohol again—and headed for the door.
         

         
         But unable to do it, unable to be the guy who just walked out, he stopped and detoured to his kitchen to make her a coffee.
            Leaving her caffeine was a nice gesture, right? Right, but . . . shit. He was out of coffee. Not surprisingly since he usually
            grabbed his from work because Molly, who ran the office at Hunt Investigations, made world-class coffee. And since one of
            the benefits of living on the fourth floor of the Pacific Pier Building and working on the second floor meant convenience,
            he texted the coffee master himself:
         

         
         
            Any chance you’d send up a cup of coffee via the dumbwaiter?

         

         A few seconds later, from his bedroom came a cell phone buzzing with an unfamiliar tone and he froze. If his plan was to leave
            before the awkward morning after—and that was always the plan—he was on borrowed time.
         

         
         Since nothing came back to him from Molly, he moved onto Plan B and scrawled out a quick note: Sorry, had to get to work, take your time.
         

         
         Then he hesitated. Did she even know his name? Having no idea, he added: I’m leaving cash for an Uber or Lyft—Lucas.
         

         
         He dropped some money next to the note and grimaced at himself for still being a complete asshole. He stared down at his phone.

         
         Still nothing from Molly, which meant she wasn’t going to save the day. She was smart, sharp, and amazing at her job, but
            for reasons unknown, she wasn’t exactly interested in pleasing anyone, especially him. Locking up, he left his apartment.
         

         
         The Pacific Pier building was over a century old and sat in the center of the Cow Hollow district of San Francisco. It was
            five stories of corbeled brick, exposed iron trusses, and big windows built around a legendary fountain. Retail and businesses
            took up the ground and second floors, with residential on the third and fourth. The fifth-floor penthouse belonged to his
            friend Spence Baldwin, who owned the building.
         

         
         All of it was currently decorated for the holidays like it was about to star in a Hallmark movie.

         
         Lucas jogged down two flights of stairs to the second floor, passing by the building manager’s office and the offices of a
            nonprofit to get to Hunt Investigations. He was fully prepared to be blasted by Molly at her front desk—not just for his text,
            but for his appearance at all. Off duty since the shooting, he wasn’t supposed to be back at work until next week, and that
            was if his doctor cleared him. But Lucas couldn’t stay home another day, a fact that didn’t have anything to do with the stranger
            in his bed.
         

         
         Or at least not all due to the stranger in his bed.
         

         
         He scrubbed a hand over his unshaved jaw, feeling incredibly tense, which for a guy who’d apparently gotten laid last night,
            didn’t make much sense.
         

         
         Nor did the fact that sitting on a bench outside of Hunt Investigations’ front door were two old ladies dressed up as elves.
            Knitting elves.
         

         
         The one on the left looked to be making a Christmas stocking. The one on the right was working on something too small to see.
            They smiled at him in greeting, lips coated in bright red lipstick. Left elf had a smudge of it on her teeth and her little
            elf cap seemed to quiver on top of her white hair.
         

         
         Right Elf pulled out her phone. “I just got a text from Louise,” she told Left Elf. “It says, ‘Don’t be late for work tonight,
            Santa’s turned into Grinch. SMH.’” She blinked. “What does S-M-H mean?”
         

         
         “Shaking my head,” Left Elf said.

         
         “Oh thank goodness,” Right Elf said, putting a hand to her heart. “I thought it meant Sex Might Help.”

         
         They both cackled over that before they saw Lucas.

         
         “Hello there, young man,” Left Elf said. “We were hoping you were Molly. We’ve got a problem involving a bad Santa and she
            said to meet her here.”
         

         
         “A bad Santa,” Lucas repeated, starting to wonder if maybe he was still in bed dreaming this day.

         
         “Yes, we work for him. Obviously,” Right Elf said, gesturing to herself.

         
         “You’re . . . Santa’s elves,” he said slowly. “And you work for him at . . . the North Pole?”

         
         “Right.” Left Elf snorted. “We work right here in the city like you, at the Christmas Village in Soma, in too tight costumes
            for too little money. Honey, didn’t your mama ever tell you Santa isn’t real?”
         

         
         Okay, so they didn’t believe they were real elves. That was a relief. Lucas had a great uncle who sometimes thought he was Batman, but that was only on the nights he
            drank away his social security checks with his cronies.
         

         
         “Santa promised us half of the profits,” Right Elf said. “To go to the charities of our choice. Last year we made enough to
            give big and hit up Vegas for a long weekend.”
         

         
         Left Elf nodded with a smile. “I’ve still got Elvis’s underwear from that big impersonator party we were invited to, remember,
            Liz?”
         

         
         Liz nodded. “But this year, we’re not getting anything. Santa says there aren’t any profits, that he’s barely breaking even.
            But that can’t be true because he just bought himself a brand-new Cadillac. Molly’s my neighbor, you see.”
         

         
         Lucas didn’t see at all. He was good at certain things, such as at his job of investigating and seeking out the asshats of
            the world and righting justice. He was good at taking care of his close-knit family. He was good, when he wanted to be, in
            the kitchen. And—if he said so himself—also in bed.
         

         
         But he was not good in social situations, such as those that required small talk, especially with old ladies dressed up as
            elves. “This really isn’t the sort of case that Hunt Investigations takes on,” he said.
         

         
         “But Molly said you’re an elite security and investigative firm that employs finders and fixers for hire, whoever needs them.”

         
         Not strictly true. A lot of the jobs they took on were routine; criminal, corporate and insurance investigations along with elite security
            contracts, surveillance, fraud, and corporate background checks. But some weren’t routine at all, such as forensic investigations,
            the occasional big bond bounty hunting, government contract work . . .
         

         
         Nailing a bad Santa wasn’t on the list.

         
         “Do you know when Molly might arrive?” Left Elf asked. She was looking at him even as her knitting needles continued to move
            at the speed of light. “We’ll just wait for her.”
         

         
         “I don’t know her schedule,” Lucas said. And that was the truth. Hunt Investigations was run by the biggest badass he’d ever
            met. Archer Hunt, and he employed a team that was the best of the best. Lucas was honored to be a part of that team. All of
            them, himself included, would step in front of a bullet for each other, and had.
         

         
         Literally, in his case.
         

         
         The lone woman in their midst was Molly Malone, equally fearless, though in other ways. She was the one to keep them all on
            their toes. No one would dare venture into her domain at her desk and put their hands on her stuff to check her schedule,
            but he could at least ask around. “I’ll go check her ETA,” he said and headed inside.
         

         
         He found Archer and Joe in the employee room inhaling donuts. Grabbing one for himself, he nodded to Archer and looked at
            Joe, one of Lucas’s best friends and also his work partner. “Where’s your sister?”
         

         
         Joe shrugged and went for another donut. “Not her keeper. Why?”

         
         “There’re two elves outside waiting to talk to her.”

         
         “Still?” Archer shook his head. “I told them we wouldn’t take their case.” He headed out front. Lucas followed because if
            his social niceties game was stale, Archer had zero social niceties game.
         

         
         “Ladies,” Archer said to the elves. “As I explained earlier, your case isn’t the kind of case we take on.”

         
         “Oh we heard you,” Left Elf said. “We’re just waiting for Molly. She promised to help us personally if you wouldn’t.”

         
         Archer looked pained. “Molly doesn’t take on cases here. She’s office staff.”

         
         The two elves looked at each other and then tucked away their knitting. “Fine,” Left Elf said. “We’ll just go straight to
            her at home then.”
         

         
         Archer waited until they’d gotten on the elevator before turning to Lucas. “Why are you here?”

         
         “Gee, good to see you too, boss man.”

         
         “Let me rephrase,” Archer said. “How’s your side? You know, where you have a GSW?”

         
         “It’s no longer a gunshot wound. It’s practically just a scratch now. I’m good enough to get back to work.”

         
         “Uh-huh.” Archer looked unimpressed. And . . . still pissed. Lucas had been hoping that he’d gotten himself out of the doghouse
            by now, but apparently not.
         

         
         “I didn’t get a report from your doctor clearing you,” Archer said.

         
         Lucas squelched a grimace. His doctor had told him—repeatedly—at least one more week. But he’d be dead of boredom by another week. “We’re having a minor difference in opinion.”
         

         
         “Shit.” Archer swiped a hand down his face. “You know I can’t put you back on the job until he clears you.”

         
         “If I stay home another day, I’ll lose my shit.”

         
         “It’s only been two weeks since you were shot and nearly bled out before we got you to the hospital,” Archer said. “Way too close of a call.”
         

         
         “Practically ancient history.”

         
         Archer shook his head. “Not even close. And I told you to abort. Instead, you sent the team out to safety and then you alone
            hauled ass deeper into the yacht, knowing it was on fire thanks to our asshole perps trying to sink it for the insurance payout.”
         

         
         “I went deeper because there was still someone on board,” Lucas reminded him. “Their lead suspect’s teenage kid. He’d been
            holed up and had fallen asleep watching TV. He would’ve died if I’d left him.”
         

         
         “And instead you almost did.”
         

         
         Lucas blew out a breath. They’d had this argument in the hospital. They’d had it twice since. He didn’t want to have it again.
            Especially since he wasn’t sorry he’d disobeyed a direct order. “We saved an innocent. You’d have done the same damn thing.
            So would any of us.”
         

         
         Archer looked over at Joe, who’d been silent through this entire exchange.

         
         Joe lifted a shoulder, an admission that yeah, he might’ve done the same thing. And so would Archer, and Lucas damn well knew
            it.
         

         
         “Shit,” Archer finally said. “Fine. I’ll unground you, but only for light duty until I hear from your doctor personally that
            you’re one hundred.”
         

         
         Lucas didn’t dare smile or pump a fist in triumph. “Deal.”

         
         Archer went from looking pissy to mildly amused. “You don’t know what light duty I’m going to make you do yet.”

         
         “Anything would be better than staying at home,” he said fervently.

         
         “Glad to hear you say that.” Archer jabbed a thumb at the door. “Molly’s going to want to take those elves seriously. She’s
            been asking to take on a case for months now, but our cases have all been too risky.”
         

         
         Lucas rubbed his side. Wasn’t that the damn truth. “And?”

         
         “And your ‘light duty’ job is to make sure she turns those elves down,” Archer said. “She’s not ready yet.”
         

         
         Joe nodded his agreement on that and Lucas let out a mirthless laugh. He understood why Molly’s boss might tell her not to
            take on a case, but her brother should know better. “Hello, you’ve met her, right?” Lucas asked them. “No one tells Molly
            what to do.”
         

         
         “Improvise,” Archer said, unmoved. “And keep in mind, you’re still in hot water with me. So be careful.” He looked at Joe.
            “Give us a minute.”
         

         
         Joe looked at Lucas and left the room.

         
         “You’ve got something else to say?” Lucas asked Archer.

         
         “Yeah. Don’t screw this up. And don’t sleep with her either.”

         
         Granted, Lucas had never been all that discriminating when it came to the fairer sex, but this was Molly they were talking
            about. She was the baby sister of his friend and coworker, which meant she was not on his radar. At least not during the day.
         

         
         The nights were something else altogether because there’d been more than a few times where she’d starred in his fantasies—his
            own deep, dark secret since he liked breathing. “I wouldn’t sleep with her.”
         

         
         Archer looked behind him to make sure Joe had left. “Elle and I saw you at the pub last night, flirting with her.”

         
         This had Lucas’s full attention. “What?”

         
         “Yeah, and what the hell were you thinking? You were lucky Joe was late.”

         
         He’d flirted with Molly? Was he crazy? He’d long ago learned to ignore the undercurrent of electricity between them because
            he had zero interest in mixing business and pleasure, and even less interest in hurting her.
         

         
         And he would eventually hurt her.
         

         
         Not to mention what Joe would do to him after he did. And if Joe failed in this new mission, Archer would happily finish him
            off, and they’d both have every right. But Lucas wouldn’t go there, ever. His job had come between him and The One a few times
            now, so he’d shifted his priorities. He still loved women, just not one woman—and he was good with that and who he was.
         

         
         Except . . . sometimes, like two weeks ago when he’d almost died on the job and had been forced off duty, he knew he was fooling
            himself. He’d been left feeling far more alone than he liked to admit. He looked at guys like Archer and Joe, both who’d managed
            to make love work for them just fine, and he wondered what the hell he was doing wrong.
         

         
         Drawing a deep breath, he thought of the woman in his bed two flights up. Maybe for starters, he should try to remember the
            name of the women he’d just slept with. “Trust me,” he said. “Nothing happened with Molly last night.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh.”

         
         “No, really. Apparently, I was preoccupied with someone else.”

         
         Archer went brows up. “The new brunette at the bar?” He then clapped Lucas on the shoulder. “Glad to hear you’re not going
            to have to die today.”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, when Molly finds out you’ve put me on babysitting duty, she’s going to kill us both.”

         
         “That’s why she’s not going to find out.”

         
         Lucas stared at Archer, a very bad feeling coming over him. “I’m supposed to keep it from her?”

         
         “Now you’re getting it.”

         
         Lucas didn’t know much about Molly’s past other than something bad happened to her a long time ago and she still had a limp
            from whatever it’d been. Joe had kept a tight lid on his and Molly’s rough childhood. Both brother and sister had some serious
            trust issues. He shook his head glumly. “This is worse than monitor duty.”
         

         
         “Is it worse than dying?” Archer asked mildly.

         
         Shit. Lucas went back upstairs. He needed a shower, fresh clothes, and a clear head before he faced Molly, as well as a good
            story because apparently he couldn’t tell her the truth. He hoped to hell that a long hot shower would clear his brain enough
            to come up with something believable, because something else Molly was—sharp as they came. He stalked through his bedroom,
            hit the switch on the wall and froze.
         

         
         The brunette was still in his bed.

         
         At the bright light flooding the room, she gasped and sat straight up, clutching the sheet to her chin, her hair a wild cloud
            around her face.
         

         
         And not a stranger’s face either.

         
         Molly’s face.
         

         
         Molly was in his bed and his first thought was oh shit. His second thought tumbled right on the heels of that—he was going to die today after all, slowly and painfully.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            #TheyDontKnowThatWeKnowTheyKnow

         

         Molly Malone didn’t have a lot of experience at the whole morning-after scenario. She wasn’t big on going out much, mostly
            because all she wanted to do after a long day of work was take off her work clothes, chill, and not get dressed up and go out on some date with a guy who thought that by date three he should get laid.
         

         
         Last night had been different for several reasons, one of which happened to be standing at the foot of the bed, his short,
            silky dark hair tousled; scowl on his very hot, unshaven face; hands on his lean hips. He wore rumpled cargoes and the same
            black T-shirt he’d worn last night, the one that hugged all his sinewy strength and could make a woman’s mouth water.
         

         
         But not hers. Instead she lifted her chin into his terse silence. Lucas was a man of few words. He could say more with an
            annoyed exhale than anyone she knew. “What?” she asked.
         

         
         “I’m . . . confused.”

         
         Probably not an easy admission for a guy who always knew what to do or say. But she had to admit, seeing him a little off
            his axis, something she’d bet the tough, hardened investigator rarely allowed anyone else to see, made her want to mess with
            him. Yes, sometimes she liked to live dangerously. “And you’re confused about . . . ?”
         

         
         His warm, deep brown eyes met hers, but he didn’t answer.

         
         “You didn’t seem confused last night,” she said with more bravado than she felt.

         
         He scowled. But more interestingly, he also paled. Which, considering he’d gotten his sexy bronzed skin tone from his Brazilian
            mother, was quite the feat.
         

         
         “Maybe you should tell me what happened last night,” he said.

         
         “You first. What do you remember?”

         
         “We were at the pub.” He frowned. “And then I woke in bed with you.”

         
         Oh boy. After one of Hunt’s longtime clients had shown up and had lifted his glass with “this one’s for Lucas, who saved my
            ass and my life,” he’d tossed back his drink, clearly expecting Lucas to do the same.
         

         
         Which he had.

         
         Shortly after that, Lucas’s constant sharp edge had softened, though she’d been the only one to notice. To make sure he got
            upstairs to his place safe and sound, she’d taken him herself. He’d been both a smartass and a pain in her ass as she’d bossed
            him to bed, asking if she’d been mean Nurse Ratchet in another life.
         

         
         It’d been a direct hit because she’d played the hard-ass nurse nearly all of her life to her dad. She’d had to.

         
         “Molly,” he said tightly now, clearly out of patience.

         
         Fine. He wanted to know what had happened. A recap might be fun. “Well, for starters,” she said, “you told me you had a crush
            on me.”
         

         
         “Bullshit.”

         
         Okay, fine, he hadn’t. And ouch. “You’re so sure about that?” she asked, knowing he wasn’t. He couldn’t be. By the time she’d gotten him here, he’d been
            really out of it. Having never seen him anything less than 100 percent in control of himself and everything around him, she’d
            been worried about him.
         

         
         And had been ever since he’d gotten shot two weeks ago on the job, the memory of which still made her heart clutch. According
            to Archer and Joe, Lucas had continuously denied being anything but “fine,” but there’d been shadows in his eyes last night
            and a new hollowness that she recognized.
         

         
         Deeply buried pain.

         
         Being shot had brought back some bad memories for him and no one understood that more than she.

         
         Still standing at the foot of the bed, hands on hips, his expression dialed to Not Happy, he blew out a breath. “Tell me what
            else.”
         

         
         She’d grown up in a house made of testosterone. It’d been just her dad, her brother, and herself, and she’d learned early
            on how to handle the male psyche. Her best strategy had always involved humor. “I don’t know if I should say. You look ready
            to have a mantrum.”
         

         
         He scowled. “What the hell’s a mantrum?”

         
         “It’s like a tantrum, only worse because a grown-ass man is having it.” She smiled.

         
         He did not. The muscles in his jaw ticked. “I don’t have mantrums. I want to know exactly what I said.” He paused. “And did.”

         
         So he really didn’t remember, which was both a disappointment and an opportunity. “You said, and I quote . . .” She lowered
            her voice to imitate his low base tone. “‘I’m gonna rock your world, baby.’”
         

         
         He closed his eyes and muttered something about being a dead man walking . . .

         
         But she couldn’t help noticing he didn’t doubt that he’d come onto her. Interesting. Maybe even . . . thrilling. Not that
            it changed a thing. She wasn’t interested in him, period. To be interested meant putting herself out there and being willing
            to fall. And to do those things, she had to be vulnerable.
         

         
         Not going to happen. Not ever again.

         
         Nope, at the ripe old age of nearly twenty-eight, she was done, thank you very much. Not that this stopped her from starting
            to feel a little bit insulted at Lucas’s attitude. “I’m not sure I see what the problem is,” she said.
         

         
         “Are you kidding me?” His voice was morning scratchy and sexy as hell, damn him. She could tell he hadn’t had any caffeine
            yet today.
         

         
         And neither had she. And worse, she’d not taken off her makeup the night before out of worry and stress over the man currently
            glaring at her, so she probably looked like a raccoon.
         

         
         A raccoon with really bad morning bed head.

         
         Ignoring him, she tossed back the bedding. And it was some really great bedding too. She’d need a raise from Archer before
            she could afford anything close to this quality.
         

         
         Lucas seemed to suddenly choke on his own tongue, prompting her to look down at herself. Not wanting to sleep in her one and
            only party dress, she’d . . . borrowed one of his T-shirts last night. It hit her at mid-thigh and was softer than any T-shirt she’d ever had and the truth was,
            he wasn’t going to get it back.
         

         
         “Is that my shirt?” he asked.

         
         “Yes.” The funny thing was that on the job, Lucas was the steady, unflappable, stoic one. Nothing got to him, nothing penetrated.
            He was “it’s all good” Lucas Knight. But he wasn’t all good now. He thought they’d slept together and though he was doing
            a great job at hiding it, he was freaking out.
         

         
         Craning his neck, he eyed the chair, and her dress on it. Her heels lay haphazardly on the floor, her champagne lace bra on
            top of them. Closing his eyes, he ran a hand over his scruffy jaw. “Just shoot me now.”
         

         
         She crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t remember any of it?”

         
         He paused, dropped his hand and opened his eyes on hers. “Just how much of ‘it’ was there?”
         

         
         “Wow,” she said in her best pissy tone. She had no idea what she thought she was doing poking the bear like this, but his
            clear unhappiness at the thought of them being together felt like an insult.
         

         
         “Just, please God, tell me it was all consensual,” he said, not playing. In fact, he was more serious than she’d ever seen
            him.
         

         
         Well, if he was going to go all hero-like on her . . . She sighed. “Of course the evening was entirely consensual.”

         
         He nodded and sank to the chair holding her dress.

         
         “Hey,” she said, adding temper to insulted. “I didn’t say it was bad.”
         

         
         “How about we say it didn’t happen at all?”

         
         Oh no. No way was she going to let him off the hook that easy. She arched a brow. “Or did it?” She desperately wanted to get
            off the bed and dressed, but here was the thing. In the mornings, her right leg was particularly unaccommodating. Numb from
            her knee to the top of her thigh, it always took her a long few minutes to stand up first thing. And a cane, which she kept
            by her bed and hated more than green vegetables, and she hated green vegetables a lot. The whole thing involved a lot of whimpering
            and gasping with pain as she stretched and worked and coaxed the leg into working.
         

         
         But hell if she’d do that with an audience. Pride before the fall and all that. “I think I hear your cell buzzing from the
            other room,” she said.
         

         
         “Shit.” He turned to the door, but not before pointing at her. “Don’t move.”

         
         Right. The minute he was gone, she slid out of the bed. Her right leg predictably didn’t hold and she dropped to her knees.
            “Dammit,” she whispered as nerve pain shot through her thigh in a series of bolt lightning blasts. “Dammit . . .” She grimaced
            through the cramp and slowly rose, breathing through the pain in short little pants as she’d learned to do.
         

         
         “My phone wasn’t ringing—” Lucas broke off and then he was there, right there, steadying her with hands on her hips. “You
            okay?”
         

         
         “Yes!” She shoved his hands away and tried to push his big body back too, but he was an immovable tree when he wanted to be
            and he stayed right here, supporting her until, finally dammit, she got her leg beneath her. She probably would have even
            relented and used her cane if it’d been here, not that she intended to admit it. “I’ve got this,” she muttered, stepping free,
            incredibly aware of how little she was wearing and how much he was.
         

         
         And worse, the look in his eyes didn’t have anything to do with sexy times, but pity. “I said I’m fine.”
         

         
         He lifted his hands. “I heard you, loud and clear.”

         
         “But you don’t believe it.”

         
         “Hard to when you’re pale from pain,” he said. “Sit down.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Molly,” he said in that frustrated voice again. But then he hit her with a zinger she didn’t see coming. “Please,” he said
            quietly.
         

         
         Well, hell. She sat at the foot of the bed, and the fact that she did it just before her leg gave out again was her own little
            secret.
         

         
         “There’s something I need to talk to you about,” he said very seriously.

         
         “I’m not going to rate your performance last night.”

         
         “That’s not—” He paused, his eyes sharpened. “Wait. What does that mean?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “So you’re saying I did suck.”
         

         
         She had to laugh. “Well, if you can’t remember it, how good could it really have been, right?”

         
         She was only teasing of course, but he frowned like the possibility that he hadn’t been heart-stoppingly amazing had never
            crossed his mind until that very moment. “What did you want to talk about?” she asked.
         

         
         Still looking distracted, he shook his head. “Two elves were waiting on you at the office this morning.”

         
         She raised a brow. “Are you still drunk?”

         
         “No, really. It was your neighbor and a friend. They were talking about their bad Santa.”

         
         “Mrs. Berkowitz,” she said, remembering. “She’s been working at a small pop-up Christmas village in Soma and thinks there’s
            something nefarious going on.”
         

         
         “You can’t take this case on, Molly. You’ve got to turn her down.”

         
         She raised her eyebrows. “I know you didn’t just tell me what to do. Even if we did sleep together.”

         
         She meant him to react to that and he did, with a grimace. “Okay, first, this”—he waggled a finger between them—“didn’t happen.”
         

         
         “And you’re so sure about that, are you?” she asked.

         
         Assuming by the way his mouth opened and then closed, he wasn’t sure of anything right about now. Now that they were both
            irritated, she got up again and dammit. Dammit, her leg still hurt. She paused, but didn’t see any way around letting him
            see her limp over to her clothes.
         

         
         But for the record, she hated it.

         
         Incredibly aware of his quiet gaze on her as she moved, she didn’t look at him. This was why she didn’t do morning afters. Well that and morning breath.
         

         
         “Do you wake up like this every morning?” he asked quietly.

         
         “No. I usually wake up with a good attitude, but then idiots happen.”

         
         “I meant your leg,” he said, ignoring her outburst. “You’re hurting.”

         
         She sighed. Honestly, she was always hurting. “I’m fine.” She stepped into her dress and pulled it up under his T-shirt, working like a trapeze artist to not
            flash him as she got it into place. Leaving his T-shirt on—she was so keeping it—she moved to the door. “Gotta go.”
         

         
         “Wait.” He caught her at the door. “About last night.”

         
         “I know. You don’t want it broadcasted blah blah.”

         
         “Whatever happened last night,” he said, eyes very intense. “It can’t happen again.”

         
         Something deep inside her quivered in . . . disappointment? And here was the thing. She knew what had happened last night.
            Nothing. But it still made her mad, so she snorted. “Don’t worry. With lines like ‘I’m gonna rock your world, baby,’ it most
            definitely won’t happen again.”
         

         
         He started to nod, but stopped. Winced. “Did I—Shit.” He stared down at his work boots for a moment before meeting her gaze again, his disarmingly concerned. “I made it good
            for you, right?”
         

         
         Her every single erogenous zone got a little wiggly at the thought, which annoyed the hell out of her. She shrugged.

         
         He looked horrified. “I didn’t?”

         
         The truth was, if he set his mind to it, she had no doubt he could make it good for her without even trying. Not that he was going to ever get the chance. Yes he was smart, resourceful, confident, and incredibly
            quick-witted. On the job, he was doggedly aggressive with razor sharp instincts that rarely failed him, things that no doubt
            suited him in bed as well—and the women lucky enough to be there with him. All very sexy, attractive traits in a man . . .
            for a normal woman.
         

         
         But she wasn’t normal. So she gave him one last vague smile and reached for the door.

         
         He put a hand flat on the wood, holding it closed.

         
         “Move,” she said.

         
         “You’re still wearing my shirt.”

         
         And if she wore it to work, everyone would know they spent the night together. She yanked it off, threw it at him and tugged
            open the door.
         

         
         “Molly.”

         
         There was a touch of exasperation in his voice, and also possibly regret. Since both made her want to punch him, she kept
            going.
         

         
         “The elves,” he said to her back. “The bad Santa case. Tell me you’re not taking it on.”

         
         “I can’t tell you that, since I’m no longer talking to you.” She made her way down the stairs and to the courtyard, walking
            past the pet shop, the office supply shop, and the new day spa, heading right for The Canvas Shop. One of the people who worked
            there, Sadie, had given Molly her one and only tattoo, and a friendship had been born of the experience.
         

         
         Sadie waved at her. She wasn’t alone. Ivy was with her. Ivy operated the taco truck on the street along the back of the building.
            Like Molly, Ivy sometimes ducked into The Canvas Shop for some calm sanity, which Sadie always provided along with a side
            of sarcasm.
         

         
         Both women had become new friends even if it felt like they’d known each other forever.

         
         “How’s things?” Molly asked.

         
         “Given that it’s a work day . . .” Ivy shrugged. She hopped down off of the counter and headed to the door. “Try to have a
            good one!” she called back before vanishing.
         

         
         “And you?” Molly asked Sadie.

         
         Sadie gazed at the shop’s small Christmas tree, under which were a nice stack of wrapped presents, and sighed. “Well, none
            of the gifts with my name on them have barked yet, which is disappointing . . .” She took in Molly’s appearance and her eyes
            widened. “Whoa. Wait a minute. You were wearing those same clothes when I last saw you. Yesterday. Am I witnessing the rarest
            of creatures, Molly Malone making the never before seen Morning Walk of Shame?”
         

         
         Molly grimaced.

         
         And Sadie grinned. “Yay, Christmas came early for me. Did all your parts still remember how to work?”

         
         “Okay, it’s not what it looks like.”

         
         “Bummer,” Sadie said.

         
         “Can I borrow your shower?”

         
         “Absolutely,” Sadie said, nodding so that her jet black hair, streaked with purple, flew around her face. “And in exchange
            for the deets, I’ll even throw in some clothes.”
         

         
         This was a good deal because Sadie had amazing clothes. Today she was in a pretty flowy top, skintight jeans, and some seriously
            kickass ankle boots that would have had Molly drooling if she wasn’t already completely thrown over the night and morning
            she’d just had. “No deets,” she said firmly. “But I’ll buy you a coffee and muffin from the coffee shop on my first break
            if you have Advil.”
         

         
         Sadie pulled a small bottle from her purse. “Welcome to adulthood, where having Home Advil and Purse Advil is everything.
            Who was he?”
         

         
         “Who?”

         
         Sadie rolled her eyes and Molly sighed. “I’m not telling.”

         
         Sadie cocked her head and studied her. “Lucas.”

         
         “What the actual hell,” Molly said.

         
         Sadie’s eyes nearly popped out of her head. “Are you serious? I’m right?” She laughed with sheer delight. “Nice choice,” she
            said approvingly.
         

         
         “No. No, he’s not a ‘nice’ choice, or any choice,” Molly said. “He’s . . .”

         
         “Hot?” Sadie inquired.

         
         Well, okay, yes.

         
         “Perfect?” Sadie asked.

         
         “No,” Molly said quickly. “Not perfect.”
         

         
         “Good,” Sadie said. “‘The One’ should never be perfect.”

         
         “And he’s not The One either,” Molly said. “That’s absurd.” For many, many reasons, not the least being that while Lucas was
            incredibly serious on the job, off the job he was . . . not. He joked around nonstop and women tended to flock to that charming
            flirt thing he had down pat. But not her.
         

         
         Never her.

         
         She had . . . trust issues with that kind of guy, big-time.

         
         “Okay,” Sadie said, nodding. “You’re not ready for The One. Make him The One for a night then. Before someone else comes along
            and snags him up.”
         

         
         Molly opened her mouth and then shut it, afraid to let anything out. Such as how much she hated the idea of Lucas sleeping
            with another woman. Which wasn’t a comfortable realization at all. Get over it, she told herself firmly, and fast.
         

         
         By the time she walked into Hunt’s office twenty minutes later, she’d lost her amusement for the game of letting Lucas think
            they’d slept together. Mrs. Berkowitz was no longer waiting on her, but a million other things were, including a battle with
            Hunt’s health insurance company over some of the coverage from Lucas’s medical care.
         

         
         Normally, she loved her job. There hadn’t been money for her to go to college, and her plan to get a track and field scholarship
            had died when she’d wrecked her leg. Out of desperation she’d gone into admin work while Joe had been away in the military.
            She’d moved around a bit, gathering skills, until Joe had come home and landed at Hunt Investigations, bringing her into the
            fold as well.
         

         
         But after two years behind the front desk, she wanted more. She’d begged Archer to let her also take on the background checks
            and research that overloaded his men, and he’d been all too happy to comply. She’d kicked ass too, providing them with superior
            intel all year. Yeah, they had their resident IT person—Lucas himself—but she could be just as good as him with some training.
         

         
         Probably.

         
         In any case, she’d loved getting a foot in the investigative door, but instead of satisfying her, she only craved more.

         
         She wanted to go out in the field.

         
         Archer had told her point-blank that while she had a brilliant mind and he was grateful for it, he couldn’t let her get hurt.
            Joe had been far less diplomatic, flatly refusing to discuss it with her. And that’s when she’d realized that when they looked
            at her they didn’t see brilliant investigation work, they saw vulnerability and weakness. And she got it. Appearance made
            a strong impression, and her physical appearance suggested weakness, not strength.
         

         
         There was nothing she could do about that but prove them wrong.

         
         “Need you to fax us the paperwork,” the insurance guy said in her ear after being on hold for thirty minutes. “I told you
            this already, last week.”
         

         
         “Right,” Molly said. “I’ll just jump into my DeLorean and drive back to 1987 to get my fax machine. Can’t I just scan you
            the pages?”
         

         
         “We don’t accept scans. They must be faxed or snail-mailed.”

         
         She needed more caffeine for this, and after her call, she hit up the staff room, where she came face-to-face with Archer.
            She pointed at him. “You turned away those two sweet little old ladies who needed your help.”
         

         
         “We don’t take those kinds of cases.”

         
         She glared at him. “You mean old people cases?”

         
         In typical Archer fashion, he refused to engage. “We’re booked up solid for the next five months. I don’t have the manpower
            available.”
         

         
         “Or the interest?”

         
         Archer didn’t sigh, but he looked like he wanted to. “Look, I know you’re bored. I know you want to do more. I get it. I’m
            working on it. But I’m not going to throw you into things without the proper training and field experience before you’re ready.
            You’ll eventually get a caseload of your own. I promise you that, but when it’s right. Okay?”
         

         
         She sighed. “Okay.”

         
         “You’re a valuable part of this company, Molly. I’m not just placating you here. All I’m asking for is a little patience on
            your end until you’re ready.”
         

         
         “Are you sure it’s not the other way around? That you’re not ready for me?”

         
         At that, she got a rare smile and a low laugh. “The world isn’t ready for you.” Archer let his smile fade. “But they will
            be, and when things happen, you’ll be prepared, and safe because of it.”
         

         
         “And in the meantime?”

         
         “I’m bringing you in on two new cases where we need your research and intel. They’re in your in-box waiting on you.”

         
         She knew this was a bone, but she’d take it. And though she appreciated the vote of confidence, she was having trouble accessing
            her patience. Especially when she ran into Joe a few minutes later.
         

         
         “You’re not taking on any cases,” her brother said flatly while stuffing a huge sandwich down his throat. He’d just come in
            from a takedown that had involved the entire team and he had three minutes before he had to head back out again for surveillance
            on another job.
         

         
         His job rocked, dammit. “I think I have a right to do whatever job I want to do,” she said coolly.

         
         Joe sighed and put down his sandwich. A rare occurrence, letting go of his food, signaling he was very serious. “Molly, listen
            to me. I can’t think of you in this job that I do, in the thick of it, with the constant danger.”
         

         
         “And yet you do it. Do you think I don’t worry? Or that Kylie doesn’t?” she asked, referring to Joe’s better half.
         

         
         “I just don’t want you to get hurt,” he said stubbornly.

         
         The unspoken word being again. Because they both knew what he was really referring to, which was the one time she’d been involved in his world and she’d nearly died. She still carried the scars,
            inside and out.
         

         
         He blamed himself.

         
         But she did not. “Look,” she said softly, wanting to make him understand and end this discussion once and for all. “I’m smart.
            I’m resourceful. I’m resilient.”
         

         
         He nodded his agreement, which warmed her just a little bit. “All things I learned from you,” she said and squeezed his hand,
            smiling at the look of surprise on his face. “You’ve always taken care of me, Joe. Always,” she repeated fiercely. “And I’m thankful and grateful for it. But I’m good, okay? I’m better than good. And it’s time for
            you to let me go, to let me make my own decisions.”
         

         
         “I don’t know if I can,” he admitted. “But I’ll try.”

         
         “Try real hard,” she suggested.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            #BadSanta

         

         By the time Molly got home that evening, she was completely done in. She lived in Outer Sunset, about twenty minutes from
            work on a good day with no traffic.
         

         
         But there was always traffic.

         
         When she walked up the few steps to her apartment building, she found three elves waiting for her.

         
         Seemed they’d multiplied.

         
         The shortest elf was Mrs. Berkowitz, her neighbor. The other elf was Mrs. White, Mrs. Berkowitz’s knitting partner. Molly
            had never seen Elf Number Three before, who was younger than the other two by a good decade. “Evening, ladies,” Molly said,
            getting her first real smile of the day. “Looking good.”
         

         
         “Thank you, dear,” Mrs. Berkowitz said. “But your boss said he wouldn’t take our case.”

         
         “I know. I heard. I’m sorry—”

         
         “We really need your help. Santa’s stealing from us.”

         
         Molly leaned against her porch railing. “You know for a fact that he’s actually stealing?”

         
         “Yes. He’s saying there aren’t any profits to pay us from, but he has money. Bingo alone brings it in, I’ve seen the piles
            of cash. We need your help,” she said so earnestly that her little elf ears quivered.
         

         
         Molly looked over at Mrs. White, who nodded. And then Elf Number Three.

         
         “That’s Janet,” Mrs. Berkowitz said of the sweet-looking, softly rounded woman. “She heard us talking about the money and
            wants to join the cause.”
         

         
         “The cause?” Molly repeated.

         
         “Yes, the Santa Claus cause,” Mrs. Berkowitz said with a straight face. “We worked hard all year. We won’t stand for being
            ripped off, it’s not right.”
         

         
         If true, it wasn’t right at all. The men in her life might not understand her need to step in, but they should. It’d been
            from them that she’d learned to do the morally right thing even when no one else believed. “We’ll get to the bottom of this,”
            she promised.
         

         
         Mrs. Berkowitz looked relieved. “Oh, thank you, we so appreciate it. And of course we want to pay you, but until we can get
            our hands on our money—”
         

         
         “It’s okay,” Molly said. “I’m not officially an investigator anyway. But if we get to the bottom of this case, I might be
            able to convince my boss to let me be one, so see, we’re helping each other.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” Mrs. Berkowitz said fervently. “You’re a godsend.”

         
         Several hours later, Molly sat in her bed staring at her laptop. She’d researched the Christmas village, the owners, and the
            bingo hall. The hall itself was leased by the same company that leased the adjoining lot and parking area for the Christmas
            village. St. Michael’s Bingo. Near as she could tell, in spite of the company’s name, it wasn’t affiliated with a church or
            specific charity. And Mrs. Berkowitz had been right. According to Yelp ratings and other reviews, it did appear that bingo
            brought in lots of business and was extremely popular.
         

         
         So why hadn’t Santa been able to pay his elves?

         
         And why couldn’t she find the names of the people associated with running St. Michael’s Bingo? The website was one page consisting
            of nothing more than a pic of the village with their hours and address listed. No contact, no number.
         

         
         Molly called Mrs. Berkowitz. “Who runs the village and the bingo hall?”

         
         “Santa.”

         
         Molly rubbed the spot between her eyes. “Does Santa have a name?”

         
         “Santa.”

         
         Molly had to laugh. “The guy who puts on the Santa suit. What’s his name?”

         
         “Oh. We call him Crazy Nick.”

         
         “As in . . . St. Nicolas?” Molly asked.

         
         “No, as in Crazy Nick.”

         
         Okay, she’d bite. “What makes him crazy?”

         
         “Well, he’s had four wives, for one. And they all work for him even though they hate him. That’s what makes him crazy. He’s
            always grumpy. If I had four ex-wives, I don’t think I’d want them working for me.”
         

         
         “Does Crazy Nick have a last name?” Molly asked.

         
         “Probably, but I don’t know it. I could ask one of his exes for you on my next shift. But I’ve gotta go, dear. Jeopardy’s on.”
         

         
         Molly disconnected. She needed to dig deeper, but for that she needed her work computer and superior programs. Telling herself
            she’d get up early, she went to bed.
         

         
         And dreamed of warm, deep brown eyes the color of her favorite thing in the world—chocolate. She dreamed of a wicked smile
            to go with, and hands that had pulled her close, but not to sleep . . .
         

         
          

         The next afternoon, Lucas was dividing his time between peering out through his binoculars and eyeing the screen of his tablet,
            which was streaming a live feed from the bugged building they were surveilling. He was doing his damnedest to concentrate
            on the job instead of how cruel life was that he’d slept with Molly but couldn’t remember a single minute of it.
         

         
         Was her body as warm and curvy as it seemed in those sexy business dresses she always wore?

         
         And what did she wear underneath? Lace? Silk? He had absolutely zero preference; he loved any of it. Had she slowly stripped
            out of everything and then run her hands all over his body? Had he gotten his mouth on hers? Did she taste as good as he imagined
            she would—
         

         
         “It’s effing hot in here,” Joe muttered.

         
         Since the guy had been complaining for hours, Lucas didn’t respond. Especially because it was hot in here.
         

         
         “I’m hungry,” Joe said.

         
         Lucas lowered the binoculars and pulled out an earbud of his headset. “Anything else?”

         
         “My ass is numb.”

         
         “And you want me to what exactly?” Lucas asked.

         
         “Just saying,” Joe muttered and blew out a breath. “We’ve been here forever.”

         
         Here, being the inside of a surveillance van. They were an hour north of San Francisco
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