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            To the best readers on the planet—romance readers!

            I’m grateful to each one of you every single day.

            Happy Reading! XOXO!
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            #LifeIsLikeABoxOfChocolates

         

         Kylie Masters watched him walk into her shop like he owned it while simultaneously pretending not to notice him. A tricky
            balancing act that she’d gotten good at. Problem was, like it or not, her attention was caught and captured by the six-foot,
            leanly muscled, scowling guy now standing directly in front of her, hands shoved in his pockets, body language clearly set
            to Frustrated Male.
         

         
         She sighed, gave up the ridiculous pretense of being engrossed by her phone, and looked up. She was supposed to smile and
            ask how she could help him. That’s what they all did when it was their turn to work the front counter at Reclaimed Woods.
            They were to show potential clients their custom-made goods when what they really wanted was to be in the back workshop making
            their own individual projects. Kylie’s specialty was dining room sets, which meant she wore a thick apron and goggles to protect
            herself and was perpetually covered in sawdust.
         

         
         And she did mean covered in sawdust. Wood flakes dusted her hair and stuck to her exposed arms, and if she’d been wearing any makeup today, they’d
            have been stuck to her face as well. In short, she was not looking how she wanted to be looking while facing this man again.
            Not even close. “Joe,” she said in careful greeting.
         

         
         He gave her a single head nod.

         
         Okay, so he wasn’t going to talk first. Fine. She’d be the grown-up today. “What can I do for you?” she asked, fairly certain
            he wasn’t here to shop for furniture. He wasn’t exactly the domesticated type.
         

         
         Joe ran a hand through his hair so that the military short, dark, silky strands stood straight up. He wore a black T-shirt
            stretched over broad shoulders, loose over tight abs, untucked over cargos that emphasized his mile-long legs. He was built
            like the soldier he’d been not too long ago, as if keeping fit was his job—which, given what he did for a living, it absolutely
            was. He shoved his mirrored sunglasses to the top of his head, revealing ice blue eyes that could be hard as stone when working,
            but she knew that they could also soften when he was amused, aroused, or having fun. He was none of those three things at
            the moment.
         

         
         “I need a birthday present for Molly,” he said.

         
         Molly was his sister, and from what Kylie knew of the Malone family, they were close. Everyone knew this and adored the both
            of them. Kylie herself adored Molly.
         

         
         She did not adore Joe.
         

         
         “Okay,” she said. “What do you want to get for her?”

         
         “She made me a list.” Joe pulled the list written in Molly’s neat scrawl from one of his many cargo pants pockets.

         
         
            Bday wishlist:

            
               	—Puppies. (Yes, plural!)

               
               	—Shoes. I lurve shoes. Must be as hot as Elle’s.
               

               
               	—$$$

               
               	—Concert tickets to Beyoncé.

               
               	—A release from the crushing inevitability of death.

               
               	—The gorgeous wooden inlay mirror made by Kylie.

               
            

         

         “It’s not her birthday for a while,” Joe said as Kylie read the list. “But she told me the mirror’s hanging behind the counter,
            and I didn’t want it to be sold before I could buy it.” His sharp blue eyes searched the wall behind her. “That one,” he said,
            pointing to an intricately wood-lined mirror that Kylie had indeed made. “She says she fell in love with it. Not all that
            surprising since your work’s amazing.”
         

         
         Kylie did her best to keep this from making her glow with pleasure. She and Joe had known each other casually for the year
            that they’d both been working in this building. Until two nights ago, they’d never done anything but annoy each other. So
            that he thought of her as amazing was news to her. “I didn’t know you were even aware of my work.”
         

         
         Instead of answering, his eyes narrowed at the price tag hanging off the mirror, and he let out a low whistle.

         
         “I don’t get to set the prices here,” she said, irritating herself with her defensive tone. She had no idea why she let him
            drive her so crazy with little to no effort on his part, but she did her best to not examine the reasons for this.
         

         
         Ever.

         
         Joe had been Special Ops and still had most of his skills, skills he used on his job at an investigation and securities firm
            upstairs, where he was, for the lack of a better term, a professional finder and fixer. He was a calm and impenetrable badass
            on the job, and a calm, impenetrable smartass off it. On the worst of days, he made her feel like a seesaw. On the best of
            days, he made her feel things she liked to shove deep, deep down, because going there with him would be like jumping out of a plane—thrilling, exciting . . . and then certain dismemberment
            and death.
         

         
         While she was thinking about this and other things she shouldn’t be thinking, Joe was eyeballing the opened box of chocolates
            on the counter, which a client had brought in earlier. A little card said Help Yourself! and his gaze locked in on the last Bordeaux—her favorite. She’d been saving it as a reward if she made it all day without
            wanting to strangle anyone.
         

         
         Mission failed. “It’ll go right to your hips,” she warned.

         
         He met her eyes, his own amused. “You worried about my body, Kylie?”

         
         She used the excuse to look him over. Not exactly a hardship. He was lean, solid muscle. Rumors were that he’d done some MMA
            fighting right after his service and she believed it. He was perfect and they both knew it. “I didn’t want to mention it,”
            she said, “but I think you’re starting to get a spare tire.”
         

         
         “Is that right?” He cocked his head, eyes amused. “A spare tire, huh? Anything else?”

         
         “Welllllll . . . maybe a little junk in the trunk.”

         
         He out-and-out grinned at that, the cocky bastard. “Then maybe we should share the chocolate,” he said and offered the Bordeaux to her, bringing it up to her lips.
         

         
         Against her better judgment, she took a bite, resisting the urge to also sink her teeth into his fingers.

         
         With a soft laugh that told her he’d read her mind, he popped the other half into his own mouth and then licked some melted
            chocolate off his thumb with a suctioning sound that went straight to her nipples, which was super annoying. It was February and blistery outside but suddenly she was warm. Very warm.
         

         
         “So,” he said when he’d swallowed. “The mirror. I’ll take it.” Reaching into yet another mystery pocket, he pulled out a credit
            card. “Wrap it up.”
         

         
         “You can’t have it.”

         
         At this, he studied her with a hint of surprise, like maybe he’d never been told no before in his life.

         
         And hell, looking like he did, he probably hadn’t been.

         
         “Okay,” he said. “I get it. It’s because I never called, right?”

         
         She pushed his hand—and the credit card in it—away. But not before she felt the heat and the easy strength of him, both of
            which only further annoyed her. “Wrong,” she said. “Not everything’s about you, Joe.”
         

         
         “True. This is clearly about us,” he said. “And that kiss.”
         

         
         Oh hell no. He didn’t just bring it up like that, like it was some throwaway event. She pointed to the door. “Get out.”

         
         He just smiled. And didn’t get out.

         
         Dammit. She’d grounded herself from thinking about that kiss. That one drunken, very stupid kiss that haunted her dreams and
            way too many waking moments as well. But it all flooded back to her now, releasing a bunch of stupid endorphins and everything.
            She inhaled a deep breath, locked her knees and her heart, and mentally tossed away the key. “What kiss?”
         

         
         He gave her a get real look.
         

         
         “Oh, that kiss.” She shrugged nonchalantly as she reached for her water bottle. “I barely remember it.”
         

         
         “Funny,” he said in a voice of pure sin. “Cuz it rocked my world.”

         
         She choked on her water, coughing and sputtering. “The mirror’s still not for sale,” she finally managed to wheeze out, wiping
            her mouth.
         

         
         I rocked his world?

         
         His warm, amused gaze met hers, going smoky and dangerously charismatic. “I could change your mind.”

         
         “On the mirror or the kiss?” she asked before she could stop herself.

         
         “Either. Both.”

         
         She had no doubt. “The mirror’s already sold,” she said. “The new owner’s coming for it today.”

         
         The buyer just happened to be Spence Baldwin, who owned the building in which they stood. The Pacific Pier Building, to be
            exact, one of the oldest in the Cow Hollow District of San Francisco. Since the building housed an eclectic mix of businesses
            on the first and second floors, and residential apartments on the third and fourth floors, all built around a cobblestone
            courtyard with a fountain that had been there back in the days when there’d still been actual cows in Cow Hollow, the entire
            place went a lot like the song—everyone knew everyone’s name.
         

         
         In any case, Spence had bought the mirror for his girlfriend, Colbie, not that Kylie was going to tell Joe that. For one thing,
            Spence and Joe were good friends and Spence might let Joe have the mirror.
         

         
         And though she didn’t know why, Kylie didn’t want Joe to have it. Okay, so she did know why. Things came easy to Joe. Good
            looking, exciting job . . . hell, life came easy to him.
         

         
         “I’ll commission a new one,” Joe said, still looking unconcerned. “You can make another just like it, right?”

         
         Yes, and normally a commissioned piece would be a thrill. Kylie wasn’t all that established yet and could certainly use the
            work. But instead of being excited, she felt . . . unsettled. Because if she agreed to the job, there’d be ongoing contact.
            Conversations.
         

         
         And here was the thing—she didn’t trust him. No, that wasn’t right. She didn’t trust herself with him. I rocked his world? Because he’d sent hers spinning and the truth was, it’d take no effort at all to once again end up glued to him at the lips.
            “I’m sorry, but maybe you can get Molly . . .” she eyed the list again “ . . . puppies.”
         

         
         And speaking of puppies, just then from the back room came a high-pitched bark. Vinnie was up from his nap. Next came the
            pitter-patter of paws scrambling. At the doorway between the shop and the showroom, he skidded to a stop and lifted a paw,
            poking at the empty air in front of his face.
         

         
         Not too long ago, her undersized rescue pup had run face-first into a glass door. So now he went through this pantomime routine
            at every doorway he came to. And she did mean every doorway. Poor Vinnie had PTSD, and she was his emotional support human.
         

         
         When Vinnie was thoroughly satisfied that there was no hidden glass to run into, he was off and galloping again, a dark brown
            blur skidding around the corner of the counter like a cat on linoleum. He was half French bulldog and half Muppet, and no
            one had ever told him that he was under a foot tall and twelve pounds soaking wet. He actually thought he was the big man
            on campus, and he smiled the whole way as he ran straight for Kylie, tongue lolling out the side of his mouth, drool dribbling
            in his wake.
         

         
         Heart melting, Kylie started to bend to reach for him, but he flew right by her.

         
         Joe had squatted low, hands held out for the dog, who never so much as glanced over at Kylie as he took a flying leap into
            Joe’s waiting arms. Arms that she knew were warm and strong and gave great hugs, dammit.
         

         
         Man and pup straightened, rubbing faces together for a moment while Kylie did her best not to melt. Like most French bulldogs’,
            Vinnie’s expression often read glum. She called it his RBF—resting bitch face. But he was actually the opposite of glum, and
            the mischievous, comical, amiable light in his eyes revealed that.
         

         
         “Hey, little man,” Joe murmured, flashing that killer smile of his at her pup, who was valiantly attempting to lick his face
            off. Joe laughed and the sound caused an answering tug from deep inside Kylie, which was maddening.
         

         
         She had no idea what was up with her hormones lately, but luckily they weren’t in charge. Her brain was. And her brain wasn’t
            interested in Joe, excellent kisser or not. See, she had a long history with his kind—fast, wild, fun, and . . . dangerous. Not her own personal history, but her mother’s, and she refused to be the apple who fell too close to the tree.
         

         
         “I’ll pay extra,” Joe said, still loving up on Vinnie to the dog’s utter delight. “To commission a new mirror.”

         
         “It doesn’t work like that,” she said. “I’ve got jobs in front of you, jobs I have to finish on a schedule. A mirror I haven’t
            yet even started isn’t for sale.”
         

         
         “Everything’s for sale,” Joe said.

         
         And how well she knew it. Shaking her head, she reached beneath the front counter, pulled a miniature tennis ball from her
            bag, and waved it in front of Vinnie, who began to try to swim through the air to get to the ball.
         

         
         “Cheater,” Joe chastened mildly, but obligingly set Vinnie down. The dog immediately snorted in excitement and raced to Kylie,
            quickly going through his entire repertoire of tricks without pause, sitting, offering a paw to shake, lying down, rolling
            over . . .
         

         
         “Cute,” Joe said. “Does he fetch?”

         
         “Of course.” But truthfully, fetch wasn’t Vinnie’s strong suit. Grunting, farting, or snoring—these were his strong suits. He also often went off the rails with no warning, zooming around a room in a frantic sprint until
            he started panting and then passed out. But he did not fetch, not that she’d admit it. “Vinnie, fetch,” she said hopefully
            and tossed the ball a few feet away.
         

         
         The dog gave a bark of sheer joy and gamely took off, his short bowlegs churning up the distance. But as always, stopping
            was a problem and he overshot the ball. Overcorrecting to make the sharp turn, he careened right into a wall. He made a strong
            recovery though and went back for the ball.
         

         
         Not that he returned it to Kylie. Nope. With the mini–tennis ball barely fitting in his mouth, Vinnie padded quickly into
            the back, presumably bringing his new treasure to his crate.
         

         
         “Yeah, he’s great at fetch,” Joe said with a straight face.

         
         “We’re still working on it,” she said just as a man came out from the back, joining them at the counter.

         
         Gib was her boss, her friend, and her very longtime crush—though he knew only about the first two since dating her boss had
            never seemed like a smart idea—not that he’d ever asked her out or anything. He owned Reclaimed Woods and Kylie owed a lot
            to him. He’d hired her on here when she’d decided to follow in her grandpa’s footsteps and become a woodworker. Gib gave her
            a chance to make a name for herself. He was a good guy and everything she’d ever wanted in a man—kind, patient, sweet.
         

         
         In other words, Joe’s polar opposite.

         
         “Problem?” Gib asked.

         
         “Just trying to make a purchase,” Joe said, nodding to the mirror.

         
         Gib looked at Kylie. “Told you it was remarkable.”

         
         It was pretty rare for Gib to hand out a compliment, and she felt her chest warm with surprise and pleasure. “Thanks.”

         
         He nodded and squeezed her hand in his, momentarily rendering her incapacitated because . . . he was touching her. He never touched her. “But the mirror’s not available,” he said to Joe.
         

         
         “Yeah,” Joe said, although his gaze didn’t leave Kylie’s. “I’m getting that.”

         
         Suddenly there was an odd and unfamiliar beat of tension in the air, one Kylie wasn’t equipped to translate. Because her parents
            were teens when she was born, she’d been primarily raised by her grandpa. She’d learned unusual skills for a little girl,
            like how to operate a planer and joiner without losing any fingers, and how to place bets at the horse races. She’d also grown
            up into a quiet introvert, an old soul. She didn’t open up easily and as a result, not once in her entire life had two guys
            been interested in her at the same time. In fact, for long stretches of time, there’d been zero guys interested.
         

         
         So to have that bone-melting kiss with Joe still messing with her head and now Gib suddenly showing interest after . . . well,
            years, she felt like a panicked teenager. A sweaty, panicked teenager. She jabbed a finger toward the back. “I’ve, um . . . gotta
            get to work,” she said and bailed like she was twelve years old instead of twenty-eight.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            #IfYouBuildItHeWillCome

         

         Out of sight of both Joe and Gib, Kylie leaned back against the workshop door and put her hands to her hot face. Good going. Way to be cool.
         

         
         “What’s wrong?” asked Morgan, a new hire and a part-time apprentice to Gib. After a few missteps with the law, Morgan had
            recently turned her life around, and though she had no woodworking experience, she seemed eager enough to learn.
         

         
         “Nothing,” Kylie muttered. “I didn’t say anything.”

         
         “No, but you moaned a little.”

         
         Kylie sighed and poured herself a huge mug of coffee from a sideboard against one wall where they kept caffeine and, if they
            were very, very lucky, sometimes snacks. “You want to know what’s wrong? Men. Men are what’s wrong with life.”
         

         
         Morgan’s laugh said she agreed as she went back to hand-sanding some teak for a project of Gib’s. Other than that, the shop
            was quiet. There were two other woodworkers who were employed here as well, but neither was in today, leaving the big, cavernous
            workshop feeling peaceful and calm.
         

         
         Typically, Kylie spent long stretches of hours at a time in here. For her, it represented home and comfort in more ways than
            one. But even standing at her workbench in front of several ongoing projects and her tools, with Vinnie asleep clutching his
            ball at her feet, she was short on comfort today. Shaking it off, she started up her joiner and went to work on the mahogany
            slab she was making into a tabletop.
         

         
         Gib stepped through the doorway, looking big and brawny from all the physical labor of his work. He had a handsome face that
            made women sigh and Kylie had never been immune, not even when they’d been young. He gestured for her to turn off the machine.
            “What was that about?” he asked.
         

         
         “What was what about?”

         
         “That vibe out there,” he said with a jerk of his chin to the front room. “Something going on between you and Joe?”

         
         “No. No, of course not,” she said. Flustered and needing something to do with her hands, she poured herself yet another mug
            of coffee while Gib studied her.
         

         
         Having known him since she was in middle school, she could interpret his every expression. He was male, which meant he had
            only a few. Happy-mode, hungry-mode, sports-mode, work-mode, and pissed-off-mode. That was it, his entire repertoire. She
            knew he had a lust mode as well, although she’d never seen it aimed at her. But at the moment, his expression was new and
            completely unreadable to her.
         

         
         “I’m barbecuing after work,” he finally said. “You should come.”

         
         She stared at him in shock. “You want me to come over to your house for dinner?”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         Yeah, why not? She’d waited so long for him to ask her out, she didn’t quite know what to do with herself. She glanced at Morgan, who sent
            her a surreptitious thumbs-up.
         

         
         “So?” Gib asked. “You’ll be there?”

         
         “Sure,” she said, trying for his same casual tone. “Sounds nice, thanks.”

         
         He nodded and moved off to his workstation, where he was making a shelving unit that looked like an actual oak tree. His creations
            were gorgeous and becoming more and more sought after. He was living his dream, just as Kylie’s grandpa had taught him when
            Gib had apprenticed under him.
         

         
         Trying to do the same thing, she turned away and busied herself with her tabletop. She was making it for one of Gib’s clients,
            since he’d been kind enough to refer the customer to her. Hours later, she resurfaced and realized it was six o’clock and
            she was the last one in the shop. She vaguely recalled Gib and Morgan leaving an hour earlier and waving them off.
         

         
         Alone, she went through the end-of-the-day routine, locking up, tucking Vinnie and his toys back into his carrier to lug everything
            up front. Her last stop on the way out the door was the shelf beneath the front counter to grab her purse, which had somehow
            tipped over and spilled onto the floor. Crouching low, she scooped everything back into the bag, freezing when she realized
            something was missing.
         

         
         Her penguin. It was a three-inch-high wood carving that had been beautifully and lovingly handmade by her grandpa years ago,
            and was in fact the only thing she had of him. She kept it with her at all times because, silly as it felt to admit, it was
            her good luck charm. As long as she had the penguin, the last tie to her grandpa, everything would be okay.
         

         
         But it was gone. Even just thinking it had her breath hitching as she searched the entire shop, top to bottom. Nothing. With
            an odd sense of panic clogging her throat, she called Gib. He hadn’t seen it. She called Morgan. She called Greg and Ramon,
            the other two artists who worked at the shop. No one had seen her penguin. She called Gib again. “It’s nowhere.”
         

         
         “Maybe you just set it down somewhere and forgot,” he said in a rational tone.

         
         “No. I know where I left it,” she insisted. “I had it in my purse, but now it’s gone.”

         
         “It’ll show up tomorrow,” he said. “Maybe with that slide rule of mine you lost last week.”

         
         Frustration choked her. “You’re not taking me seriously.”

         
         “I am,” he insisted. “I’m just in the middle of getting things ready for the barbecue, making my world-famous kabobs. For
            you. So get your cute ass over here.”
         

         
         Okay, now this should have made her day. He thought her ass was cute????? But she’d have to obsess over that later. Much later. “Gib, I
            think someone stole the penguin.”
         

         
         “I’ll help you look in the morning, okay? We’ll find it. Now move it.”

         
         “But—”

         
         But nothing, as he’d disconnected. Kylie looked down at Vinnie. “He’s not taking me seriously.”

         
         Vinnie, as comfortable in the shop as he was at home—or anywhere, really—just yawned.

         
         Sighing, she carried him out the shop and through the courtyard. Here, she felt herself relax a little bit. She loved this
            building. The cobblestones were worn beneath her feet, as was the glorious old architecture of the structure around her: the
            corbeled brick and exposed iron trusses, the big windows.
         

         
         It was a wet evening. Not raining exactly, but the moisture hung in the air. Night was falling, so the strings of lights wrapped
            around the wrought-iron benches lining the fountain were shining and sparkling with raindrops.
         

         
         Kylie walked past The Canvas Shop and then the coffee shop, which was closed. Most of the other places were too, including
            the newest one—Pinot’s Palette, a wine and painting shop.
         

         
         But the pub was open and she decided to make a quick stop. Most nights any of her friends from the building might be found
            here. Tonight it was the building manager, Elle, Joe’s sister, Molly, and Haley, who worked as an optometrist on the second
            floor.
         

         
         Sean, bartender and also co-owner of the pub, tan from a recent trip to Cabo with his new girlfriend, Lotti, slid Vinnie a
            doggy biscuit from the jar he kept beneath the counter.
         

         
         Vinnie practically swallowed it whole.

         
         “Your usual?” Sean asked Kylie.

         
         “Not tonight. I’m not staying. But . . . maybe just a quick coffee?”

         
         Elle and Molly were dressed in sharp business attire. Elle because she ran the world, Molly because she ran the front office
            of Hunt Investigations, where Joe worked. Haley was in a doctor’s lab coat—she often forgot to take it off before leaving
            her office—and adorable specs.
         

         
         Kylie, the fashion outcast, was in jeans, a Golden State Warriors sweatshirt, and some residual wood shavings. The fact that
            she had more clothes to sleep in than to go out in said a lot about her.
         

         
         Haley was talking about her recent date, which had apparently gone all sorts of bad. The woman she’d gone out with had spread
            a rumor that they’d slept together in order to get back at an old girlfriend. Haley sighed. “Women suck.”
         

         
         “Yeah, well, it’s not all that great on the other side of the fence either,” Molly said.

         
         “Gib finally asked me out,” Kylie blurted.

         
         Everyone gasped dramatically, which made her laugh. She’d been waxing poetic about him the entire year she’d been working
            for him. “He’s barbecuing for me at his place tonight.”
         

         
         Another dramatic, collective gasp, and she knew they were happy for her. And she was happy too.

         
         Wasn’t she?

         
         Of course she was. She’d wanted this for a long time. So then why couldn’t she stop thinking about Joe and that damn kiss?
            How he’d slid one arm low on her hips, his other hand sinking into her hair to slowly fist it, holding her in place as he’d
            kissed her slow and deep, easily the hottest, most erotic kiss of her entire life . . .
         

         
         Because she self-sabotaged, that’s why. She’d inherited that particular trait from her mom, who was a professional self-sabotager.
            Her drug of choice was men. The wrong men. And Kylie was absolutely not going to follow in her footsteps.
         

         
         A woman strode through the pub and up to the bar. She had jet black hair with a few purple streaks, most of it piled on top
            of her head and held there with a pencil. She wore a pretty flowy top that said Keep Calm and Kiss My Ass, skin-tight jeans, and some seriously kickass ankle boots that had both Elle and Molly nearly drooling.
         

         
         Her name was Sadie and she worked as a tattoo artist at The Canvas. She nodded at Sean. “I need an order of buffalo wings,
            crispy fries, and whatever you have for dessert,” she said. “And you know what? Double all of that.” She slid a look over
            at Kylie and the girls. “When you gotta take a minute to compose yourself at work because violence is frowned upon.”
         

         
         “Amen to that,” Molly said. “Nice outfit, by the way.”

         
         Kylie sighed. “I need to make fashion my hobby.”

         
         “My only hobby is trying to close the elevator door before someone else gets on,” Sadie said.

         
         Elle high-fived her. “Hey, so if someone said you’d slept with them when you hadn’t, what would you do? Haley here has a situation.”

         
         “First of all, don’t bother to deny anything. It won’t work,” Sadie said. “Instead, use it. Tell everyone how bad he—or she—was,
            and make up weird fetishes too, like . . . they called out their mom’s name in the throes or something. Destroy ’em, I say.”
         

         
         “Damn, that’s good,” Haley said.

         
         “Not my first rodeo,” Sadie said.

         
         Kylie gulped down her coffee and stood up with Vinnie. “Okay, well, we’re off to Joe’s.”

         
         Everyone blinked in shock at her and she quickly rewound and replayed her words in her own head and— Oh shit. “Gib’s,” she said quickly. “I meant we’re off to Gib’s.”
         

         
         Elle pointed at her. “She said Joe’s.”

         
         Haley nodded. “She totally did.”

         
         “Wait. Like, Joe my brother?” Molly asked.

         
         “I don’t know any other Joe, do you?” Elle asked.

         
         “And it’s not like he isn’t really hot,” Haley said. “What?” she asked when they all just stared at her. “I’m gay. I’m not dead.”
         

         
         Molly grimaced and put her fingers in her ears. “Guys, please. He’s my brother.”
         

         
         Kylie desperately waved down Sean. “I’m going to need another shot of caffeine.”

         
         Molly tapped her on the shoulder. “And I’m going to need you to tell me what’s going on with you and Joe.”

         
         “To go,” Kylie said to Sean.

         
         He eyed her undoubtedly crazed expression. “How much have you already had today?”

         
         “Oh, not much.” She took a grateful sip as he poured her more. Her hands were shaking. She could hear colors. But that wasn’t
            the point right now. She looked at Molly. “The answer to your question is nothing. Nothing’s going on with me and Joe, although
            I’m pretty sure we don’t like each other very much—no offense intended.”
         

         
         Molly shrugged. “He’s an acquired taste, so no offense taken.”

         
         “Not only don’t we like each other,” Kylie said, “we irritate each other. Just by breathing. Like, all the time.”

         
         “Huh,” Molly said and looked at Elle. “You hearing what I’m hearing?”

         
         “Yep. It’s a classic case of protesting too much.”

         
         “No,” Kylie said. “Really.”

         
         “Definite denial,” Elle said.

         
         “See, that’s why you don’t ever deny,” Sadie said calmly.
         

         
         “I’m denying because it’s not true!” Kylie said. “The Joe thing is nothing.”

         
         “And now there’s a Joe ‘thing,’” Haley said, using air quotes. “Fascinating.”

         
         “Okay, we’re out,” Kylie said, lifting Vinnie’s carrier. “We’re going to the barbecue now.”

         
         Vinnie perked up at this. Vinnie loved food.

         
         “Which is at . . . whose house again?” Haley asked innocently.

         
         “Joe’s.” Shit. Kylie slapped a hand over her mouth. “What the hell is that?” she asked around her fingers.
         

         
         Her so-called friends grinned.

         
         “Gah. I’m going to Gib’s,” she corrected herself, horrified, enunciating his name carefully. “G-I-B, Gib’s.” Then, before she could make anything worse, she left.
         

         
         She dropped Vinnie off at home with a hug and his dinner. Then, thirty minutes later, she stood on Gib’s front porch. He’d
            inherited a tiny Victorian on the edge of Pacific Heights. It was a cute, little old lady place, and everyone who came here
            made fun of Gib for keeping it.
         

         
         He couldn’t care less. Property in San Francisco was priced out of the atmosphere and so he made this house work for him.
            He’d added some modern touches, such as an eighty-inch LED TV and an extra fridge, and called it good.
         

         
         Kylie knocked but he didn’t answer. Probably because his music was on loud and there were people inside. As in lots of them.
         

         
         This wasn’t a date. It was a party.

         
         Feeling stupid, she turned to go just as Gib finally opened the front door. “Hey!” he said, smiling at the sight of her. “You
            came! Listen,” he said more quietly, taking a quick peek over his shoulder. “A few friends showed up unexpectedly and brought—”
         

         
         From behind him, two arms wrapped around his waist and then the smiling face of Rena, his beautiful, perfect ex-girlfriend,
            appeared over his shoulder. “Hey, Kylie,” she said sweetly. She squeezed Gib affectionately, resting her chin against him.
            “How you doing?”
         

         
         “Good,” Kylie said automatically, eyes still locked in on Gib, who winced and mouthed, I’m sorry.

         
         But Kylie was the sorry one, sorry that she felt like a complete idiot. “I can’t stay. Something’s come up and I’ve gotta—”

         
         Gib tugged her inside, shook off Rena, and put a glass of wine in Kylie’s hand. “Stay. Drink. Be merry.” He lowered his voice.
            “Seriously, I’m so sorry. I didn’t expect her. Stay? Please?”
         

         
         Mostly Kylie preferred to eat her carbs but tonight she downed the glass and, bolstered by liquid courage, even danced with
            Gib. Twice. And she stepped on his toes only one of those times.
         

         
         When it became clear Rena wasn’t going to leave before she did, she finally headed home just before midnight, because like
            Cinderella, she had to work in the morning.
         

         
         And because she was also a little frustrated and very tired, she didn’t notice the manila envelope that had been shoved through
            the mail flap on her front door. It wasn’t until she’d greeted a sleepy, adorable Vinnie and then gone straight to the kitchen
            for the ice cream in her freezer that she looked back as she leaned against the counter to inhale her dessert.
         

         
         On the floor, just inside her front door, lay the envelope. Odd, as she’d gotten all her mail the first time she’d been home,
            but she set down the ice cream and picked it up. Inside was an instant Polaroid and it stopped her heart.
         

         
         It was a close-up of her missing penguin in mortal danger, staged to look like it was falling off the Golden Gate Bridge into
            the bay.
         

         
         What. The. Hell.

         
         Someone had stolen her statue. And worse, was now taunting her with it. Why? She couldn’t think of one good reason and knew she needed
            to confide in someone. But who? Not Gib. You didn’t go running to your crush to play the damsel-in-distress in the twenty-first
            century. Or at least, she didn’t. She could try the police but she could already see how that would go. “Hello, someone stole my beloved but worthless penguin carving and is pretending to knock it off the bridge.”

         
         They’d laugh her out of town.

         
         She could also do absolutely nothing, but whoever had done this knew her, or at least knew where she lived. Suitably creeped
            out, she double-checked all the locks on her windows and doors. Then she tucked Vinnie into his crate, turned out the light,
            and climbed into bed.
         

         
         And lay there, jumping at every creak.

         
         Two minutes later, she got out of bed, retrieved Vinnie, and climbed back beneath the covers. Excited to be where he wasn’t
            usually allowed, he snuggled her, curling up on her pillow with her. A gust of wind brushed a branch against her window and
            she stilled. “Did you hear that?”
         

         
         Vinnie, apparently secure in his safety, closed his eyes.

         
         But not Kylie. She didn’t sleep a wink, and by morning she knew she not only couldn’t go on like this but also needed answers.
            And to get them she was going to need help.
         

         
         The thing was, she really hated needing help of any kind. She’d been raised to count on herself and only herself. So it went
            against the grain, but fear was a big motivating factor here. She needed someone good at this stuff.
         

         
         Archer, the head of Hunt Investigations, was the first person to come to mind. She could go to him. He’d help for sure. But
            the problem was that he knew she was strapped for cash so he wouldn’t charge her, and she’d feel guilty taking him away from
            his own work.
         

         
         She racked her brain for any other way, but the only answer that came to her was . . . Joe. She could make him the mirror
            in exchange for his help.
         

         
         Dammit.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            #FastenYourSeatbeltsItsGoingToBeABumpyRide

         

         Joe Malone wasn’t a big fan of mornings and never had been. Growing up, his alarm clock had been his dad banging a pan on
            the stovetop. Later, in the military, it’d been some higher ranked asshole screaming into his ear.
         

         
         Today it was 100 percent pure responsibility that had him rolling out of bed. He worked on a team of independent contractors
            who took on criminal, corporate, and insurance investigations along with elite security contracts, surveillance, fraud, and
            corporate background checks. There were also the occasional forensic investigations, big bond bounty hunting, government contract
            work, and more. The guy in charge, Archer Hunt, was a tough taskmaster, but it was the best job Joe had ever had. He was second
            in command and the resident IT genius. Not that he’d started out in IT.
         

         
         Nope, he’d begun his illustrious career in . . . breaking and entering.

         
         Shrugging the old memories off, he pulled on running gear and managed to get to the previously arranged meeting spot without
            killing anyone for looking at him cross-eyed. A real feat for how early it was.
         

         
         Spence was waiting for him and wordlessly handed him a coffee. He was kind enough to wait for the caffeine to kick in before
            saying, “You’re late.”
         

         
         “Alarm didn’t go off,” Joe said.

         
         “Because you don’t use an alarm.”

         
         True enough. Joe had an internal clock, one of the things he could thank the army for beating into him.

         
         “You alright?” Spence asked. “I mean, you’re always a bitch in the mornings but you look particularly bitchy today.”
         

         
         “Bite me.”

         
         Spence was richer than God and brilliant enough that he’d once been recruited to work for a government think tank. Joe was
            not richer than God, and though he’d also once worked for the government—in special forces, to be exact—it hadn’t been his brain
            that had been coveted, but his ability to be as lethal as needed.
         

         
         To say he and Spence were unlikely friends was an understatement. It’d started at the weekly poker game that went on in the
            Pacific Pier Building’s basement. Spence owned the building, so he played poker with an easy abandon. Joe played poker the
            same way he lived his life—recklessly. It’d bonded them.
         

         
         Spence, not really a morning person either and certainly not a coddler, accepted Joe’s “bite me” for “I’m fine,” and they
            tossed the coffee cups in a trash and took off running. Today they hit the Lyon Street stairs, which—talk about being a bitch—were
            a straight-up torture rack of 332 steep steps, made all the more daunting by the early morning fog hiding the top third of
            them from view. This made it feel like an endless, unobtainable goal, not that they let this stop them. If anything, they
            each pushed harder, trying to outrun each other.
         

         
         When they finally got to the top they didn’t stop, instead entering the Presidio, a park where one could run along forested
            trails for miles. Almost immediately the city vanished behind woods of thick eucalyptus and, still goading each other, they
            went all out.
         

         
         Spence was in excellent shape, but Joe trained for a living. Five miles later Joe inched ahead of Spence and beat him back
            to their building, gasping for breath, dripping sweat.
         

         
         “You’re insane,” Spence managed, bent at the waist, hands on his knees. “You outrun your demons, I hope?”

         
         “Can’t run fast enough for that,” Joe said.

         
         Spence straightened with a frown. “See, something is wrong. Your dad? Molly?”
         

         
         “No, they’re both fine and so am I.” Joe shook his head. He didn’t know what was up with him, other than a general restlessness.
            His dad was . . . well, his dad.
         

         
         “The job?” Spence asked.

         
         Joe shook his head. His job was fulfilling and solid, and served the additional purpose of giving him his daily adrenaline
            rush as needed. “I’m fine,” he repeated.
         

         
         “Yeah, so you keep saying.” Spence paused and then shook his head. “I’m around. You know that, right? We’re staying in San
            Francisco for the next few months.”
         

         
         Not that long ago, Spence had fallen hard and fast for Colbie Albright, a YA fantasy author based out of New York. They’d
            been splitting their time between San Francisco and New York, but both preferred San Francisco and resided on the private
            fifth floor penthouse suite of the Pacific Pier Building where Joe worked.
         

         
         Colbie had been great for Spence, making him seem more human than he’d ever been, and clearly far happier. Joe was glad for
            him, even if he didn’t completely understand the life Spence was making in the name of love. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand
            the need or yearning to share his life but that he didn’t feel like he had anything to offer. As a hardened soldier turned
            security expert, he knew how to protect, but what else could he give to a woman? Teach her how to hold a gun? How to incapacitate
            a man in 1.5 seconds? Hardly things a normal person would want or need to know.
         

         
         And he could give even less emotionally. After all he’d seen and done, he wasn’t even actually sure if he could open up or
            allow himself to be vulnerable enough to sustain a serious relationship. And what woman would want a guy who couldn’t? But
            not sure if Spence would understand, he simply nodded. “Thanks,” he said, and he meant it.
         

         
         They fist-bumped and went their separate ways. Joe headed home, showered, and then got to work at two minutes past seven a.m.

         
         “You’re two minutes late,” his sister, Molly, informed him from behind the front desk, where she ran the show at Hunt Investigations.
            She stood up and moved to her credenza to grab her iPad.
         

         
         Her limp was more pronounced today than usual, which meant she was in pain, and an age-old guilt sliced through him. Not that
            he said a word. She got mad whenever he brought it up, but even worse than that, the last time he’d done so, she’d cried.
         

         
         He hated when she cried. So they played a game he was very familiar with. A game called Ignore All The Feels.
         

         
         “I’m aware that I’m late, thanks,” he said. He was the older sibling by three years, but twenty-seven-year-old Molly seemed
            to believe she was in charge of him. Which was not how it really went.
         

         
         They’d grown up hard and fast. In their neighborhood, they’d had no choice. Their dad suffered with prolonged PTSD from serving
            in the Gulf War. As a result, Joe had been in charge from a young age. Being poor as dirt hadn’t helped any. He’d gotten in
            with the wrong crowd early, doing things he shouldn’t have in order to keep a roof over their heads and food in their bellies.
         

         
         “Archer’s pissed,” Molly warned quietly.

         
         Archer had a thing. Being on time meant you were already late. Being two minutes late was unforgivable. Joe lifted a bakery
            box. “I brought bribes.”
         

         
         “Ooh, gimme,” she said, using both hands to do the come here gesture.
         

         
         Joe held out the box but didn’t relinquish it when she tried to take it. “Pick one.”

         
         Again she tried to take the box, huffing out a breath when he held tight. “Whatever happened to trust?” she asked, relenting
            and taking only one doughnut.
         

         
         “It’s not about trust. It’s about if I let my guard down, you’ll chew my fingers off to get to all the other doughnuts.”

         
         “And?” she asked.
         

         
         He shook his head. “Annnnnnd . . . you made me swear on Mom’s grave that I wouldn’t give you more than one doughnut per day.”

         
         “That was last week.”

         
         “Yeah. So?”

         
         “So,” she said. “I was PMS-ing last week and feeling fat. I need another doughnut, Joe.”
         

         
         He had looked death right in the eye more times than he could count but Molly’s tone was more terrifying than anything he’d
            ever faced. “You said you’d kill me dead in my own bed if I caved to you,” he reminded her.
         

         
         “That could still happen.”

         
         He stared her down, but she was a Malone through and through and she wasn’t playing. Between a rock and a hard place, he relented
            and let her take a second doughnut. Because who was he kidding? He’d never been able to tell her no.
         

         
         “Thanks. And good luck,” she said, mouth full, giving him a chin nod toward Archer’s office. “He’s waiting for you.”

         
         Great. Yet another battle to survive. Some days his life felt like a real-life video game. He headed down the hall to Archer’s
            office, where Archer and his significant other, Elle, were on the couch, arguing.
         

         
         “I need the remote to show you my PowerPoint presentation,” Elle was saying.

         
         Archer shook his head. “Told you I don’t have it.”

         
         “You just don’t want to suffer through my PowerPoint,” Elle said.

         
         Archer apparently pleaded the Fifth.

         
         “You’re sitting on it, aren’t you?” she demanded.

         
         Archer almost smiled. “Funny how all trust goes away when the remote’s involved.”

         
         Elle sighed. “You’re impossible.”

         
         “And irresistible,” Archer said. “Don’t forget irresistible.”

         
         “Hmm,” Elle said.

         
         Archer was grinning at her as Joe stepped inside the office to make his presence known because if he gave them another minute,
            chances were that they’d decide to settle this by getting naked. Yeah, they were polar opposites and drove each other nuts,
            but they were also passionately in love.
         

         
         Which was great for them. Personally, he’d rather face battle. War he knew how to handle. War had rules. You fought. You won,
            no matter the cost.
         

         
         Love didn’t have rules. And as far as he could tell, you couldn’t actually win at love.

         
         He endured a blistering look from Archer that would’ve caused most anyone else to lose the contents of their bladder. But
            Joe didn’t scare easily. Still, he stayed a good distance back from the couch and tossed the box of doughnuts their way.
         

         
         Archer caught it in midair and nodded.

         
         Bribe accepted.

         
         “Where’s everyone else?” Joe asked, referring to the rest of the team of guys who worked at Hunt Investigations.

         
         “I postponed the morning meeting,” Archer said, biting into a chocolate glaze. “Which you would’ve known if you’d been here
            on the hour.”
         

         
         He was literally four minutes past the hour but he didn’t try to defend himself. Archer hated excuses.

         
         “Heading to work now,” Elle said and walked to the door. “Oh, and do you know why it’s called man hours?” she asked, turning back. “Because a woman does the job in twenty minutes.” With that, she left.
         

         
         With the box of doughnuts.

         
         Damn. That’d teach Joe not to grab a doughnut when he had the chance.

         
         “So what’s going on with Kylie?” Archer asked.

         
         Joe prided himself on always being prepared, but this caught him off guard. “Nothing,” he said. “Why?”

         
         “Nothing?”

         
         Well, shit. Archer didn’t do small talk. Which meant he knew something.

         
         “Let me help you out here,” Archer said easily. “There’s rumor of some sort of kiss between you two. Does that sound familiar?”

         
         Jesus. That kiss had been in the alley off the courtyard in the pitch dark. They’d been alone, he was sure of it. “How the
            hell do you always know everything?”
         

         
         Archer shrugged. “One of life’s little mysteries. Do we need to discuss the risks of hurting one of Elle’s friends?”

         
         “Hell no,” Joe said, looking over his shoulder to make sure Elle had really left. “Nothing personal, boss man, but your woman
            is crazy.”
         

         
         Archer smirked. “Man, if a woman hasn’t shown you her crazy, she’s just not that into you.”

         
         While Joe processed that, Archer went on. “I put you in charge of the Rodriguez case,” he said. “You’ve got Lucas riding shotgun.
            You’ve got an opening to get into the family compound at ten for some surveillance—the notes are in the file. Don’t miss your
            window.”
         

         
         Joe nodded. Lucas, a good friend as well as a coworker, was always a good choice. The guy was a sharp partner with even sharper
            skills, and as badass as they came. Joe would use the couple of hours before their meeting to catch up on the file, which
            was a probate case. Hunt Investigations had been hired to gather evidence to prove assets were being hidden from key family
            members. It was a large, dysfunctional family and there was a web of civil cases going on because everyone was suing everyone.
            It most likely wouldn’t involve a threat to life or limb—always a nice bonus. Leaving Archer’s office, he headed down the
            hall toward his own, texting Lucas as he went.
         

         
               Joe: I’m e-mailing you the notes on our new case.
               

               
               Lucas: Already got them. You were late.
               

               
               Joe: Two minutes!
               

               
               Lucas: You still owe.
               

               
            


         Whoever was late owed doughnuts. Shit. Joe texted Tina, who owned the coffee shop downstairs in the courtyard, and put in
            another order because Lucas liked to be paid in either time in the ring or doughnuts. Joe had done some MMA and even he couldn’t
            beat Lucas in the ring. Plus he liked his face as-is. So doughnuts it was. He’d barely sunk into his office chair before someone
            stormed in.
         

         
         Kylie.

         
         She wore a sunshine yellow peacoat dusted with Vinnie’s dark dog hair, and faded jeans with one knee torn out that snugged
            to her sweet bod and were tucked into work boots. She was work-ready and a juxtaposition and a challenge all in one, and God
            help him, he did love a challenge. Especially one in such a pretty package. And the thing about her was this. She was a brilliant
            woodworker with an artist’s temperament, which meant she wasn’t afraid to say what she was thinking as she thought it.
         

         
         She’d first come on his radar when she’d started working at Reclaimed Woods last year. He’d been insanely interested, even
            going so far as to occasionally stop by the store just to catch glimpses of her working those big tools—a ridiculous turn-on,
            he could admit.
         

         
         But though he’d swear he’d seen an answering flare of interest in her eyes, she always squelched it so quickly he couldn’t
            tell if it’d been just wishful thinking on his part. So he’d not gone there.
         

         
         Not until three nights ago at a party at O’Riley’s, the pub in the building courtyard. The party had been for Spence and Colbie,
            and it’d involved drunken karaoke and pool, and—to Joe’s ongoing disbelief—that one insanely hot kiss.
         

         
         They’d stepped outside the pub for fresh air at the same time. One minute they’d both been standing staring at the fountain
            and the next they were in the alley. She’d turned toward him and laid one longing look at his mouth and the next thing he
            knew, they were attempting to swallow each other’s tonsils.
         

         
         In the time since, he’d given up fighting the undeniable truth, which was that he’d wanted her for a long time now. Exactly
            when the power driving his urge had shifted from being okay with just the fantasy to actually needing her and being so attracted
            to her, he had no idea. It’d happened before he’d even realized it was possible.
         

         
         But ever since Kissgate, she’d gone back to pretending he was a bug on her windshield, which, he had to admit, rankled. “Morning,”
            he said easily. “Let me guess. You’re here for another kiss.” He smiled. “They always come back for more.”
         

         
         At this, she stopped short halfway between the door and his desk and narrowed her eyes, and he had the single thought that
            she was sexy as hell when she was pissed. And then his next thought—he was grateful that her job as a woodworker didn’t require
            her to be armed, since she was looking as if she’d like to kill something. Or someone, anyway, most likely him. He had that
            effect on women. “Speechless,” he said. “I like it.”
         

         
         She was hands on hips now. “I’m here in a business capacity.”

         
         “Disappointing,” he said.

         
         She let out a wry laugh. “Come on. We both know that I’m not even close to your type.”

         
         She was smart. Tough. Sexy. All without knowing it. She was exactly his type. “Why do you think that?” he asked.
         

         
         “Because I’m not half-dressed with oversized store-bought breasts.”

         
         He grinned. She was teasing him, and for some sick reason he loved it. “You’re also not all that nice,” he said. “And I really
            like nice.”
         

         
         “Uh-huh. I bet ‘nice’ is right up there on your list next to, let me guess . . . a good personality?”

         
         He laughed. “So young and yet so cynical.” He tsked, enjoying the hell out of himself. “You’re assuming the worst of me.”
         

         
         “I have a long habit of assuming the worst.” She slapped an envelope on his desk. “I need to hire you to find something.”

         
         Since she appeared to be quite serious, he picked up the envelope. Nothing on the outside except her name. Inside was a Polaroid
            picture of what looked like a wooden penguin poised to fall off the Golden Gate Bridge into the water beneath.
         

         
         “I need you to find that carving,” she said.

         
         He met her gaze as he slid the picture back into
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