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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Coby, Lan, and I sat around a card table in Nana’s living room.

      Lan picked up a puzzle piece from the hundreds of pieces spread out on the table. “What does it say about me that I have nothing better to do than to assemble puzzles with Nana’s puzzle posse?”

      Coby glanced at the other four tables filled with puzzlers. Everyone except for the people at our table lived at Your Time Acres. Between Nana’s poker, bridge, and puzzle nights, her condo was the hotspot for activity. On an average night, golf carts surrounded her home. Some were parked on the street and yard, and for whatever reason, one was always parked in the bush under her living room window.

      “Don’t think about it,” I said to Lan. “No one ever has plans on Monday nights. It doesn’t reflect on you.”

      “If you hadn’t messed things up with Holly, you could have been with her instead of with us.” Coby grinned, his eyes flashing with humor that only his friend’s pain could provide.

      Lan narrowed his dark brown eyes at Coby, but it only made Coby grin wider.

      “What happened to her?” I asked. “She never showed up for her shift at work.”

      Not that it was a surprise. Restaurants went through staff faster than water in a spin cycle. With Aunt Dot shouting at all who passed by her kitchen and Ross’s tight-reined management, it was an accomplishment that she’d made it two months.

      “She got back with her ex,” Lan said, pulling his black hair free from its ponytail and retying it. “Apparently, a guy with a drug addiction is better than a guy delivering pizza for a living.”

      I frowned at him. “You know that’s not true.”

      He shrugged and jammed a puzzle piece into a space that was close to fitting, but not close enough. With a disgruntled sigh, he tossed the piece to the side and dropped his head to the table.

      I patted his shoulder. “Obviously, not everyone has a good sense about picking a life partner.”

      “Just because you and Logan are disgustingly happy together doesn’t mean the rest of the world gets to be happy,” he grumbled into the table. “You even bought a house together.”

      “Speaking of which, when are you moving in?” I asked. “The contractor finished the studio above the garage.”

      “Slinging pizza and living above someone else’s garage,” he muttered, picking up his head to look at me. “I’m living the dream, Jade.”

      “What would you rather do? Your choices are endless.”

      That made him frown more. “Not endless.”

      “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Coby asked him.

      “I am grown up,” he said. “I’m twenty-five and still don’t have my act together.”

      “You know what I mean.” Coby wiggled a piece into a spot, but then tossed it back into the pile when it didn’t sit quite right. “I’m twenty-five and I’m washing dishes at the family restaurant.”

      I had them beat. I was thirty, had been kicked out of the advertising world, and slunk back to the family restaurant only to get kicked out of the restaurant as well. However, I was still working on my brother to change his mind about my exile from Piatto Perfetto.

      “I don’t know what career I want,” Lan said. “That’s half the problem.”

      I tapped a puzzle piece as I thought. “If you don’t know, why not just enroll in a tech college and take a few classes. Maybe one of them might spark your interest.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “We could combine forces and become influencers,” Coby said. “I need more content for my channel.”

      “No,” Lan and I said at the same time.

      Coby scooted back from the table and stretched. “Fine. But we could be making tons of money right now.” He headed to the kitchen, scratching his dark blond hair, mussing the gelled locks.

      I eyed Lan. “There’s no reason to put pressure on yourself. It will only make you feel worse. Think about my life. I had a great career, but my personal life was a mess. Then I returned to Chicago, and it flipped. Now I have no career, but I’m the happiest I’ve ever been. Who knows what the future holds?”

      Someone yanked a chair out next to me and sat heavily. I glanced over and winced at the tattooed man.

      “What brings you here?” I asked Gunner. “Did Logan send you to make sure I’m not getting into trouble?”

      Ever since Gunner had left his undercover job as the mob’s cage fighter, he’d been my constant shadow. Mostly, I didn’t mind. Gunner was gruff and sometimes terrifying, but overall, he was a decent guy once you figured out his quirks. And the guy had a lot of quirks . . . including liking my brother for whatever reason. At least, I think he liked Ross. He also loved messing with Ross. So, I wasn’t sure exactly what was going on between them. There was no way I’d get an answer from either of them.

      “I thought I’d get in on some puzzling,” Gunner said as he frowned at our mess. “Have you never put a puzzle together?”

      “Not since grade school,” I said. “And those were the wooden kind with the animal shapes.”

      “It doesn’t help that Nana Nina gave us the hardest puzzle,” Lan said, pointing to the picture on the box. It was a closeup shot of a full gray kitty. “The entire puzzle is the same color except for the nose and eyes.”

      Gunner took the box and scooped the pieces inside it. He then dropped it on the table with the box lid sitting empty next to it. “Sift through and find all the outer-edge pieces.”

      Coby returned with a soda and sat down. “Didn’t think you would be here,” he said to Gunner.

      “Why? A guy like me can’t do puzzles?”

      “Nah. I thought you’d be harassing Ross. With how many times you’ve stopped in at the restaurant, I was sure he’d break down by now and go out with you.”

      I glanced between Coby and Gunner. Did Coby know Ross was gay? I had only found out recently, and I’d been sworn to secrecy. But maybe with all of Gunner’s shenanigans, the closet door had been flung open.

      “You know about Ross?” I asked Coby.

      “Hard not to know when Gunner keeps sniffing around and Ross gets less bristly with each visit. In fact, I think he was watching for Gunner the other night. He won’t admit it though.”

      I smiled. Soon, I wouldn’t have to keep the secret that’d been a wedge between Logan and Ross. Once Ross revealed why he’d been standoffish to Logan, they could go back to being best friends.

      With the new house and renovation projects, Logan kept busy, but I knew he missed Ross. They’d been friends since grade school.

      “Everyone be quiet!” Nana hollered.

      I glanced at the door, thinking the condo association came to complain again, but she flipped on the TV.

      “What’s going on?” Coby asked.

      “National news,” Gunner said, more interested in the puzzle than the TV. “A bomber is making his way from the east coast to the Midwest. They think he is heading to the west coast. No one is sure yet.”

      “Midwest?” My Nana senses were tingling. “As in Chicago?”

      He shrugged. “It’s possible. No one has figured out his plan or motivation yet, so it’s hard to track him other than that he’s heading west.”

      “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” Lan grinned. “You’re on Nana and Jade babysitting duty.”

      “Don’t forget about you and Chuckles over here,” Gunner said. “You and Coby have been right along with Nana and Jade every step of the way.”

      “Chuckles?” Coby asked. “I rarely chuckle. I’m more of a ha-ha to a chortle. Sometimes I add a snort to break it up, but only if it’s funny enough.”

      Ignoring Chuckles, I asked Gunner, “Did Logan send you, or are you here on your own?”

      “Logan’s too busy right now to even know what’s going on beyond the Chicago city limits,” Gunner said.

      After Logan’s partner at the Chicago PD had been arrested, his workload had doubled. They promised him a new partner, but he didn’t know when that would happen. Until then, Logan pulled long hours at work.

      “So, you took it upon yourself to babysit us?” I asked.

      “And I like puzzles,” he said, having started to make the border. “Get to work.”

      As I grabbed a handful of puzzle pieces to sort through, the news anchor’s voice caught my attention. “. . . last bomb detonated in Columbus, Ohio. The bomber has been targeting major cities, starting in Atlantic City and hitting Philadelphia and Pittsburg on the way . . .”

      If the bomber was heading west, Indianapolis might be next with Chicago or St. Louis following.

      “How far apart are the bombings?” I asked Gunner.

      “None of your business.”

      “Looks like every three days,” Coby said as he scrolled through his phone. “None of the places he targeted have had anything in common.”

      Coby frowned as he scrolled. “Looks like his first hit was a gnocchi factory. His second hit was an escargot processing shop and then a place called Naughty Nightie.”

      “Did they say what he hit in Columbus?” I asked.

      “Espresso King.”

      I shook my head. “I hope the police can figure it out because it makes no sense. Has he left notes or anything?”

      “Nothing so far,” Coby said.

      “Which is a good thing,” Gunner said.

      “Good?” I questioned. “That means there are fewer clues to go on.”

      “Fewer ways for you to get in trouble, too.”

      “If there’s nothing tying the bombings together, how do they know it’s the same guy?” Coby asked Gunner.

      “Probably the design of the bomb,” Gunner said.

      After the news anchor had rehashed what we already knew, Nana flipped off the TV. I watched her for signs of sleuthing, but she gave a shake of her head and sat next to Agnes at the card table.

      Did Nana finally hang up her sleuthing hat?

      If she did, her entire family and the CPD would breathe a collective sigh of relief, but I’d be a little sad. When I was a child, she used to create mysteries for me to solve. It was the one thing we had done together.

      Still, I’d rather have her safe. And after the last mystery with the jewelry heist, I didn’t think my relationship with Logan could withstand the strain of another case to solve. I nearly lost him again, and I promised myself that he would come first.

      Crime had to take a backseat.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Gunner drove me home. His fuel-efficient compact car with mismatch doors was a contrast to the large, muscled man who had to squeeze to get behind the wheel.

      We mainly drove in silence. My questions about him and Ross had been shot down repeatedly. So had my theories on the bomber.

      Instead, I scrolled through my phone, noticing there had been no messages from Logan.

      “Have you heard from Logan?” I asked when he pulled in front of my house. The windows were dark in the two-story brick home.

      “He got an assignment before I dropped in at Nana Nina’s,” Gunner said. “Might be a long night for him. Want me to make sure the house is safe?”

      “No. I’m not worried about staying home alone. I thought I’d have heard from him by now.”

      “I can check on him.”

      “Don’t worry about it. If he’s busy, I don’t want to disturb him.”

      Even though I wanted Gunner to find Logan and verify he was okay, I let it drop. Logan was capable. While he had been in mortal peril before, I couldn’t live my life thinking every time Logan didn’t message me that he was dead. That only led to bingeing ice cream.

      “Thank you for the ride,” I said, stepping out of the car. “If you’re bored, I’m going to make popcorn and watch a movie.”

      He shook his head. “I got plans.”

      “With Ross?”

      “Close the door and go away.”

      With a sigh, I did as he requested. Opening the black-iron gate to my tiny front yard, I heard a noise to my right. I glanced over and saw my neighbor coming out of the house wearing a reflective vest that shimmered as he moved in the dark.

      “Hello there!” he called with a giant wave that reminded me of the inflatable tube guy I always saw at car dealerships.

      I watched the shimmer draw closer to me as he walked down the sidewalk.

      “Nice night,” he said.

      It was freezing, but maybe the neon sweat band was a little too tight around his head and was cutting off circulation.

      “I have to get my walks in while the sidewalks are ice free. Broke a leg one year slipping on ice. Never again.”

      I couldn’t remember his name. It was something easy. Jim? John? Jimmy John?

      Whatever his name was, he was the only friendly neighbor on our block. Not that I expected small-town Mayberry in Chicago, but most people went to great lengths to avoid eye contact. Jim or John was like an overexcited dog who was going to lick everyone, whether or not they wanted it.

      “Are you sure you want to walk alone at night?” I asked.

      He waved off my concern. “It’s no big deal. After the first two muggings, I bought the reflective gear. I’m like a shining spotlight. No one touches me now. Not that they’d get much if they did. I only carry two things.” He held up a whistle and a very outdated flip phone. “I have a better phone I keep at home. This is just a deterrent.”

      “I guess you’re as safe as can be.” I tried to be supportive, but walking alone at night was asking for trouble. “Enjoy your walk.”

      “Okie-dokie. You have a good night.”

      “You, too.”

      As I unlocked the door, I glanced back to find his sparkling reflective gear shimmying down the sidewalk, hips and arms swaying. I hadn’t noticed him wearing headphones for music, but whatever tune was in his mind, he rocked out to it.

      With a smile, I entered the house and closed the door.

      Another successful day of not getting into trouble was behind me. Sixty-four days of no one trying to blackmail, extort, kidnap, or kill me. It was a new record since I’d moved back to Chicago, and I was going to keep that record going even if it killed me.
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      I felt the mattress move and my overfilled bladder moved with it. Glancing over, I saw Logan pulling clothes from the closet. He stood with his back to me, pajama pants slung low on his hips. The smooth skin of his strong back flexed as he tossed clothes over his shoulder.

      “When did you get back last night?” I asked as I stood to nab the bathroom before him.

      “About two,” he said.

      Glancing at the time, I said, “It’s only six. Why are you awake?”

      “I have to get back into the station to work on a few cases.”

      “A few?”

      A tired smirk tugged at his lips. “I normally have a few in various stages of completion. It’s not like I can focus on one case at a time like Sherlock Holmes.”

      “But you’re only one person.”

      “Which is why I’m going in now to clear my plate before more gets dumped on me.”

      “Give me a second to use the bathroom. I drank a gallon of Nana’s punch yesterday.”

      “Not spiked, I hope.”

      “You know she’s been on a NA kick recently. You’d be proud of her. It was a very G-rated puzzle party.” Well, except for the puzzle Nana was working on. I’m not sure what dusty closet she pulled out the vintage Chippendale dancer puzzle. But she and the girls tittered the whole time.

      Scurrying to the bathroom, I turned on the shower to warm the water for Logan. With the sound of running water and my bladder about to burst, I barely made it to the toilet without an accident.

      After, I opened the bathroom door to shoo him inside. He stripped from his pajama pants, giving me some sweet eye candy.

      Deciding I was no longer tired, I followed him into the shower. After getting only four hours of sleep, he needed my assistance. It was the least I could do as a concerned citizen.

      He scanned me with a tired, yet sexy smirk.

      “Whatever this is, I like it,” he said. “But I hope you’re not expecting much. I’m exhausted.”

      “That’s why I’m here to help.” I held out my hand for the scrubby. “Just relax. I’ll do all the work.”

      With a raised brow, he gave me the foamy scrubby.

      Turning him around, I soaped his strong back, his muscles bunching as if he was ticklish. But I knew his ticklish spots, and his back was safe.

      He jumped when I let my hand drop, skimming over his backside.

      With a laugh I couldn’t help, I reached around him and began lathering his stomach. He clamped onto my arm when my hand descended.

      “Jade,” he warned with no heat in his voice.

      “I’m just making sure you’re nice and clean,” I said.

      He turned around and eyed me.

      Since he wasn’t scolding me yet, I soaped up his chest, his tight-muscled pecs calling to me.

      A low laugh escaped him.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Your expressions tells me exactly what is going on in your mind.”

      “And what’s going on in my mind?”

      “That you want to do something I don’t have time for.”

      “We could try for a new fastest record,” I said.

      “Most women would rather not have a fastest record from a guy.”

      “You’re not most guys, and I’m not most women.” I held up my wrist sans watch. “Your time starts now.”

      He groaned as if he was in pain.

      “You’re wasting time,” I said.

      “You’re serious?”

      I nodded.

      “Start the timer over,” he said.

      “You know there’s no actual timer, right?”

      “Are we playing this game or not?”

      I grinned. “Starting the timer over.” I pressed the invisible watch on my wrist. “And . . . go!”

      I squealed as the scrubby went flying.
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        * * *

      

      Armed with a mop, I was about to tackle the floors when someone banged on the door. Not expecting anyone, I clutched the mop handle and brought it with me.

      Peeking through the window, I saw Gunner standing at the door wearing a tank top and jogging shorts.

      I opened the door. “Didn’t you get the memo that it’s winter?”

      “The sun is out.”

      “The sun is out at the North Pole, too.” Wait. Was it? My grade-school teachers would despair at how many lessons I had never retained. “Either way, it’s cold. Get inside before you freeze.”

      When he stepped inside, I closed the door then faced him.

      “Why are you here?” I asked. Either Logan wanted him to babysit me for unknown reasons, or Gunner had something up his non-existent sleeve.

      “You’re coming with me to the gym,” he said.

      “Ordinarily I’d say no. So, I’m going to stick with that answer. You know I hate the gym, especially the gym you go to. And I’m cleaning. I’m burning enough calories that I can afford to steal garlic bread from Aunt Dot.” Which was its own work out, dodging her as she tried to swat me with a spatula.

      “This isn’t about calories. You can clean anytime. Get dressed.”

      I glanced down at my sweats and oversized T-shirt. “I am dressed.”

      He raised a brow.

      “Are you judging me? You’re barely wearing a shirt.”

      He mirrored my reaction and looked down at himself. “It’s a workout shirt.”

      “It’s a breezeway from one side to the other. And the shoulder straps are so thin, one mishap from the barbell and you’ll be shirtless.”

      “This is normal gym wear. Lets all the heat out.” He took the mop from me and set it to the side. “Get dressed unless you want to go in that.”

      “I’m not going.”

      He crossed his arms but still blocked me when I reached for the mop. He was like a graffitied moving wall. No matter what I tried, the mop was always out of reach.

      I eyed Gunner. “Why do you want me to go to the gym?”

      He eyed me back. “You need to go. Not only to burn off steam, but to get stronger. You might not have intense PTSD reactions like you had been, but that doesn’t mean they’ll go away. The stronger you get physically, the stronger your mind will be.”

      I was pretty sure it didn’t work like that, but I appreciated he gave me a reason to work out beyond just torture. However, I suspected the excuse he gave wasn’t the only reason he wanted me at the gym.

      “And?” I asked.

      “And what?”

      “Why else do you want me to go to the gym? Are you bored and need a buddy?”

      He narrowed his steel-gray eyes at me. “I don’t need a buddy.”

      I didn’t believe that for a second. Being a cage fighter for the mob didn’t allow for friendships to form. When Gunner returned to the police, he wasn’t exactly given a warm welcome even though he was technically a hero for saving many lives, mine included. The guy needed more friends.

      And I was being a jerk.

      “Give me a minute. I’ll go change.”

      As I walked up the steps, I heard him yell after me, “I don’t need a buddy!”

      “Everyone needs a buddy.”

      Gunner might think he wanted a solitary life, but he needed someone. Perhaps Ross would eventually fulfill that role. Until then, I was going to step up to the task and pray I survived. Being friends with someone as rough as Gunner would not be easy. A trip to urgent care might be in my future.

      It was a few minutes later when we sat in his car and he pulled away from the curb. I caught Jimmy John leaving his house. With his bright red and white striped hat and matching scarf, he reminded me of Where’s Waldo’s petite brother. I waved at him, and he returned the wave.

      “Getting friendly with the locals?” Gunner asked.

      “Not many are friendly, but my neighbor is. If you talk to him, ask him what his name is. I forgot it right after he told me, and I’m too chicken to ask.” I turned to Gunner. “Now onto a serious topic. What’s going on with you and Ross? Have you made any progress?”

      “I’m not talking to you about Ross.”

      “Why not? I have all the inside tips on him.”

      “If you know everything about him, tell me why he’s still mad at you.”

      “He’s not mad at me. At least not as much. He’s even letting me work at the restaurant.”

      “Only until he can hire a replacement. Once he does, you’re out again.”

      I sighed, knowing he was right. Ross might not be as livid with me as he had been, but his feathers were still at full ruffle. And he still hadn’t sorted things out with Logan yet.

      “Why do you like him?” I asked. “You’ve only seen Ross at his worst.”

      “Who said I like him? Maybe I like to rile him up.”

      “I think you like to do that as well. But if you didn’t like Ross, you wouldn’t be cornering him in the office. I know what I saw. You were two seconds away from making out.” I leaned in, which was easy in the compact car. “So, have you kissed him yet?”

      Gunner pushed me away. “I don’t kiss and tell.”

      “If I’m going to be your buddy, then you need to let me into your world.”

      “No, I don’t. And you’re not my buddy.”

      I stalled an eye roll and looked out the window for a few minutes.

      “Can I ask you something?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Are you gay? Bi? Or somewhere on the LGBTQ+ spectrum?”

      His hands clenched the steering wheel. “I hate when people ask that. It’s no one’s business who I’m attracted to.”

      “True. It’s not my business.”

      I was about to let the subject drop since I didn’t want to be the annoying hetero who made people uncomfortable with their prying questions. While I was curious about Gunner, who people were attracted to and had sex with was an extremely personal thing.

      Gunner ran a hand over his shaved head and said, “Bi.”

      I had so many more questions that I had a hard time keeping my mouth closed. Instead, my foot tapped like it was sending out morse code.

      He sat his heavy hand on my leg, stopping it. “Just ask.”

      I turned in the seat to look at him better. I wanted to see his reaction so I knew how nosey I could be. “Does your preference lean one way more than the other? Or are genders equal?”

      He shook his head. “For me, it’s about the person, not the gender. If I feel a connection with the person, then I go for it.”

      “And you feel a connection with Ross?” I grinned.

      “Stop smiling. You look deranged. Did you even brush your hair this morning?”

      I smoothed a hand over my brown, lumpy hair. After the shower with Logan, I had gone back to bed with wet hair. I meant to brush it out after cleaning, but Gunner waylaid me. I took the hair tie that I kept around my wrist and pulled my hair into a ponytail, which was my normal style anyway.

      “I’m so happy,” I said. “Ross never confided to anyone about being gay. In fact, he tried to fool everyone and maybe even himself by dating women. He’s never dated . . .” I gasped and looked at Gunner.

      “What?”

      “He’s never . . . you know . . . with a guy.” I grabbed Gunner’s arm, my fingers barely curling around his large biceps. “You better go easy on him. No treating him like he’s in the cage with you.”

      Gunner pulled up to a building that looked like it was being held up by graffiti alone. Bars on the single window and door didn’t help the welcoming look. Only one hand-painted sign sat in the cracked window, stating “Gym.”

      Shaking free from my hold, Gunner got out of the car.

      As we walked to the door, he said, “I already know about Ross, and I won’t take advantage of him. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to treat him like lace either. He has to know what he’s getting into by being with me.”

      Ross was smart, and Gunner wasn’t one to hide his intentions. If Ross let Gunner in, he knew exactly who he was taking on.

      Dropping the subject, knowing I had to worry about myself now that we were at the gym, I followed Gunner inside.

      A large, tattooed man with a sparkly pink tank top waved at us as we walked inside. His face lit up when he saw Gunner, highlighting the Japanese-inspired cherry tree and blossoms that were inked on his bald head and the side of his face.

      “Gunner, baby,” Izumi said, practically pirouetting over to him. “It’s been so long. I’ve missed your handsome body.”

      “It’s been two days,” Gunner grunted. “Is the back open?”

      “I always leave the back open for you.” There was so much innuendo in Izumi’s words that I blushed on Gunner’s behalf.

      Not seeming to faze Gunner at all, Gunner headed to the back room, past the rows of weight machines in the center of the room.

      I followed, knowing the back room had a sparring mat and I was about to get pummeled. I really hoped Ross would get with Gunner soon so Gunner could work off his aggression in the bedroom instead of at the dodgy gym with me.

      “Shouldn’t we warm up first?” I asked, pointing to the small section of safe cardio machines in the corner.

      Gunner grabbed a long length of fabric from the wall and took my hand. He wrapped it with the fabric and then did the same to the other.

      “Do we really have to box today?” I asked.

      “The more you get used to someone attacking you, the easier it will be to react defensively.”

      “I do react defensively.”

      He shoved gloves on my hand. “Occasionally you do. And occasionally you pass out. And then there are the times when you run around like a chicken with its head cut off. You need to have the same reaction every time. Preferably not passing out. Even the chicken reaction is better than that.”

      “So, you want me to punch you every time I see you?”

      He smirked. “Isn’t that what you want to do anyway?”

      “Not really. Only when you drag me to the gym.”

      “Good thing you have gloves on.” He picked up a padded pillow thing and slipped it onto his arm. “Go for it. Punch me.”

      I jabbed the pillow a couple of times, but Gunner wasn’t having it. He growled for me to stop punching like a girl. Since I knew he said it to make me mad, it didn’t have the desired effect he’d hoped for.

      Realizing his trick didn’t work, he went on the offensive and shoved the pillow at me, knocking me off balance. I barely saved myself from a spectacular wipe out.

      “If you’re going to be a bully, I’m leaving.”

      “Go ahead if you think you can get out of here.”

      Another bait. But this one got under my skin. Even though I knew he’d never actually trap me, the feeling was there. I didn’t like it.

      “Time out,” I said.

      When I went to leave to get air, he blocked me, shoving me back on the mat.

      “Don’t,” I said. “I need to get air.”

      “The air is the same on either side of the door. You’re staying here.”

      I pushed at him, but that was like pushing against an oak tree.

      “Get out of my way.” When he didn’t move, I took a calming breath and said, “Please.”

      “People who want to harm you don’t care if you say please.”

      I couldn’t get out of the room. Gunner blocked me every time. I kept my cool as much as I could. But soon I realized I was gasping for breath. My lungs burned and my vision blurred. My body betrayed me as it fell victim once again to my fears.
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      “Fight through it,” Gunner said as he loomed over me.

      My body and mind were no longer connected. I shoved at him, but there was no strength behind it. It was as if my mind was already preparing to surrender. If someone attacked me, my body would betray me and leave me defenseless.

      “You can do better than that,” he taunted, shoving me against the wall.

      I barely felt the connection as my back hit the hard concrete blocks.

      “Fight back!” he demanded.

      Easier said than done, I thought as my body wilted, muscles turning into the shriveled fruit from Nana’s favorite bread.

      “You fight until you can’t,” he said, pulling me from the wall.

      My mind screamed, I can’t. But nothing came out of my mouth.

      Finally, he released me, and I crashed on the mat, splayed out like a jellyfish washed ashore.

      After a sigh, he crouched down next to me and patted my shoulder. “It’s okay. You did good.”

      Good? The confusion must have come through on my face because he said, “You didn’t faint. You kept it together enough to stay conscious.”

      I wasn’t sure how that was a good thing. It only meant someone could do evil things to me and I’d know about it. I’d rather pass out.

      Once my breathing regulated, he pulled me up and positioned me in front of a punching bag. When I did nothing, he took my gloved hand and hit the bag with it. “I want a hundred jabs, a hundred hooks, and a hundred uppercuts.”

      “A hundred each?” I asked, finally finding my mouth worked.

      “Would you rather have five hundred? Because that’s my morning routine.”

      With a scowl, I began my lackluster attack on the bag.

      “You’ve got more than that in you.”

      “I’ve got nothing. You literally scared me senseless a minute ago.”

      “Why is that?” he asked, leaning against the wall.

      “Because you’re a scary and demanding person.”

      “No. Because you don’t trust yourself to fight your way out of a situation. If you work hard with me, you won’t find yourself in that position again. But you have to try.”

      “I am trying.”

      He poked a finger at my arm and my hand gave way, missing the bag. “You’re acting as if you have no muscle.”

      I rubbed my arm. “And you have too much muscle. What are your fingers made from? Steel? I think you left a bruise.”

      With a sigh, he walked to the door and locked it.

      “What are you doing?” I asked as unease clenched my stomach.

      “Giving you two options.”

      “What?” I didn’t trust either option he’d give me.

      “You can either dig deep and do the reps I assigned you.”

      “Or?”

      “Or we can spend the rest of the day here while you half ass it.” He smirked when I realized the second option was crap, especially since I knew he wasn’t messing around. He was serious. Even if I called for help, I’d wind up back here again.

      “I’m not looking forward to having you as a brother-in-law.”

      His smirk turned into a grin. He leaned in to say, “I give out rewards to those who work hard.”

      “Rewards? I’m listening.”

      He tapped a finger to his chin as he pretended to think. “Dumplings.”

      I raised a brow. “I’m intrigued.”

      “Get your reps in, and I’ll treat you to dumplings at Mr. Lee’s.”

      Since Mr. Lee’s restaurant had finally reopened, I had only been there once. My stomach said it was time to eat dumplings again.

      “I eat a lot,” I warned, making sure he knew there was no holding me back once I was at the restaurant.

      “I know. In fact, I’ll match you. Dumpling for dumpling. If you can eat more than me, then I’ll give you one free get-out-of-jail card.”

      “Actual jail?”

      “With you, it should be. But we both know I don’t have that kind of pull. I meant for the gym.”

      “I have to come back? I was hoping this was a one-time thing.”

      He shook his head. “You need the gym. So, are you going to get the reps in and stuff your face with dumplings on my dime, or are you going to wallow here the entire day feeling sorry for yourself?”

      “I’m not feeling sorry for myself.”

      All I got was a raised eyebrow.

      “Don’t you have to go to work?” I asked.

      “Not until later. I have plenty of time to hang out with you.”

      “Lucky me.”

      I supposed if I hurried through my reps, that meant I could be out of here and filling my belly with dumplings.

      He saw the moment I resigned myself to his bullying.

      “Count them out,” he said, stepping around to hold the bag. It was an unnecessary move, since even my strongest punch barely nudged the bag.

      I counted out loud as I threw punches. He corrected my arms and stance as needed, but mostly, he left me alone.

      When I finally threw my last punch, I sagged against the bag, my arms feeling as though they weighed a hundred pounds each.

      “Good job,” he said, slapping me on the back, making me cling to the bag so I didn’t fall. “As promised, dumplings.”

      I glanced at the clock. “They might not be open yet. Can we stop by the station on the way?”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Logan is busy, and I don’t want to hang out at the station on my time off. They’ll put me to work.”

      “How about Vito’s diner?” I asked. “I’ve been wanting to talk to Nash about Mila.”

      “No.”

      “Why?”

      “Because that’s a mob diner. Do you think they’d take kindly to their ex-fighter and undercover cop coming into their territory?”

      “I suppose not.”

      When I gave
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