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To Heather M. 

You're gone far too soon, but I'm honored that we spent time together in the book world.








  
  Author's Note


This book is enjoyed best after reading  Finn's Fury. However, if you like to break the rules and live a little dangerously by reading a series out of order, this has been written so that you will still be able to appreciate Mensa and Whitney's story. 
This book is intended for readers 18+. There are scenes of gun violence and  abduction, which may trigger or upset some readers. Please do not read if you are uncomfortable with those types of scenes. Thank you. 






  
  Let's Keep in Touch


Thank you for buying  Mensa's Match. The best way to keep up to date with my books is to subscribe to my newsletter. 

If you don’t hear from me regularly, please check your spam filter and set up your email to allow my messages through to you. This ensures you never miss a new book, a chance to win great prizes, or exclusive content. 
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  Chapter 1
Fate

Whitney


“I can find somebody else, Whitney. I don’t want to be the reason you give up on your dream,” Aunt Nadia said. 
My eyes met hers and I offered a wan smile. “That’s sweet of you, Aunt Nadia, but life happens.”
My aunt narrowed her green eyes and scoffed. If she didn’t visit her hairstylist routinely, I suspected her grays would be more white these days, but nobody knew for sure because her hair was always a vibrant auburn. For a woman who wanted to retire, she still had plenty of spunk and style. A big part of me hoped I could live up to her example when I was her age. 
She put a fist on her jeans-clad hip. “That boy, Ben, did you wrong.”
I dipped my chin. “He did, but that doesn’t change the fact that it’s time. I’ve been burned out for a while, and I’ve realized I want other things from life.”
“That isn’t what you said—”
This wasn’t the first time we broached this subject, and no matter how angry it might make her, I interrupted. 
“That was a while ago. Between this wake-up call and your need to retire… it’s a sign.”
Aunt Nadia frowned, then she spied my purse on the counter. “You goin’ somewhere?”
I grinned. “I thought I’d grab a slice of pizza. You want to come with me? Or I can bring you something?”
She dropped her hand and blew out a breath. “No, ma’am. You go ahead. I have to sign for those jerseys if they ever get delivered.”
With a quick nod, I ducked out of her embroidery and screen-printing shop, Hard Pressed.


      [image: image-placeholder]In the nick of time, I snagged the last two-person table at Bayou Moon Pizzeria. 
My conversation with Aunt Nadia wouldn’t stop repeating in my mind. It took restraint not to tell her just how wrong Ben had done me. My cell rang, and I answered without paying close attention to the display.
“Whitney, it’s Ben.”
I clenched my teeth and exhaled quietly through my nose. “What do you need?”
“I just saw your texts. Are you sure, Whitney?” Ben asked.
Ben and I had been agents on an FBI public-corruption squad. During our last case, he’d been forced to fire his weapon, which required a separate investigation to prove deadly force had been necessary. He’d shared with the review panel a number of things, such as our involvement together and his suspicion that I’d become too engrossed in the case.
He should have received three texts; the first, telling him I needed to speak to him, went unanswered for over two days. Even though I was loathe to do it, I sent a second text saying our relationship was done. The last one, sent ten minutes later, informed him I had resigned from the Bureau and that I’d boxed up the few things he’d left at my place, and I provided the tracking number for the shipment.
I resisted the urge to pull my cell phone from my ear and chuck it across the room. No amount of deep breathing could calm me down, but I tried again anyway. It gave me time to control my tone of voice. “Yes, Ben. I’m sure. There was more than just one text and all of them were rather clear.”
“It’s just a misunderstanding, baby.”
My jaw shifted and I considered getting up from my seat inside Bayou Moon Pizza. The lunch rush was in full swing, though, and seeing as how my order hadn’t been called, if I stepped outside I’d never get my table back.
I firmed up my tone, but kept it from being bitchy. 
Who was I kidding? When Ben didn’t hear what he wanted to hear, he always called my firm tone bitchy. 
“Agent Heston, we’re done. You voiced your opinion that my judgment as an agent was questionable, added to that the fact we had been involved, and rather than both of us getting benched, only I did. I’m being as civil as I can, but hear this. I’m very sure that we are finished.”
Ben went on a tear that I only half-listened to, since I’d heard it before. He claimed it was all to keep us safe, and reminded me that my mental health evaluation played a bigger role. That was true to an extent, but he was a master at painting himself in a good light. 
The door opened, the bells tinkled, and I found myself thoroughly distracted. Three Riot MC members sauntered inside wearing their colors.
Thank God, I sat in full view of the front door.
I ducked my head down in hopes they wouldn’t notice me. Many would assume that my FBI training developed my habit of sitting with my back to the wall, but Quantico didn’t teach me that, Aunt Nadia did.
Aunt Nadia taught me a lot of things. Like not taking shit from anyone. Like living life to the fullest. And most recently, embracing life’s curveballs and seeing the silver lining – though that lesson was still a struggle.
“Are you listening to me, Whitney?” Ben demanded.
“Can’t say that I am. We’re done. Stop calling me, Ben.”
I ended the call, and my order was announced. My stomach growled as I sat down with my two slices of mushroom and pepperoni.
I heard the bells tinkle again, looked up, and sighed. This couldn’t be happening. I specifically came to Bayou Moon because it was a pizzeria. He wasn’t supposed to be here, seeing as how he carried an EpiPen for his dairy allergy. Nevertheless, Kenneth “Mensa” Ragstone sauntered inside, and my heart rate accelerated. 
Nothing about this was right. I gravitated to the good guys. I didn’t go for the bad boys. I only wanted to see Mensa one way: him walking in front of me with his hands behind his back,  wearing handcuffs I  had put on him.
Yet, that wasn’t to be. I hadn’t been sent here to investigate him. I’d been ordered to befriend a judge’s daughter. The judge was suspected of defrauding the Social Security Administration, and other things. 
Over the course of the investigation, I’d come across Mensa’s file. My superiors thought he might be in on the fraud, but we found no evidence to support that. In fact, aside from a drunk-and-disorderly when he turned twenty-one, it appeared that Mensa hadn’t so much as jaywalked in the past fifteen years. Rumor had it he came by his road name due to his brilliance at not getting caught doing anything. He wasn’t a book-smart genius. He was a genius thanks to his street-smarts. 
Thus, the idea of bringing him in appealed to me. He may not have been caught, but my gut said he’d committed plenty of crimes. That made my attraction to him all the more irritating and baffling. 
My damned hormones were getting the best of me – had to be. 
Nothing else explained my eyes seeking his whenever we were in the same room, or the fact I went out of my way to do the opposite of whatever he wanted, like when he wanted me out of the Riot MC clubhouse back in November, but I’d stuck around until after midnight.
Now that I’d resigned, I had no reason to give a damn about Mensa. Hell, other than Aunt Nadia and her shop, and that my assignment turned into a genuine friendship with Riley – a definite silver lining – I had no reason to stay in town… but I couldn’t decide where I wanted to go. Or what I wanted to do.
You want to do Mensa, a little voice inside my head suggested.
I clenched my teeth. 
I despised that I lusted over him. He wasn’t my type, and not just because he was an outlaw biker. My prior lovers had been over six feet tall, clean-cut men. Sometimes they were built, other times they had the beginnings of the classic ‘Dad bod.’ I didn’t care as long as a man was funny and friendly. The ability to take instruction or at least listen to what I wanted in the bedroom didn’t hurt, either. 
Mensa didn’t qualify on most of those counts. 
According to the dossier I had compiled on him, he stood only two inches taller than my five-foot-eight-inches. 
His brown eyes weren’t soulful, no, they were so cold he could stare down the devil himself. When we argued, some foolish part of me craved the moment that I earned that stare-down.
The way his wavy hair curled along his neck, I wanted to run my fingers through it and give it a good tug. He probably wouldn’t go for that, which made me want it even more.
He was built, but he didn’t flaunt it. 
He wasn’t the least bit friendly to me, which meant I had no idea if he was funny – though he made his MC brothers laugh plenty. 
And obviously, I had no idea about his behavior in the bedroom. 
Hard to say what I hated more – the fact that I was attracted to him or the fact that he could be so freaking attractive with his messy hair and scruffy beard. 
While I ate my pizza, I noted where each Riot MC brother sat at their table. Mensa had his back to me. I had an excellent profile view of Gamble and Brute. Har faced me, but his focus was on the other men.
I sipped my Dr. Pepper to wash down my last bite while I read an article on my phone. Someone pulled the chair across from me out from under the table. I glanced up to see Mensa sitting down. That was unexpected, but I kept myself from showing a reaction.
“I’ve been looking into you,” he said.
I lifted my chin an inch.
His nostrils flared. “But I can’t find anything.”
I resisted the urge to smile that almost overwhelmed me. 
He narrowed one eye at me. “That tells me my gut is right.”
I turned my head, and noticed Gamble and Har were watching us. My lips tipped up when I looked back to Mensa. “And what is your gut right about?”
He shifted the chair back. “That you’re trouble. Do us all a favor, stay away from Riley.”
That rankled.
“She’s my friend. Or isn’t she allowed to make those decisions for herself?”
“That’s low,” Mensa hissed.
I shrugged a shoulder. “You’re part of the same family tree as her; for all I know you’ve got the same controlling ideas that her Daddy did.”
His lip curled. “I don’t operate that way, Blume.”
I nodded once. “That’s a relief – and I mean that.”
“The fact I can’t find out anything about you tells me you’re not from here.”
“Your point?” I asked when he lapsed into silence.
He shook his head. “When are you leaving town?”
I assumed an innocent expression. “What makes you think I’m leaving town?”
“Your brother left. Figured you won’t be too far behind him.”
If I hadn’t resigned, he’d be right – not because I was following Wyatt, but because I’d have been assigned to a new case by now.
The idea that Mensa wanted me gone bothered me. 
It shouldn’t, but it did. He wasn’t the first person who didn’t take a shine to me, and seeing as that feeling was mutual it spurred more confusion. Why did I care what he thought of me? He wasn’t the sort of man who interested me. Why did I want him to want me to stick around? 
I couldn’t contemplate that with his eyes boring into mine.
I concentrated on putting my phone in my Boho bag before I looked up at him. “This might disappoint you, but I don’t know that I will leave town. Biloxi isn’t such a bad place. The weather’s nice, there’s a beach, and Aunt Nadia’s cool as hell. I could see myself sticking around a while.”
He twisted his head to the side and exhaled hard. He turned back, those eyes blazing. “You’re full of shit, and you’re hiding something. I mean it, stay away from me, my brothers, and damn sure my cousin, Riley.”
“Or what?” I asked, unable to stop myself.
He stood and looked down his nose at me. “Or there’s gonna be hell to pay.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The security system gave a whiny, high-pitched double beep when I opened the door to Hard Pressed. The business was Aunt Nadia’s pride and joy. But seventy was on the horizon and six months ago she’d asked me if I wanted to take over. 
At the time, it had been an easy answer: not a chance. I was working interesting and challenging cases with the FBI. 
Now, I was ashamed that I’d resigned. 
And yet… if I were honest with myself, I’d lost my drive somewhere along the way. My five-year anniversary with the Bureau would have been in two months. Part of me felt the loss of not hitting that milestone, and another part of me recognized it had been past time for me to move on. An agent had to be able to move if there was a greater need on another mission. In the past, I’d been down for all of that, but since hitting thirty-four, it had lost its appeal.
Was it a total waste to turn my back on law enforcement after the last four years? (That year spent in the academy didn’t factor into my tenure with the Bureau.) I didn’t really think so. I had done more good than most people would ever know during that time.
Despite Aunt Nadia’s encouragement to keep after my dream, her offer was still on the table. Dealing with ordinary citizens appealed to me… no, being my own boss appealed to me. Just because something appealed to me, didn’t mean it was the right decision though. Part of me wanted to get that drive back and prove that I still belonged in law enforcement.
“It’s about time you got back,” Aunt Nadia called from the register.
I stepped behind the counter and tucked my purse into a drawer. “Yeah, I’m sorry that took so long.”
“They must have been busy at Mick’s place.”
“No more than usual,” I muttered.
“Really? Then what was the hold up?”
I wobbled my head. “To start, Ben called.”
Aunt Nadia pulled off her glasses. “That boy…”
“Yeah,” I murmured.
“Something else happened.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“Don’t lie to me, Whitney Janelle.”
I forced a smile. “The next time I’m craving Bayou Moon’s pizza, I’ll have to get it to go, that’s all.”
“Why? Did you get on Mick’s bad side somehow?”
I scoffed. “I know better than that.”
“Then why would you have to settle for take out?”
“I ran into Kenneth.”
Her brows drew together and her lips curled in distaste. “Who’s Kenneth?”
I sighed. “Mensa, okay. I’m surprised you only know these people by their road names.”
“Sandy only refers to them using those names. What does Mensa have to do with you not going out for pizza?”
I glanced out the front window. “Nothing. Like I said, it doesn’t matter.”
“You’re supposed to be smart, but you’ve lost half your IQ if you think I’m gonna fall for that. Hell, that’s a sign it absolutely matters.”
I leveled a dry look at her. “I’m attracted to him, but that’s irrelevant. He’s not my type. He can’t stand me. And I’m not getting involved with a man again for quite a while.”
She cackled.
I widened my eyes. “Don’t laugh at me like that. I know what that means. You think I’m full of it.”
She sobered. “No, I think those are famous last words, my dear. You’re so determined to have no man in your life right now that fate introduces you to Mensa.”
I shook my head. “Don’t bring fate into this. There’s no way I’m entertaining that idea.”
Her knowing grin unsettled me. She shrugged a shoulder. “Have it your way. It still doesn’t explain why you have to steer clear of Bayou Moon.”
I returned her a knowing grin. “He warned me to stay away from him, Riley, and his Riot MC brothers. And because I’m a glutton for punishment, when I asked what he’d do if I didn’t heed his warning, he threatened me. I’m pretty sure fate has nothing to do with this one, Aunt Nadia.”
“I’m surprised he’d do such a thing to you. That’s disappointing.” She shuffled to the other end of the counter, and nudged a box with her foot. “While you were gone, the jerseys for the softball team came in. You can get to screen printing them while I finish up another patch for a VFW member.”






  
  Chapter 2
That Look

Mensa


Mensa parked his bike behind the Riot MC clubhouse, swung off, and climbed the steps to the back door. He wanted to kick his own ass. A tall gin and tonic might help him take the edge off his shame. He didn’t threaten women, so it surprised him when he’d threatened Whitney. Her insinuating he was anything like his Uncle Jack sure as hell hadn’t helped matters. 
She ticked all his boxes for what he didn’t want in a woman. 
He’d convinced himself that she was hiding something. His conviction was so strong some of his brothers threatened to make him a tin-foil hat.
Inside the clubhouse, he went behind the bar in the common room.
“You got that look again,” Finn said, putting away a cue stick, moving to the bar, and settling on a stool.
“I don’t have a look,” Mensa muttered.
“When you’re stewing about Whitney, you do.”
Mensa kept his reaction in check by pouring gin over the ice cubes in his glass. “Not stewing. Just wondering how she fooled you and most of the other brothers.”
“She’s still pretty new to Biloxi. I got no reason to distrust her.”
“Her twin brother is an FBI agent, and that only came to light because of the investigation into my uncle.”
Finn shrugged a shoulder. “Since your uncle was abusing his power – he had that coming.”
Mensa added a splash of tonic and shook his head. “Not what I mean. She’s hiding something, and I’ll bet she’s part of the FBI, too. She lied to Riley—”
“Lied about what? They only discussed Riley’s dad once – assuming Whitney was in on the investigation.”
Mensa swallowed a sip of his drink. “How do you know they only talked about Uncle Jack once?”
Finn went behind the bar and grabbed a bottle of beer. “I asked Riley, because of how dead-set you are against Whitney.”
“Yeah. Bet Whitney’s a master at steering the conversation.”
Finn returned to his stool and took a swig of his beer. “You’re losing it, Mensa. She’s not from here and she’s helping her Aunt Nadia.”
“My gut says she could have been investigating the club.”
“So what if she was?” Block asked, sauntering to the bar and sitting next to Finn. 
Har was a pace behind Block and nodded. “We got nothing to hide.”
Finn set his beer down. “Except Riley says Whitney’s between jobs… so she isn’t investigating shit.”
There it was, the thing that should have had them all on alert. Anyone who was ‘between jobs’ wouldn’t hang in Biloxi. They’d be fighting tooth and nail to get back on the job or finding another opportunity to make money. 
He didn’t buy the excuse of taking care of her aunt either. Nadia was as fit as a fiddle, as far as Mensa knew. Taking care of her sounded like a cover – and a bad one at that.
Sandy bustled into the common room from the kitchen. “You better hope she sticks around, otherwise you boys are gonna be in a lurch when you need new patches stitched. Or when one of you decides to take an ol’ lady… you’ll have to special order a cut from out of town.”
“She’s officially hanging it up?” Block asked.
Sandy grabbed a lemon from a small fridge behind the bar and turned to Block. “Her arthritis is gettin’ worse, and she wants to travel.”
Finn caught Mensa’s gaze. “You got nothing to say to that?”
Mensa swallowed some of his cocktail. “No, because that’s the first true statement I’ve heard.” He arched his brows. “And none of that pertains to Whitney.”
Sandy strode back to the kitchen.
Finn lifted his beer bottle toward Mensa. “I stand by what I said months ago. One night, make an approach and hate-fuck her out of your system.”
Mensa glowered at Finn.
Block laughed. “No way. That shit don’t work. I’m proof.”
Finn smirked. “Yeah, and you’re happier for it.”
Block gave a small nod.
Mensa downed the rest of his drink and made another. “Block, you never hated Heidi.” He shifted his gaze to Finn. “It isn’t the same sitch here, Finn. Back off.”
Har leaned forward. “I want to know what you said to her at lunch. Her reaction made it clear she wanted to kick your ass.”
Mensa picked up his glass, ready to hit his room. “I told her to stay away from all of us or there’d be hell to pay.”
“You threatened her?” Block asked, his tone outraged.
“I’d never make good on it.”
“I don’t think she’ll give a damn about that, Mensa,” Block said.
Finn tossed his empty beer bottle into the trash. “Thought you were the smart one.”
“A woman can make any man crazy, Finn,” Har said.
A wide, knowing grin spread across Finn’s face. “You’re right, Prez, but Mensa says this isn’t like that.”
Mensa glowered at Finn. “Whatever. You assholes had your fun. I don’t plan to see her ever again. I’m headed to my room.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Mensa closed his door just as his phone vibrated with a text. He opened the thread and saw a message from Cynic.
Tomorrow, you’re on for Open-Mic night 


A half-hearted smile crossed his face. Part of him looked forward to the Open-Mic-slash-karaoke because he loved music so much. Another part of him hated it because it immediately brought Whitney to mind.
Last November, Sandy had roped Nadia and Whitney into helping her arrange an impromptu karaoke night at the clubhouse. The way Whitney had belted out “Devil Won’t Go” by Elle King made a lasting impression. She wasn’t as good as Riley, but she likely hadn’t had any training. He couldn’t deny that Whitney had a great fuckin’ voice. 
Once he sent Cynic a text to tell him he’d be there, Mensa lay back on his bed with a book. Any other time, he’d watch a movie, but for the past three months he’d start a flick and compare the actress to Whitney. With her crystal blue eyes and shiny blonde hair, she was a stunner. Those fucking eyes, though – hers gleamed in a way he didn’t see from most women. She didn’t look like a California girl, she looked like the California girl’s cousin who could kick your ass if you said the wrong thing. 
Fuck him, but he was curious about that. He had been since Finn and Riley tied the knot in the back yard of the clubhouse a month ago. Especially since Whitney had wasted no time cornering him to bitch about the tents. Someone – his money was on Victoria – had shared that he’d suggested the tents. 
He’d more than suggested. He’d insisted on them in order to keep the women out of the clubhouse. Being insistent was risky, but Har had relented. It was good that he did, too, or Mensa might have lost his battle to his inexplicable attraction to Whitney. 
All of Riley’s bridesmaids wore navy blue dresses, but they weren’t all the same type of dress. Whitney came down the aisle first in a halter-style gown, and Mensa’s fingers itched to tear the gauzy-looking fabric off her.
Recalling that vision of her, his mind wandered to what she was like in bed and he got angry with himself. The woman compared him to his crooked uncle, and the heat in her eyes made it clear she held a grudge against Mensa. There was no way he’d bring that woman to his bed. He snatched up his book with a disgruntled sigh, opened to the bookmark, and shoved thoughts of Whitney out of his mind.






  
  Chapter 3
Silence

Whitney


Riley hurried inside Hard Pressed, her wavy, golden-brown hair in a ponytail swaying with her stride. She pointed at me. “You’re a liar.” 
I bit down ever so subtly to hide my surprise. Did she find out about my assignment?
I hated being discovered. It was nerve-wracking during the best scenario, but in this case I could lose a friendship. One I had quickly come to value. Not that I didn’t value all friends, but Riley and I got on like we were sisters separated at birth. A friendship like that was rare, and I’d put off coming clean with her. 
She stared at me with her chestnut-colored eyes, waiting for a response. Silence had saved my ass plenty over the years.
“Riley, girl,” Aunt Nadia said, and I’d forgotten she was in the room.
Riley came to the counter. “You’re not busy tonight. Why are you really skipping Open-Mic night?”
“I just need a quiet night,” I semi-fibbed. 
Riley narrowed her eyes. “Nope. I don’t believe that, either.”
I threw my hands up in slight surrender. “It’s the truth.”
“Gamble said he saw you at lunch yesterday.”
Funny how criminals and law enforcement had certain things in common. Nothing got by those Riot MC brothers… and I did my damnedest to make sure nothing got by me, either.
“He did, but that doesn’t change the fact I’m staying in tonight. Let’s plan to hit the Beau Rivage on Tuesday—”
She curled her lip. “It’s too crowded there. Besides, Mensa will be running things tonight.” A calculating look crossed her face. “Which reminds me, Gamble said Mensa talked to you yesterday. Is that the real problem?”
My face froze. Seemed those Riot boys gossiped like women.
“She’s following his orders,” Aunt Nadia said.
I aimed some side-eye at my aunt. “Not orders.”
Aunt Nadia’s chastising look should have left me quaking in my sandals. She smiled. “You’re right. Not orders, you’re keeping his threat at bay.”
“Threat? He did not threaten you,” Riley said.
I shrugged a shoulder. “Not like Aunt Nadia makes it sound, but he wants me to stay away.”
Her eyes widened. “Well, he doesn’t get to decide that.”
Aunt Nadia tossed her hands out. “That’s what I’m saying, and I don’t understand why my niece is heeding that boy’s warning.”
I glanced between the two of them. “I’m not in the mood to poke the bear.” With a head tilt at Riley, I added, “You go and crush it tonight.”
Her brows arched. “I could crush it better if you were there.”
I smirked. “Now who’s a liar?”
“Whatever. Good vibes create more good vibes. Think about it.”
Aunt Nadia wandered toward the other end of the counter. “There’s nothing for her to think about. She had no problem ignoring what Mensa wanted when you and Finn tied the knot.” She gave me a sideways glance. “Go give that boy a hard time. It’s a free country.”
I stared at Aunt Nadia. “It’s where he works. That’s not cool.”
Riley chuckled. “And he lives at the clubhouse. What’s the difference?”
I just stopped myself from saying Mensa had a studio apartment near I-10 in Ocean Springs. That would have blown it.  
I needed to come clean to Riley.
Which would mean Finn, Mensa, and all the Riot MC brothers would know.
No doubt they’d assume I’d been looking into the whole club, but all I really wanted was to investigate Mensa and lock him away. Nobody was that squeaky-clean. Nobody.
My eyes locked with Riley’s. “The difference is that I know he works at Twisted Talons. I didn’t know he lived at the clubhouse when I complained about your wedding reception being inside a tent.”
“That’s fair, but he really needs to get over himself. I don’t understand why he has a problem with you. Who cares if your brother works for the FBI?”
“Whitney,” Aunt Nadia said.
I jerked my head toward the back. “Come on back to the office. You want some sweet tea?”
Riley's eyes skated between me and Aunt Nadia. “Is it that blackberry stuff I had a few days ago? Because that is pure nectar.”
“As long as it’s blackberry season, Riley, I’m gonna make blackberry tea,” Aunt Nadia declared.
I led Riley to the back and poured her a glass of tea from an over-sized travel thermos Aunt Nadia kept in her office mini-fridge.
Time to face the music.
She sipped from her glass and her eyes rolled back in her head for a moment. “I don’t know how she does this without tons of pulp.”
I grinned. “Wish I could tell you, but she never makes it when I’m in the room, and she guards her recipe like a hawk.”
Riley waved her free hand at the office. “Why did you want me to come back here?”
“You mentioned my brother working for the FBI, but I did, too.”
Riley gave two quick nods. “Yeah, I suspected that when you visited me in the hospital.” Her expression turned wary. “But you mentioned you were between jobs to take care of your aunt.”
“Yeah, my status changed not long before shit hit the fan with the case against your dad.”
“What do you mean? I thought there was a man involved in this.”
I nodded. “Yes, but that isn’t what I wanted to talk about.” I blew out a breath. “My superiors assigned me to you in order to figure out how much, if anything, you knew about your dad’s activities.”
She put her tea down on the desk, and frowned at me. 
A sour feeling grew in my stomach. “I didn’t want to keep it from you any longer. I’m sorry that—”
She shook her head. “But you asked me about Dad once.”
I tilted my head. “Right. The way you shut that down, my gut said you had nothing to do with it.” I paused. “When I wasn’t with you, I’d follow you. It became clear your story about avoiding and staying away from Tyndale was true. I’m sorry I didn’t do anything about your car being sabotaged. From where I watched the house, it looked like he was trying to take care of the car.”
As much as silence saved my ass, it unnerved me when others went too quiet.
After enduring her long stare, she said, “I interrupted you a moment ago. What were you going to say, you’re sorry that… what?”
“I’m sorry that I deceived you.”
Her head tilted. “I don’t think you’re sorry about that. I mean, you were doing your job. So was your brother.”
I shook my head. “Wyatt wasn’t on that case. I was just as surprised as you to see him at the hospital. You’re right, though, I was doing my job. I hope you don’t think we’re friends because I was assigned to you.”
Her lips twisted with skepticism. “Were you assigned to loving karaoke? Hmm? And don’t tell me you don’t love it because nobody gets as good at it as you are without loving it.”
My lips tipped up. “No, I’ve always had a thing for karaoke.”
“And those wrong, but incredibly strong, opinions about Ben Stiller? Were those a front?”
“No… and you’re the one who’s wrong. The Secret Life of Walter Mitty is his best movie by far.”
“Zoolander, but there’s my point. We’d have been friends no matter what spurred our meeting.”
I stared at her in admiration. “I love how open-minded you are, Riley. Most other people find out I had to cozy up to them because of a case and I’m cut out like a cancer.”
“Like I said, we’d have been friends regardless.”
I nodded once. “I appreciate that. Nobody’s ever been as understanding as you, so thank you.”
She swallowed a sip of tea. “You’re welcome. Now that we have that out of the way, you’re coming to karaoke tonight.”
“No, I’m not. The farther away I am from Mensa, the better off everyone will be. We can’t stand each other, and for good reason.”
“You don’t mean that. I’ve seen how you look at him.”
I smiled. “Sure, with suspicion and scrutiny.”
Riley laughed. “Yeah, if that’s what you want to call checking someone out.”
I rolled my eyes. “I don’t check him out. He’s not my type physically, and we’re definitely wrong for each other morally.”
“Morally?” she asked, her tone bordering on disbelief.
“No offense, I know he’s your cousin, but I doubt he has any morals. Or, no, that isn’t fair. His sense of right and wrong are the very opposite of mine.”
Riley stared at me for a beat. “Nothing’s ever black and white with him, that’s for sure.”
“I see shades of gray too, Riles.”
She tipped her head, a questioning expression on her face. “If that’s true, then the two of you are more alike than you think.” 
I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. Once you tell Finn, the brothers are going to agree with Mensa. Keeping me out will be their priority.”
“But you aren’t working any more.”
I twisted my hands up. “Yeah, but the brothers won’t care. And something’s got to give soon. I need to figure out what the hell I’m doing. I definitely don’t have time for dancing around a man like Mensa.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The breeze from the Gulf tickled the back of my neck before I set off on my jog. Part of me couldn’t believe that I routinely came to the public beach access to torture myself this way. Even though I’d been on my high school track team, I didn’t like running; I’d done the shot-put.  But training at Quantico had been no joke – mentally and physically – I didn’t like running, but I quickly learned that a long run was the one time I could zone out the noise of the outside world. 
I needed to zone out in the worst way because I had a ton of big decisions in front of me. After a few stretches, I wandered to the sidewalk that lined Beach Boulevard, and jogged. 
It didn’t take long for my mind to clear so I could focus on the decisions I needed to make. 
If I took over Aunt Nadia’s shop, I’d have to pack up my place in Jackson and move down here. I wondered if running Hard Pressed would be fulfilling enough. 
If I still wanted a job within law enforcement, I needed to figure out what that looked like. Did I want to work with the Biloxi PD? Did I want to put out feelers for a job in the private sector?
I couldn’t ignore one of the biggest reasons I had resigned. 
It sounded cliché, but my clock was ticking and I felt like I’d been married to my job, which wouldn’t have been fair to my future family. It wasn’t that field agents couldn’t have families. Most of them did. It was that I didn’t want that for my day-to-day life. By the flip side, I didn’t want my life to revolve around being a mom. There wasn’t anything wrong with that; I just needed to have an identity along with being a mom.
Being this aimless was new to me. 
Another voice in my head asked if it was a waste of my education to settle for running Aunt Nadia’s shop? Considering that I’d majored in business (in case I didn’t get into the FBI academy), my education would actually help me. Not to mention keeping her shop in the family would be its own kind of achievement. 
My breathing had become more labored as I hit my stride. Running along the Gulf of Mexico was so much better than running almost anywhere else. 
It struck me that what I’d spouted off to Mensa at lunch had been true. I really loved it here. It was one-part tourist town, mixed with one-part Southern small town, and a dash of suburbia creeping in, depending on where you were in Biloxi. 
The only downsides were that it wasn’t that close to Mom and Dad in Baltimore, and Wyatt would likely put in for an office transfer at some point. Then where did that leave me?
If I decided to go into the private sector or local law enforcement, my biggest fear was in the backlash of this situation. Dating a co-worker was very unusual for me, but I had thought that Ben and I had clicked. We weren’t the first two agents to connect – and it didn’t violate Bureau policies, either. 
But I’d never expected Ben to throw me under the bus like he did. 
In a conversation with our case manager, Ben said I had an obsession with nailing the Riot MC. He felt I had too much of a chip on my shoulder where Mensa
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