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      I watched as Ross handed my scooter keys to the new delivery driver. In terms of hygiene, this guy was better than the last driver. His brown hair was at least washed without unidentified objects falling out of it. But the way his eyes scanned me from head to toe had me stepping away from him. I wouldn’t have hired him, but my opinion mattered little since Ross pretended I didn’t exist.

      I had thought Ross would snap out of his anger at me by now and realize that the fallout with the mob was not my fault. Well, not all of it. Fighting for them in cage matches wasn’t a choice.

      Ever since the bloody aftermath at the 411, Ross hadn’t said a word to me, nor had he scheduled me for a shift at the family restaurant.

      Knowing he needed space, I had been patient. But Lancilotto ‘The Reaper’ Guzzardo had absconded with my roommate, and I had to make sure I could cover both of our rents until I figured out a way to rescue her.

      Sure, I still had money from my cage-matches, but I didn’t want to waste it on an old, two-bedroom apartment. I needed a job. Not only for money, but to keep me busy. Sitting in the apartment by myself with nothing but my thoughts to occupy me wasn’t okay. I had too many regrets for that kind of idleness.

      As soon as Ross finished orientation with the new guy, I cornered Ross in the office. With a large desk shoved inside the small space, he had nowhere to escape.

      I leaned against the doorframe and watched as Ross read the night’s menu. He styled his dark blond hair in the usual swoop up, held with enough hair product to cement Nana’s dentures.

      “Ross, we lost two delivery drivers in two weeks. This new guy will probably last a week or less. When are you going to stop blaming me for what happened and give me my job back?”

      Silence.

      “I came for you as soon as I knew they took you hostage. They pitted me against the Exterminator. He kills people, but I still got in the ring for you.”

      Silence.

      “You’ll have to speak to me eventually.”

      He continued to stare at the menu.

      “Will you at least talk to Logan?”

      Logan and I hadn’t mentioned our engagement to anyone. Logan wanted to tell Ross first and ask if Ross would be the best man. However, Ross went silent on Logan, too.

      It didn’t make sense.

      While I understood Ross was upset with me for endangering him, the restaurant, and the family, none of that was Logan’s fault.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out to see a message from Logan.

      Are you on the schedule yet?

      No. He hired a new guy.

      Let me take you to dinner. My treat.

      I wouldn’t say no to that. Between the food I pilfered from the restaurant, and Logan treating me constantly, meant I at least saved some money.

      I quickly texted Logan that I’d meet him for dinner and then took one last look at Ross. “If you need me, let me know.”

      Silence.

      Backing out of the office, I headed over to Lily who stood at the stainless-steel prep table. Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail. I watched for a moment as she cut zucchini with quick precision. The sound of the knife hitting the cutting board so rapidly, like a machine gun with a stuck trigger, made me flinch.

      “Is Ross okay?” I whispered, since the kitchen was small enough that a conversation could be heard in every direction.

      Lily glanced over at the office and then at me. “He refuses to talk about you,” she said softly. “I’ve tried, but he goes silent on me.”

      “Thank you for trying.” I pushed down the irritation and changed the subject. The last thing I needed was for Ross to take his anger out on Lily. I just got them dating. “How’s your dad coming along with the restaurant? Are there going to be any of Mr. Lee’s dumplings in my stomach soon?”

      She paused the knife to grab another zucchini. “It’s been a pain scheduling everything with the contractors. It doesn’t help that we are still waiting on the insurance payout after the fire. They are dragging their heels, and it’s making my dad crazy.”

      Mr. Lee riled easily. Having to deal with insurance and contractors would make even the most patient person edgy.

      “If you need anything, let me know,” I said. “I have lots of free time.”

      “With the way we’ve been going through delivery drivers, Ross will face facts soon and want you back.”

      “Until then, I’m going to savor my free time.”

      “Date night with Logan again?”

      I nodded. “I guess I should be thankful I haven’t had to work. It gives me more time with Logan.”

      “Enjoy it while you can. You’ll be back on your delivery scooter soon enough.”

      With a small wave goodbye, I left the restaurant and hired a ride to my apartment to get ready.

      With the extra time on my hands, the old apartment sparkled from cleaning. Not only did I clean, I had time to shop for clothes. Instead of my wardrobe consisting of a couple pairs of jeans, one pair of shoes, and a few tops, I now had enough clothes to mix and match.

      I nearly felt normal again.

      Nearly.

      Once at home, I checked the clock and saw I had enough time to put effort into my appearance. While Logan had seen me at my worst and still wanted to marry me, I wanted to show him I wasn’t always a mess.

      Pulling out a fitted dress that fell just above my knees, I placed it on the bed. I then went to the bathroom to do something with my hair.

      For the last couple of months, my normal hair style had been a ponytail. Tonight, maybe some loose curls would do wonders for my dark hair.

      Heating the curling iron, I applied makeup while I waited. My phone buzzed in my pocket, but I ignored it so I could concentrate on the eyeliner. Once that was done, I curled my hair and slipped on my dress. It was only when I discarded my jeans into the hamper that my phone fell out and I remembered I had received a message.

      Picking up the phone, I read a message from Logan.

      I’m sorry. I got pulled into a case. I can’t make dinner, but I’ll come over later.

      I sat on the bed and stared at the phone, trying not to be disappointed. Life with a detective meant there would be interruptions and plans would fall through.

      Still, I allowed myself a few minutes to pout, and then I snapped a picture of my dolled-up self and sent it to him.

      I smiled when he returned the message with a man drooling and then a man crying.

      Getting to this comfortable place with Logan was more than I had hoped for, especially when I had thought we’d never get back together.

      With a sigh, I wondered what I should do with myself now that I was dateless.

      Since I hadn’t heard from Nana in a while, I slipped on pretty shoes and a light sweater to protect from the cool night. I then pilfered one of Mila’s small purses, since I still didn’t have any of my own.

      As soon as the hired lift dropped me off at Nana’s place, I knew I was crashing a party. A bass beat pounded along the sidewalk, and golf carts from Your Time Acres residents filled her yard. One parked in her hedges.

      I walked the short path to the front door and didn’t bother to knock. Off-key crooning assaulted my ears as soon as I opened the door. The man holding the microphone attempted his best Elvis hip gyration. Multicolored lights flashed in the living room as he sang karaoke.

      They had pushed the couch back to allow for a small dance floor. Only two couples could fit on it.

      Lily’s brother Lan sat off to the side as he manned the karaoke machine. At only twenty-five, he stood out amongst the seasoned partiers. I didn’t see Nana, but knowing her, there was a poker game somewhere nearby.

      While the family would have preferred Nana to live out her senior years a little less colorfully, I was glad she threw parties. It meant that even though the mob had broken Ross, Nana was still going strong.

      Heading to the kitchen, I glimpsed her lemon-yellow hair. She sat at the table, shuffling a deck of cards as she told people to ante up.

      After a spectacular shuffle that would have impressed any Las Vegas magician, she glanced up and spotted me. “Hubba, hubba! What are you all dolled up for?”

      “A date with Logan, but it fell through. I thought I’d come and see if you wanted to go to dinner.”

      “I would have loved that. But I’m currently swindling these fools out of their bridge money. Sit down, and I’ll deal you in.”

      “That’s okay. I’ll listen to karaoke for a while and then head out.”

      “Sing a duet with Lan. He’s really good.”

      I kissed Nana on the cheek. “I’ll listen, but I’m not singing.”

      I heard her call me a stick in the mud as I exited the kitchen and returned to the living room. The off-key singer had just finished his song and a petite woman shuffled up to the mic. Her hair reminded me of white cotton candy. As Nana’s best friend, Essie attended all the parties, so it was no surprise to find her at the karaoke machine.

      However, I was surprised when a rap song keyed. Standing locked in place, I watched as Essie threw down a solid performance.

      When she finished, Lan set the next person up with a song and then came over to me.

      “You need to do something about Nana Nina,” Lan said. Dark circles under his eyes marred his usual youthful appearance.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know living here means I deal with her whims. Normally, it’s fun hanging out here. But ever since the mob stuff, it’s like she’s gone on turbo. This place is a nonstop party zone. I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in weeks.”

      Having an ex-Blood Dragon staying with Nana had been a sore spot for many people in the family. But as the weeks had gone by, and Lan continued to stay with Nana, I came to think of it as a good thing. Nana liked to pal around, and Lan needed a responsible mother figure who dealt with life’s blows with a bit of frivolity.

      Perhaps frivolity was Nana’s coping mechanism.

      “Did you talk to her about it?” I asked.

      He nodded. “She says if she’s going to kick the bucket, she’s going to have fun while she can.”

      “That sounds like her.”

      Lan shook his head. “This is different. It’s like she thinks she’s going to kick the bucket soon. Like she has an expiration date a week from now.”

      I frowned, not liking to think about death, especially when it came to Nana. I was convinced she would outlive all of us.

      “Is this just about the mob?” I asked. “Or has she had any doctor’s appointments lately?”

      “She saw a doctor a few days after the 411 take down. But it was just her annual checkup.”

      “No appointments since then?”

      “None.”

      I chalked up her charged zest for life because of the run in with the mob. She’d probably get back to her routine soon. While it still consisted of parties, perhaps she’d let Lan sleep as well.

      “Would it help if I stopped over here with Logan?” I asked. “He could wave his badge around and look official so people clear out.”

      Lan grappled me into a hug, which wasn’t a normal occurrence. That he was squeezing the air from my lungs meant he was desperate.

      I patted him on the back. “As long as Logan doesn’t get called into another investigation, I’ll bring him by tomorrow.”

      “Come whenever he’s free,” Lan said as he released me. “These parties are all day and all night.” When the song ended, he groaned. “Back to work.”

      “You could move.”

      “I thought about it. But if I leave here, Dad will want me to help him with the business again. He’s already sending me reminders on how to prepare dumplings. Just because my heritage is Chinese doesn’t automatically make me want to cook dumplings for the family restaurant.”

      “If you could do anything you wanted to, what would it be?”

      “I don’t know. If I knew, I’d be doing it.”

      “Where’s the music?” someone shouted.

      Lan rolled his eyes. “Back to work. Please bring Logan tomorrow.”

      After I gave my promise, Lan returned to the karaoke machine. “Joyce, you’re up.”

      Before Joyce could get too jiggy with it, I quickly exited.

      Tonight was going to be a TV night, I thought as I headed home.

      However, when I unlocked my apartment door and walked inside, all thoughts ceased as my gaze fell on a man sitting on my couch. With feet kicked up on the coffee table, and one of Mila’s expensive bottles of wine uncorked next to two glasses, he looked as if he owned the place.

      He raked his fingers through locks of dark hair as his brown eyes cut a path along my dress and down to my legs.

      When his eyes sparkled at me, I knew this was a man who got what he wanted with charm alone. Possibly with money as well, judging from his expensive clothing.

      “I think we spoke on the phone a couple times,” he said as he stood, stretching up to an impressive height. “You know me as Colin Le Sueur.”
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      I remembered Colin from his picture on his winery website. The handsome man was even more so in real life. He knew it, too.

      “You said I know you as Colin Le Sueur. What does Mila know you as? Or should I call her by her real name?”

      Even though Mila had finally confessed that her name was Geneva Guzzardo and that Colin was her brother, I still didn’t know his real first name.

      “You can call her Mila. It’s the name she has chosen for herself.”

      “The same way you had chosen Colin?”

      He nodded.

      “What’s your real name?”

      He smirked at me. “Why? Are you planning on calling the cops?”

      “No. But when my detective fiancé asks who broke into my place, then I can tell him.”

      “Fiancé? Pity.”

      “Colin, what are you doing here? The last time we spoke, you wanted nothing to do with Mila or your past life. Now you’re in my living room drinking Mila’s expensive wine.”

      “My wine. I brought it as a gift, but you took too long, and I was thirsty.”

      I raised an unamused brow. “What are you doing here?”

      “I heard my father has returned Mila to New Jersey.”

      “Correct. Why do you care?”

      He dropped his charming smile for a moment and rubbed his forehead. “I sense we got off on the wrong foot.”

      “Did you sense that before or after you broke into my apartment?”

      His gaze lingered on me. I swore his soft brown eyes could melt even the most frigid heart, but I was not falling for it. “I normally don’t have to ask for favors, but I’m asking one of you.”

      “What favor?”

      “Help me get Mila.”

      “Get Mila from your blood-thirsty family? I don’t have a death wish.”

      I had already planned on rescuing Mila, but I didn’t want to hop eagerly onboard with Colin. I wanted more information. Why did he care now when only a couple of weeks ago I couldn’t get the time of day from him?

      “I know you’re her brother,” I said. “Mila had at least given us that much information before she left. But why are you concerned about her now?”

      “Before, you were dealing with the Chicago mob. The Company is dangerous, but they don’t come close to my family.”

      “I saw that firsthand and have the nightmares to prove it.”

      A subtle wince crossed his features. “My family is the reason Mila and I left and assumed alternative identities.” He swirled the wine in his glass. “I had been brought up to take over the business. Genev . . . Mila had been brought up to become the liaison between the houses.”

      “Liaison?”

      “An unromantic term for an arranged marriage. She’d be married off to whatever house my father wanted in his back pocket.”

      “Too late now. She’s married.”

      Colin eyed me. “Married?”

      I nodded. “It just happened, and I suspect she doesn’t know.”

      A perfect eyebrow rose. “How is that possible?”

      “In Vegas, anything is possible. Let me change, and we can swap information.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t.”

      “Swap information?”

      “Change.” His direct gaze sent me back to my awkward high school phase.

      “This dress isn’t for your eyes,” I said.

      He smirked. “Perhaps not. But I see you anyway.”

      He was smooth. Too smooth. I could see many girls falling for him.

      Closing my bedroom door, I locked it. Not that it mattered since he could obviously pick locks.

      Slipping off my dress, I returned it to the closet for the next date night. I then found baggy sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt. Quickly brushing out the curls, I put my hair into a messy bun and then took a makeup wipe to rid myself of my face. I glanced in the mirror and was pleased to find my usual haggard appearance.

      This would cool Colin’s purring engine.

      Making my way back into the living room, I inwardly smiled when Colin blinked at me. However, he smirked as if he knew something.

      “What?” I asked. “Not hideous enough for you? I can do better. You should have seen me covered in bruises, especially when they turned yellow.”

      He stood and walked closer. “You merely got rid of the pretty accents, but you cannot hide real beauty. And you still have a slight bruise along your jaw.” His hand reach toward me, but I backed away.

      “Detective fiancé, remember?”

      “I have an excellent memory.”

      “So, getting back to Mila. How do we rescue her?”

      “That’s what I was hoping to get your assistance on.” He let his hand drop as he returned to the couch. “I cannot go to New Jersey.”

      “Why not? You’re in line to the mob throne. You’re like mob royalty.”

      “You don’t understand. You leave, you die. End of story. Just because The Reaper is my father, doesn’t mean I get a pass.”

      “Your dad didn’t seem like he wanted to kill Mila.”

      “Probably because he’s already got a plan for her. She’s his pocket ace.”

      “Then what do you suggest?”

      He took a wine glass and offered it to me. When I shook my head, he set it down.

      “Dealing with my father is more palatable with wine.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He took a sip. “Since my father already knows of your friendship with Mila, you could go there and request to see her. He will say no, of course. After you go back and request again, he will threaten you.”

      “Sounds like a horrible plan so far.” I sat on the side chair and curled my feet under me.

      “It might sound like a horrible plan, but my father has one weakness.”

      “What?”

      “Pretty women.”

      I raised a brow. “As in sleeping with pretty women?”

      Colin nodded.

      “I’m not sleeping with your dad. Not only is he my father’s age, and he’s my best friend’s dad, but I’m engaged, too. I’m already going to need therapy after the Chicago mob, but you’re asking me to do something that would require intense therapy that I can’t afford. There’s no way you can talk me into it.”

      “You wouldn’t sleep with him. He’s old school. He equates pretty with low IQ. You pose no threat to him, and he’ll lower his guard.”

      “Let’s say I get past him. Then what?”

      “Then you work out a plan with Mila.”

      “While I’m trapped inside with her?” I eyed him. “You’re not good at planning, are you?”

      “Never said I was.” Colin smirked. “Excuse my low IQ. I’m pretty.”

      “Hilarious.” I played with the frilly ends of a throw pillow as I thought. “Listen, I’m game for planning a rescue mission, but I’m not going without a solid plan to get both me and Mila out.”

      “Perhaps we should sleep on it and talk again tomorrow.”

      I nodded. “That sounds reasonable.” So why didn’t I trust his words?

      It wasn’t until he held out his hand to me that I realized what I had missed. I slapped his hand away.

      “Sleeping alone,” I added.

      He feigned a wounded expression, but then walked to the door. “I’ll see myself out.”

      “Do you have my phone number?”

      He nodded.

      “Call first.”

      He grinned. “I may have an excellent memory, but you should know I rarely follow orders.”

      Closing the door behind him, I let out an exhale and then locked the door.

      I glanced at the wine, wanting to drink some. Since I wasn’t sure about Colin, I wasn’t about to trust that he didn’t add something to the wine.

      Taking the glasses and bottle, I poured the contents into the sink.

      A moment later, there was a knock on the door.

      “Who is it?” I called.

      “Logan. I’m sorry I’m late, but I brought food.”

      I opened the door and smiled at him. “You should have led with that.” I took the carryout bag and brought it to the table.

      As I pulled out boxes, he came behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. “Sorry I’m late.”

      “You already apologized, and I forgive you.”

      “I see you didn’t waste any time slipping into something more comfortable.”

      I heard the humor in his voice.

      “If you bail on me, you get the ugly sweatpants.”

      “Noted.”

      I glanced back at him. “These sweatpants aren’t for your benefit. I might have lingered in my dress a little longer, but I had an unwanted guest.”

      “Who?”

      I bit my lip, wondering how much I should tell Logan. His protective instincts would go on instant alert, but I didn’t want any secrets between us, either. If he had arrived a couple minutes sooner, he would have found Colin in my apartment. While I knew Logan could be level-headed, our relationship was too new to test his faith in me.

      “If I tell you, do you promise not to overreact?”

      “Sounds like you think I will.” He let go of me and took a step back. I didn’t know if that meant he was arming his protective shell for bad news, or if he just wanted to see my face when I told him.

      “You might. But I hope you won’t.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Colin Le Sueur came here tonight.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Mila’s brother. He wants to get her out of their father’s house. Colin thinks his father is going to marry off Mila to a mob he wants to control.”

      “I thought Mila was already married.”

      “She doesn’t know that. If the father finds out, I’m afraid he’d try for an annulment or divorce at best. Possible widowhood at worse.”

      “Why did Colin come to you with this?”

      “He thinks I can get past Lancilotto. According to Colin, his father doesn’t think pretty women can be smart, too. Lancilotto might let his guard down with me. Colin wants me to go in and get Mila.”

      I could see the exact moment when Logan’s eyes turned to granite.

      “No.”

      “Logan, you can’t say no.”

      “I already did.” His broad stance was pure cop and unyielding.

      I gave him a quick kiss on his stubborn jaw since I didn’t know what else to do with him and turned to the food. If he wanted to argue, it could be after dinner.

      Logan came around to face me. “Jade, you can’t seriously think it’s a good idea to waltz into The Reaper’s home and expect to walk out with Mila.”

      “Of course it’s not a good idea, which is why I’m not doing it.”

      He visibly relaxed.

      “Not until we have a good plan in place with backup plans.” I fetched plates from the kitchen. “What do you want to drink?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You don’t want anything to drink with dinner?”

      “I find I’m no longer hungry.”

      “Logan, sit and eat. I’m sorry I brought it up. Let’s just forget everything and have a nice dinner.”

      “How can I forget everything? I know you, Jade. You won’t let this go until you have Mila back. I don’t want you putting yourself in danger.”

      “What if I promise not to do anything now? I’ll speak to Colin tomorrow and come up with some ideas. I’ll run them by you first.”

      That didn’t seem to appease him, so I pulled out a chair and nudged him to sit. He sank down but didn’t reach for the food.

      Opening the boxes, I gasped. “You got dumplings!”

      “I swung by Mr. Lee’s apartment for them.”

      I grabbed one and stuffed it into my mouth, not bothering with manners. As the beef and onion hit my tongue, I groaned. “So good.”

      Logan shook his head. “Your love of dumplings has concerned me several times.”

      “You should be happy about it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you know my weakness.”

      He pulled me to sit on his lap. “I was hoping I’m your weakness.”

      “You are. I can have multiple weaknesses.”

      “Good.” He wrapped his arms around my waist. “Then, for me, forget the idea of rescuing Mila.”

      “I can’t.” I reluctantly turned my back on the dumplings and placed a kiss on his neck. “But you already know that.”

      “Jade—”

      With a kiss, I silenced him. I felt his frustration, but soon the squabble was forgotten and so were the dumplings.

      Curling my fingers into the back of his brown hair, I gently tugged, eliciting a groan from him.

      “You’re not fighting fair,” he said.

      “You’ve known me for over twenty years. When have I ever fought fair?”

      He stood, taking me with him.

      As he headed to the bedroom, I asked, “What about the dumplings?”

      “I’ll buy you more.”

      I placed a small kiss on his stubbly jaw. “But I’m hungry.”

      He grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.” He walked into my room and kicked the door closed.
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      Before Logan left the next morning, he promised to go over to Nana’s with me later. He also made me promise not to make any plans with Colin.

      While I did agree, that didn’t mean I was going to give up on Mila. She had stuck out her neck for me several times. I would do the same for her.

      But since Logan had kept me up most of the night and then left early in the morning, I curled into my covers and promptly fell asleep. I didn’t stir awake until I felt the bed shift.

      Had Logan returned? But he said he had to go to work.

      Peeking out of my covers, I blinked at a face staring back at me.

      “You snore,” Colin said.

      “I don’t snore. What the hell are you doing here? And in my bed?”

      He stretched out, filling up the space that Logan had been a short time ago. “I dreamt of you last night, wondering what you sleep in . . . or don’t.”

      “Get the hell out before I call the cops.”

      “Not your detective fiancé?”

      “Him, too.”

      He flashed a practiced smile at me. “I love when you’re cross.”

      “Not cross,” I said. “More like furious enough to use what I learned in cage matches.”

      “You’re so delicious I could eat you for breakfast.”

      Before I could summon a response, he rolled away and stood. “Speaking of breakfast. I catered an exquisite meal. Come and eat.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’m always serious.”

      I glared at him as he walked out of the bedroom in his expensive clothing.

      When I heard him in the kitchen, I slipped out of bed and pulled on a robe. As I tied it closed, adding a difficult knot, I stepped out of the bedroom and found the kitchen table filled with silver-domed platters.

      “What is going on?” I asked.

      “I told you,” Colin said as he uncorked a champagne bottle. “Breakfast.”

      “Is this a normal breakfast for you, or did you invite people?”

      He gently tsked. “I would never invite people over to an intimate breakfast.”

      “Just inviting yourself, then.”

      “I’m usually welcome wherever I go.”

      I peeked under a domed lid. Perfectly prepared eggs benedict. Under another lid was exotic fruit, gourmet cheeses, and caviar.

      “How much did this set you back?”

      He frowned. “I don’t speak about money.”

      “Says a man who has way too much.”

      “I can’t complain. My winery pulls in enough to keep me comfortable.”

      At over five-hundred-dollars a bottle, Colin was plenty comfortable.

      While I wanted to kick him out, I also wanted to eat the food. After only getting one dumpling last night, I was famished.

      He pulled out the chair and smiled at me, as if knowing I couldn’t refuse.

      “This doesn’t change the fact that breaking and entering is illegal.”

      “I never break. Only enter.” He leaned down to whisper in my ear. “And believe me
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