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          TUCKER

        

      

    

    
      This sucks.

      I’ve provided security to all kinds of people—princesses, CEOs, scientists, actors, singers, and once a guy who ran a punk-rock nail salon out of a cart in Chicago.

      But since I left the Army, I’ve never had to watch my own back.

      I peer out the windows of my shithole Rush Creek apartment, checking what I can see of the parking lot. I need to install some cameras, because there are still a few corners I can’t catch from this angle.

      I do a quick scan of the hallway before stepping out and locking the door behind me, then scope out the stairwell before creeping down the steps (which desperately need a vacuuming).

      Keeping an eye on the nooks and crannies of the building, I hurry toward my truck, making sure to stick to the shadows and dart across open areas.

      I wonder what my drill sergeants and executive-protection instructors would say about me using my elite training to hide from a seventy-something blowhard who wears royal-blue and kelly-green suits.

      Of course, if they knew what I was really trying to escape, they might have more respect for the whole operation.

      When Arthur Weggers, my grandfather’s lawyer, catches up to me, he’s going to read me my letter from my grandfather’s will. And if it’s anything like the letters for my four brothers, it’s gonna suck. A lot. So far, my grumpy scientist brother got stuck being the receptionist at a spa, my movie-star brother had to fake his own celebrity wedding, my uptight finance brother had to plan a fun calendar for our family’s resort, and my cynical divorce-lawyer brother had to become a wedding planner. My grandfather could have dreamt up fucking anything for me. Kindergarten teacher. Tarot-card reader. Toe-fungus expert.

      But of course right now, he’s managed to make me do the one thing I swore never to do again: Be a bodyguard. My own.

      Even dead, my grandfather’s a complete pain in my ass…but at least I’m only in charge of my own safety.

      The coast is clear. I cross the parking lot, briefly basking in late-May Oregon sun, climb into my truck, and drive into town. I’m supposed to meet my sister, Hanna, for a beer. Pretty sure this is her way of getting proof of life. But if that’s what it takes to keep her and the rest of my siblings off my back, so be it.

      I make it to town no problem, then run the gauntlet of tourists strolling through crosswalks like car traffic isn’t a thing.

      Rush Creek is a popular tourist destination, partly because it’s near Oregon’s big ski mountains but mainly because it used to be the home of one of our state’s most famous rodeos. After the rodeo shut down, it looked like Rush Creek might turn into a ghost town, but then some hot springs popped to the surface, and all of a sudden we were swamped in weddings and vacationers.

      You can hardly drive into town without hitting someone so blissed out on their vacation vibes that they step into the street like Wile E. Coyote striding off a cliff.

      Thankfully, I make it to Oscar’s Saloon and Grill without endangering any lives and pull into a parking space right out front. I head inside, registering several faces I know, including a few stuffed buffalo, moose, and elk heads that are more familiar to me than most of the bar and wait staff. Pushing through the saloon doors, I spot Hanna.

      She slides out of the booth and wraps her arms around me. I hug her back, hard. Hanna’s barely over five feet, with short dark hair and a round face. She says what she means, she means what she says, and she doesn’t talk shit to or about anyone. I’ve got so much fucking respect for my sister, and that was even before she took a bunch of worn-out ranch land and turned it into a successful wedding resort. Hanna’s the main reason I’ve stayed in Rush Creek since I came back almost two years ago. Otherwise, there’s no way I’d still be living in my paper-box apartment in my childhood town, desperately trying to dodge Weggers.

      “How are you?” she asks as we sit down on opposite sides of the booth.

      I shrug.

      She rolls her eyes.

      “What?”

      “Even I know a shrug isn’t an answer to that question.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Hanna looks like she’s going to say more, but then I glance up and groan. My two oldest brothers, Preston and Rhys, are coming toward us.

      “What are they doing here?”

      She gets a squirrelly look on her face. She’s up to something. Shit. This is why I try to avoid family gatherings. They always end with someone wanting to get me talking about how I’m doing. And the honest answer to that question would inevitably lead to my revealing what happened two years ago, which is something I still haven’t told any of my siblings.

      “Hey, man,” Preston says, sliding in next to me.

      I grunt.

      “Loquacious as ever,” Rhys says, joining us on Hanna’s side of the booth. He’s the lawyer, the one with the big vocabulary.

      “What does that even mean?” Preston asks.

      Rhys smirks. “Talkative.”

      “Just say talkative, then.” Pres scowls.

      “But loquacious annoys you so much more. Kills two birds with one stone.”

      If you’d asked me two years ago to describe Preston and Rhys, I would have said, Picture the two most uptight guys you can imagine, in expensive suits, glaring at each other. These days they’re a lot chiller. In fact, hell may have frozen over, because they’re both wearing jeans. But they still fight as much as they did as kids.

      Some things never change.

      “Hey-o,” another familiar voice says, and there they are, my youngest brother, Quinn, and my middle brother, Shane, easing into the booth, crowding me into the corner. I glare at Hanna. She looks away.

      Yeah. Up to something. But I’m trapped now, and short of shoving my way out, I got nothing.

      Quinn missed his calling in personal security—he’s maybe an inch or two shorter than I am and built like a mountain man, kind of a waste for a nerdy scientist—but Shane looks exactly like what he is: a movie star. Gold-streaked brown hair, slightly too long in the front. He wears clothes that cost more than my rent per month, and even I have to admit he looks good on a red carpet, where’s he’s taken a few turns.

      I shift uneasily in the corner. I’m a sitting duck here for Arthur Weggers, but also, I’ve got nowhere to go if my siblings start the Inquisition, and I can’t imagine any other reason they’ve ambushed me. For now, all I can do is keep my mouth shut and order cowboy nachos and a pale ale.

      “So how’s everyone?” Hanna asks as the beers arrive, and I grudgingly participate in their over-the-top cheers-ing ritual. Two years ago none of us were talking, and now everyone’s glass has to touch everyone else’s.

      My brothers start chiming in, and it’s like the Toxic Positivity Recovery “Before” segment. It’s all good and great and couldn’t be better, and then they’re breaking it down: Ivy’s pregnant (cheers, hugs for Shane, an omigod and a few tears from Hanna, who just had her second baby), Rhys and Eden bought a new place together…you get the drill. Five perfect Domestic Bliss Units. And I’m happy for all of them—of course I fucking am. But it’s like looking through a slightly wavy piece of glass…everything happening on the other side feels distant and impossible.

      And then, like their heads are on a coordinated swivel, five sets of eyes focus on me.

      “Tuck,” Rhys says. “How goes it, man?”

      It’s gentle. Too gentle. That You’re brittle and we know it thing I fucking hate. Here comes the third degree. I couldn’t feel any more trapped if they bound my wrists and ankles and shone a bare light bulb in my face. So I do what any sane person would do in this situation and lie my ass off.

      “Great.”

      But I’ve overcompensated, because now they’re all staring at me like I’m a big fucking liar.

      “Tucker,” Hanna says, and I wince. This is why I’ve been avoiding sibling get-togethers. “We’ve been thinking⁠—”

      “What is this, an intervention?”

      Hanna flinches.

      “I wouldn’t call it that,” Rhys says evenly.

      Liar.

      “We’re just worried about you,” Shane says.

      When a guy who two years ago was tearing through the parties of Hollywood like they were toilet paper is worried about you, you’re epically fucked. My brain is paging through possible exit strategies. The best one I can think of is faking a sudden attack of food poisoning.

      “We had some ideas,” Preston says. “Therapy, maybe⁠—”

      “No.” I tried it, but therapy is for people who talk, and I don’t talk. It was forty-eight minutes of awkward silence and unanswerable questions. Not too long after that I found meditation, which is also silence but for some reason not awkward. Like, that’s the rule: You shut the fuck up and sit quietly, and no one is supposed to bare their soul or expose their trauma or whatever. But I don’t tell my siblings that, not because I don’t think they’d get it but because Quinn of all people is already jumping in: “Or a dog. You know, something to focus on. Something to take care of⁠—”

      “No dog.”

      I’m not trying to be a dick; I just don’t want therapy and I don’t want a dog. I don’t need anyone to fix me. I’m doing okay on my own. I’m about to explain that to them, that they need to get off my back, that I don’t want to talk about it, when a voice off to my right says, “Tucker Hott.”

      Oh, shit. And not a little pile of rabbit droppings, either. The big honking cow pie you realize you just stepped in.
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      Arthur Weggers stands at the end of our booth, and I consider all my exit routes—but there are, in fact, none.

      “‘Tucker Hott, I know you’ll do the right thing,’” the short, bald-as-an-egg lawyer intones, eyes fixed on a piece of expensive, linen-textured paper. I don’t know if the fancy-paper bullshit is a Weggers thing or a Granddad thing, but I do know that it’s an asshole thing. If I never see a piece of cream-colored paper again in my life, it’ll still be too soon.

      My brothers have caught on to the unfolding disaster and are sliding out of the booth to let me escape, but it’s too fucking late now. Once Weggers starts reading the goddamned thing aloud, there’s no way out. It’s like being served with divorce papers or by a collection agency. Served is served.

      This is not our first rodeo.

      I gesture at them to sit the fuck down.

      Murmuring apologies because they know they inadvertently made me a sitting duck for Weggers, they return to the table and give me sympathetic looks. And then we all stare expectantly at Weggers, waiting for the rest of it.

      Except apparently there’s no “rest of it.” Instead he folds the paper and tucks it into the pocket of his peach-colored suit. The suit’s almost the same color as the skin of his face, which is definitely a look. Esquire will not be contacting him this week for his fashion advice. Or ever.

      “That’s it,” he says.

      Wait, what?

      “What do you mean ‘That’s it’?” Hanna demands. That was my question, too.

      “That’s the only part for Tucker. The rest of it says that I’m in charge of deciding what constitutes the right thing and enforcing Tucker’s execution of whatever the right thing turns out to be.”

      “You know that’s absurd, right?” Rhys says. “You know that’s not remotely legally enforceable. That wouldn’t hold up for twenty seconds in a court of law.”

      My brother is a kickass lawyer, but right now he sounds tired. Like a fourth grader reciting the Pledge of Allegiance.

      “Yes,” Weggers says. “I know.” He turns and looks at me. “However that’s all moot if Tucker wants to do the right thing. If he does, then it doesn’t matter whether it’s legally enforceable or not. It only matters whether he does it.”

      “What is the right thing?” Hanna’s voice is almost a whine, and I can’t blame her. This is our fifth go-round with this bullshit, and it was old before it started.

      “That’s for Tucker to know in his heart, for him to tell me, and for me to put the rubber stamp on,” Weggers says, enunciating his consonants like the self-important prick he is. “But whatever it is, it must be completed to my approval by June seventh of this year, two years from the original reading of the will, or Blue Iron Mining will receive the family land.” He gives each of us a stern look, in turn, over the top of his—also peach-colored—reading glasses. “That’s two weeks from today.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Quinn roars. “He can’t ‘do the right thing’ in less than two weeks if he doesn’t even know what the right thing is.”

      Weggers doesn’t look remotely cowed. We’ve never been able to intimidate him, despite our collective thousand pounds of Hott muscle, billions of dollars in accumulated wealth, and lion-worthy vocalizations. “I have faith that something will present itself,” he says with a shrug. “Tucker? Your mission, should you choose to accept it…?”

      I rake a palm down my face. It’s not like refusing is really an option. We’ve all taken our lumps in turn, not because there’s no way out—we probably would win in court, or at least would have if we’d challenged the will way back when this all started. No, we go through with it because we owe Hanna an act of faith or two. We all left Rush Creek and abandoned her to Granddad’s tender mercies and the running of a failing ranch, and we’ve all been doing penance, one way or another, since.

      And it’s my turn. Follow the kooky instructions of my sadistic grandfather and his troll of a lawyer and save the Hott land—which is Hanna’s home and business and lifeblood.

      It’s her everything, and we owe her some acknowledgment of that.

      How bad can it be, right? Go ahead, hire me to host talking tours through the flower gardens of Rush Creek. Put me in charge of leading city council meetings. I don’t know—what’s the worst thing you can do to a guy who doesn’t like humans or conversation? I mean, besides making him go to therapy?

      He’s not going to make me go to therapy, is he?

      Actually, therapy isn’t the worst thing I can think of.

      Bodyguarding is. Which maybe sounds fucking nuts because that is—was—my actual job. And I was good at it—until I wasn’t.

      So I should be fine, as long as whatever Weggers cooks up isn’t private security. As long as I’m not responsible for anyone’s safety or continued well-being. As long as there are no ethical decisions that put someone’s life on the line.

      But given that my granddad’s and Weggers’s mode of operation seems to be landing people with the most absurd possible jobs for them, I think I’m safe.

      “No therapy,” I tell Preston. “No dogs,” I tell Quinn. “No more fucking interventions,” I tell them all with a sweep of my glare around the table.

      “But yeah,” I tell Weggers with a glance in Hanna’s direction—soaking up the grateful look on her face. “Yeah, I’ll do the right thing, whatever the fuck that means. For Hanna.”
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          AUTUMN

        

      

    

    
      “You must’ve been super busy the last few days!” Hanna, my sister’s wedding planner, says, escorting me into her office and offering me the seat across from her. “You didn’t post at all!”

      I wince. I can’t help it. It⁠—

      It hits home.

      People talk about writer’s block all the time. I didn’t realize you could get influencer’s block, too.

      But I have it. I have a bad freakin’ case of it. I haven’t posted in five days, which might not sound like much to the average bear but for me is an eternity.

      I should have loads of content.

      After all, I’m a happiness influencer.

      And what’s better material for a happiness influencer than an impending wedding? The wedding of the little sister whose happiness means more to you than your own?

      Especially when the planning’s all done and you’re coasting into the fun part: a week of being with your sister, her fiancée, and their friends for destination-wedding festivities.

      This wedding is the dream material for a happiness influencer. There is no reason I shouldn’t be brimming with cute posts and uplifting thoughts and happiness.

      No reason that I want to think about anyway.

      But my sister’s wedding planner doesn’t need to know about my woes.

      To cover the too-long silence, I wave a hand and launch into Happy Bridesmaid Mode. “I left way too much stuff for the last minute, and it was definitely one of those Murphy’s law things. The ribbon rolls for the favors looked about six times as big as they actually were, and the store was out of that pattern, and I had to drive four hours to get more, and then I picked up the dress and realized there was literally no way I was getting it here unless I bought a seat for it, so I bought a seat⁠—”

      And then I sat and stared at Canva for, like, three hours without stringing together a single coherent thought, and then I went to bed, and then I did the same thing the next morning…

      “—and honestly, it was the best thing I’ve ever done, because I met basically everyone on the plane and made a lot of new friends,” I conclude. “Pretty much no one had ever seen someone book a seat for a wedding dress. It was the best conversation-starter. People kept telling me their funny wedding stories. And the best part was dinner in the Denver airport during the layover, when the dress was in the seat opposite mine, and people kept giving me looks, so I started talking to it, just to make it interesting.”

      Not interesting enough to post about, though—or at least when I tried, it was like my brain was stuck.

      “I love that,” Hanna says. “What were you talking about?”

      “I was pretending we were on our honeymoon and we were arguing about whether we should spend all day by the pool or do a lot of outdoor activities.”

      “I’m Team Outdoor Activities,” Hanna says.

      “I’m Team Pool,” I admit. “But I respect the outdoors. It has its place. On the other side of the wall from me.”

      Hanna swallows a giggle. “Well,” she says, “you seem like a pretty great sister. I don’t have any of my own, but I would definitely give extra credit to one who flew my wedding dress as her companion.”

      “Don’t tell her,” I say. “I don’t want her to know how close the dress came to not making it.” I don’t want her to have any stress at all.

      “Lips are sealed,” Hanna says. She looks down at her watch—my dad and his girlfriend are now about ten minutes late—but before either of us can comment on that, there’s a knock on the doorframe and my dad swings around the corner, followed by his girlfriend, Nessa.

      I get up and hug them both—my dad five six, round faced, jowly, still giving off the Boston-cop vibes of his first career; Nessa an inch taller and slimmer, elegant in a bright-colored maxi dress. She’s his age—sixty-one—a badass Somali woman who worked her way up from a childhood in a refugee camp in Maine to the successful boutique owner she is now. They hug me back, fiercely, and then my dad holds me at arm’s length, gives me a stern look, and says, “Why didn’t you tell me about How to Be Miserable?”

      And oh, shit. It had crossed my mind that the algorithm might have dished up the parody account to him, but I’d dismissed it as a slim possibility—and too much of a nightmare to contemplate.

      My platform is How to Be Happy, and I use my accounts and influence to try to make the world a better, more positive place. About a month ago, an account popped up called How to Be Miserable, whose sole purpose for existing seems to be mocking my content. On my accounts, I post advice about how to be calmer, happier, and more connected. On How to Be Miserable, someone is posting advice about how to be more miserable. Me: a photo of a mostly empty white desk with a lit candle, a small cup of pens, and a vase with a rose in it, with the caption Keep your workspace uncluttered except for a few items that calm or inspire you. Less than twenty-four hours later, How to Be Miserable: a photo of a desk littered with crumpled paper, snack wrappers, and half-empty drinks, with the caption Let’s face it—you’re never going to get anything done anyway.

      And that’s not even the creepy part.

      My father crosses his arms over his chest. He gives me a look stuck somewhere between a glare and a plea. And he waits, patiently.

      Why is that even when you’re fully grown, well out of college, financially independent and slightly famous, your dad can still make you feel like a six-year-old?

      I challenge anyone raised by humans to resist the Disappointed Dad look.

      “It’s really not a big deal…”

      “It’s a big deal, Autumn,” he says. “You have a stalker. This has always been my fear with this whole influencing thing.”

      Hanna lets out a startled noise.

      “It’s not a stalker,” I say. “It’s just, you know, like a parody.”

      But even as I say it, an icy lump forms in my stomach. I’ve been telling myself it’s just goofing around, but some of the images have been a bit…hardcore.

      “What about the cheese platter?” my father demands, and Nessa nods.

      I shiver internally, remembering.

      “It’s not a parody when you post a cheese platter and he reposts your photo with a bloody cheese knife slashing across the brie. That’s a threat.”

      “I think it was jam,” I hazard. That’s what I’ve been telling myself anyway.

      “I’m a psychological profiler, Autumn, and I know when someone is preparing to escalate. Have you gotten any messages or emails? Anything suspicious in the mail? Have you seen anyone lurking around?”

      “No,” I say, all of which is true. So far, everything has been harmless—if unsettling.

      “This person, whoever they are, has a dark mind. I believe they could be capable of…more.”

      My dad’s as gentle as they come, too much of a softie to kill a spider on his own pillow, but decades of psych profiling have definitely given him a grim view of human nature.

      The cheese knife in the brie had briefly freaked me out. It looked so…vicious. But that was the whole point of the parody, right? Taking something pretty and making it ugly.

      “You’ve reported it to the police, right?” Both his eyebrows rise to near where his hairline used to be when I was a kid. It’s a little farther back now, but I don’t think you’d quite call him balding.

      I shake my head. “There’s nothing to report.”

      “Yet. He posted a dead bird,” my dad says. “One of the early signs of sociopathy is when kids hurt animals.”

      “He didn’t kill the bird, Dad. He just posted it.” Or so I told myself.

      “You don’t know that, kitten. He might have⁠—”

      “Carl,” Nessa says gently, and my dad subsides.

      My dad turns to Hanna. “What level of security are you providing for the wedding?”

      Her face pales. “When the couple and their guests aren’t celebrities and there’s no known threat—” she begins.

      “There’s an implied threat,” he says. “This situation should worry you, too. This adds an element of unpredictability to this wedding, and God knows we’ve had enough of that already.”

      I wince. Hanna’s been a goddess through the whole planning process, even when things have gone off the rails, which they have a few times. Weird stuff that no one could have predicted, like the photographer canceling out of the blue because he’d suddenly realized that that was the only weekend he could get tee time in at Bandon Dunes.

      After the third time something like that happened, my dad asked me if I thought we should defect to a different wedding venue, like Five Rivers Weddings, which had slid into my DMs after the first time I’d posted that Summer was getting married in Rush Creek. We’d chosen Hott Springs Eternal, Hanna’s company, over Five Rivers, but when things started going belly-up, my dad began second-guessing the decision. Hanna’s been scrambling to fix everything so my dad doesn’t bail.

      “I’m so sorry about those earlier problems,” Hanna says. “And of course you know I’ll do whatever I can to keep anything like that from happening going forward.”

      “You wouldn’t happen to know of someone locally who has private-security experience, would you? I think we need to bring someone in for this week.”

      “Dad!”

      “Please, kitten,” he says. “It’s not a big deal. Anyone we bring in will be so discreet, you’ll barely know they’re there.”

      “I’ll know they’re there!”

      I cast a semi-desperate look in Nessa’s direction. Nessa and my dad have been together two and a half years, and I suspect my dad will propose to her once Summer’s wedding is in the rearview. I adore her…but I can also tell she’s not going to be taking my side this time.

      She scrunches her nose, as if to shore up this point, and says, “He might have a point, huuno. You’ve posted that your sister is getting married at Hott Springs Eternal. You’ll be posting while you’re here—maybe it’s a good idea to err on the side of caution. If your dad is wrong, no harm done.”

      I’ll be posting if I can break out of whatever this weird…block is. But I don’t say that out loud. It doesn’t seem relevant.

      What is relevant is the worry creasing Nessa’s face. Nessa is the voice of reason, and if she’s not going to talk my dad out of this idea, then…well, no one is.

      The last thing I want right now is for anyone remotely associated with this wedding to be freaked out—especially about something connected to me and my work. I don’t want to be a distraction from my sister’s joy.

      “Just do this for me,” my dad pleads. “And for Summer. What if someone shows up and tries to disrupt the wedding?”

      And damn it, it’s like he knows exactly what to say to crack me. I bite my lip and say, “Hanna? Thoughts?”

      She gives me the most apologetic look you can imagine, but we both know who the client is in this situation.

      “My brother used to be in private security.” Her eyes move back and forth between my dad’s face and mine. “He knows a lot of people who still are. And he…er…owes me a bit of a favor. I bet he could find someone for you. I’ll ask him. Let Hott Springs Eternal take care of this. None of you needs to have this on your mind while you’re trying to make this day special for Summer.”

      “That’s the thing,” I say. “I don’t want this to impact Summer at all. And I don’t see how it wouldn’t if there’s some…bodyguard…lurking around the wedding, hanging over my shoulder. This is Summer’s big day. Big week. She’s been looking forward to this for eons. And you know she’ll get super stressed out if she thinks I’m in danger—which I’m not,” I add sternly to my dad.

      “Who’s the expert on criminal minds?” he asks.

      “Tell me that years of psych profiling haven’t warped your view of humanity.”

      But I know I’m not going to talk my dad out of this. I know he worries, and as much as I want everything to be perfect for Summer this week, I want everything to be perfect for him, too. And sometimes perfect for everyone else can’t also be perfect for me.

      So I go for damage containment.

      “I don’t want anyone’s attention on me instead of on her,” I say. “This has to be so unbelievably discreet.”

      “Absolutely,” Hanna says. “As discreet as they come. Tucker’s friends are good at their work. Incredibly discreet.”

      “That would be amazing,” my dad says, his face lighting up

      “Not just discreet,” I say firmly. “Invisible. I don’t want Summer to be thinking about this when she’s supposed to be starting her happily-ever-after. I don’t want her worrying about me, and I don’t want anyone’s attention on me instead of on her.”

      “We can absolutely make sure that doesn’t happen,” Hanna says.

      I rub my hands over my face. “No big muscly guys hovering around making everything awkward. I want some five-foot-four woman in a cute dress who can pretend to be a long-lost cousin but dispatch someone with the edge of her palm behind her back without anyone noticing.”

      Nessa snorts.

      Hanna is scribbling notes on a piece of paper. It’s weirdly reassuring. I know she could be pretending to take me seriously…but somehow I don’t think she is.

      She looks up at me. “I’m gonna make that happen for you.”
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          TUCKER

        

      

    

    
      Three days have passed since Arthur Weggers’s ambush at Oscar’s, and I’m still no closer to knowing what the “right thing” is.

      While I was hiding from Weggers, dodging him in parking lots and the grocery store, time was ticking down, and I forgot the clause in the will that said that we had only two years from the date of the original reading to fulfill our individual obligations.

      Now I’m going to lose the family’s land because I can’t come up with some clever bullshit to feed Weggers about the right thing.

      My grandfather must have known how much it would mess with my head to leave my job open-ended. He gave my brothers very specific tasks, and he turned my assignment into a mind game.

      Fucker.

      I’m imagining the exact nature of the Hell I hope he’s found when there’s a knock on my apartment door.

      I stride to answer it.

      Hanna stands in the hallway, bouncing a little on her toes. As soon as the door opens fully, she starts talking.

      “You know that whole do the right thing thing? I think I know what it is. I need you to find me a bodyguard who can show up on super-short notice. And she needs to be a five-foot-four woman who can dispatch someone with the edge of her palm behind her back without anyone noticing.”

      I stare at her, not understanding. “And you need this…why?”

      “You know the wedding I was telling you about the other day? The one where weird shit keeps going wrong…?”

      “Sabotage,” I mutter.

      “It’s not sabotage,” she says, exasperated. “It’s garden-variety coincidental disasters.”

      “You say coincidental disasters, I say sabotage.”

      “Let’s agree to disagree. Anyway, the dad, the ex-cop, he has this bee in his bonnet because he’s worried about his daughter⁠—”

      “The bride?”

      “Her sister, the one who flew in from Baltimore. I need a bodyguard for her. And five-foot-four woman who can dispatch someone with the edge of her palm behind her back was the description she gave me. Come on. I know you know someone who fits that bill. I need someone who can be here ASAP and work from now through next weekend.”

      “But why a short woman? I know lots of people in private security with great karate chops—all genders, all heights.”

      “Because she needs to fit in at the wedding. Like, you know, be Cousin Mavis or whatever. Just someone that no one will notice.”

      I squint at her, still confused. “What about the karate chop? Why that?”

      “It was just an example. Someone who could dispatch an intruder with one hand tied behind her back, and who could do it”—she sighs—“discreetly.”

      “Why?”

      “Why discreetly?”

      “No—why does she need a bodyguard at all?”

      “She’s a happiness influencer and some sadness influencer is mocking her online, and her dad is a psych profiler, and⁠—”

      “Wait, what’s a sadness influencer?”

      “It’s not a real thing; it’s just this— Never mind. Does that matter? Her dad is a psych profiler, and he’s worried that this guy will show up to stalk her in real life—and maybe be a real psychopath.”

      I raise my eyebrows. Happiness influencer. Sadness influencer. Psych profiler. I’m shaking my head at the absurdity. “You’re kidding me. Is your job ever easy?”

      “Not since Five Rivers Weddings opened up shop,” she says with a heavy sigh.

      Three years ago, Five Rivers bought a big Colonial revival house with a carriage house and transformed both into—we hate to admit it—very nice wedding venues. They also have a few pretty outdoor spaces. In short, they’re our most viable competitor in the space, and they’ve been winning a lot of business away from Hanna lately. She’s been having to work even harder than usual to keep clients happy. It’s bumming us all out.

      I hate the look on her face. I hate that I can’t fix everything for her. I hate that I might not be able to fix the Biggest Thing of All for her.

      Hanna sighs. “Anyway, this person needs to get here ASAP and work from now through next weekend.”

      “Short notice,” I observe, then loathe myself for it. I don’t need to make this harder than it is: I need to fix it.

      Could this be it? Could this be the right thing? It’s so easy…make a few phone calls, find the right person, solve Hanna’s problem.

      Do. The. Right. Thing.

      “I know a few women who fit that description,” I say.

      “Thank fuck,” Hanna says and pushes past me into the apartment.

      I pull out my phone and make the first call. Stephanie Jones. I worked with her at the first agency I was recruited to. Probably a hair over five foot four, but definitely someone who could pull off generic wedding guest. Plus she’s fucking good at her job.

      But Stephanie, unfortunately, is in Malaysia, bodyguarding an A-list actor. See also: fucking good at her job.

      Su-a Martel—taller—is in the Pyrenees, doing professional development for mountain-rescue situations.

      Inez Rivera is on indefinite leave after a situation last year with a chihuahua and a sewer drain.

      I ask everyone if they know someone who knows someone, and I call all those people, too, but shit, apparently the first weekend in June is a busy time for bodyguards—weddings, music festivals, film debuts, CEOs announcing new AI models that can manage your social life and fuck your spouse when you have a headache.

      Hanna and I stare at each other, flummoxed.

      “What about an older guy?” I ask.

      “Sure, yeah, that could work, if they could pretend to be Uncle Bernie or whatever⁠—”

      I reach for my phone again. But Trevor Wage is in the Philippines protecting a rich white guy from the consequences of his own actions, Alejandro Luis is on duty for a wildly popular steamy-romance author who pointed out that happily-ever-afters are for everyone and is now getting death threats, and Malik Drummer wishes he could help but is on vacation in Mallorca.

      “And guys my age are out, right?” I ask. “Because I could ask Hux or one of the other guys from my old firm⁠—”

      She bites her lip. “She was clear she wants someone inconspicuous. Those guys all make the Terminator look like a wisp. None of them is going to pull off ‘Cousin Bernie.’ But at this point? I don’t think beggars can be choosers. I’ve got to offer her an option…she can always turn it down.”

      Hux’s phone rings several times before he picks up. I outline the situation.

      “Shit, man,” he says. “Wish I could help, but the guys and I have this big gig this weekend—doing security for a house party being thrown by a pop star who shall remain nameless.”

      “Do you know anyone who could do it?” I ask.

      He rattles off a few people. I’ve called them all already.

      “Why can’t you do it?” he asks.

      I’m not going to let myself think about the answer to that question. I blow out a breath. “You know why not.”

      “What happened wasn’t your fucking fault, Tuck. You’ve got to get back out there. You loved your job.”

      “Yeah, well, that was then.”

      “And this is now, Tuck.”

      I grunt, hang up the phone…and hang my head. “That’s it,” I say. “That’s everyone I know.”

      When I lift my head, Hanna is staring at me.

      “No,” I say.

      “You could do it,” she says. She says it very gently, like she knows it’s fucking insane and there’s no fucking way, but also like she doesn’t feel like she has a choice.

      But neither do I.

      “I can’t.”

      Her face falls, and it carves a pit into my stomach. The last time I saw her look like that, so disappointed, almost betrayed, was when I told her I was leaving Rush Creek—for good.

      “Hanna,” I say.

      “No,” she says, holding up a hand. “I get it. I one hundred percent get it. We’ll find something else that we can convince Weggers is the ‘right’ thing you can do for the will. It just…for a second there, it seemed like the perfect solution to both our problems. But I’m sure we’ll figure it out. I’m sure there’s someone else on planet Earth we can get as a bodyguard for this wedding on no notice, and I’m sure there’s some way you can ‘do the right thing’ in the next eleven days.”

      The thing is I know she means it. She doesn’t want me to do anything I don’t want to do. She never has. She never tried
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