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			Dedication

			To everyone who has a love/hate relationship with me because of Chase . . . I hope you enjoy Liam.
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			Note for the Readers 

			While you can read this novel without ever having read anything of mine, it is a continuation of stories and a combination of series. Some things will make much more sense if you’ve read Taking Chances and Stealing Harper, as well as Forgiving Lies and Deceiving Lies.

		

	
		
			 

			[image: lily3.tif]

			Prologue

			May 15

			Kennedy

			CRACKING AN EYE open, I immediately shut it against the harsh light coming into the room and bit back a groan as I felt the pounding in my head. Making another attempt—­this time with both eyes—­I squinted at the unfamiliar hotel room and blinked a few times, then let my eyes open all the way as I took in my surroundings. Well, as much of them as I could without moving.

			There was a heavy arm draped uncomfortably over my waist, a forehead pressed to the back of my head, a nose to the back of my neck, and an erection to my butt. What. The. Hell. I was naked; he was naked. Why are we naked, and who is behind me? If I wasn’t seconds from screaming for someone to help me, I might have snorted. The why was obvious, there was a familiar ache between my legs, and my lips felt puffy from kissing and where he’d bitten down on them.

			I inhaled softly. He. Him. Oh God.

			Flashes from last night took turns assaulting me with the pounding in my head. Impromptu trip to Vegas with the girls after finals ended. Dancing. Club. Drinks. Arctic-­blue eyes captivating me. More drinks and dancing. Him holding me close, and not close enough. Lips against mine. Stumbling into a room. Hands searching. His tall, hard body pressing mine against the bed—­still not close enough.

			My eyes immediately went to my left hand, and I exhaled slowly in relief when I didn’t find a ring there. Thank God, the last thing I need is a marriage as result of a drunken night in Vegas. I rolled my eyes. The last thing I needed was a man in my life, period. And if my family didn’t kill me for it, I would have died from embarrassment if I had ended up with a ring on my finger after last night. Because unlike what everyone loves to believe so they can feel better about their own dirty deeds while in Sin City, what happens in Vegas doesn’t always stay in Vegas.

			Trying not to wake him, I slowly slid out from under his arm and off the bed to search for my clothes. Once I was dressed, I told myself to just leave, but I couldn’t help it—­I turned to look at him in the light. I needed to be sure I hadn’t made him up.

			The images from last night tore through my mind again when I saw the large, tattooed arm resting where my body had just been. The muscles were well defined, even when he was relaxed, and the face had a boyish charm now that he was asleep. Such a difference from the predatory stare and knowing smirk I kept seeing in my mind. Before I could stop myself, I gently ran my fingers through his dirty-­blond hair that, now in the sunlight, I could see had a red tint to it. And I knew if he opened them, those arctic-­blue eyes would once again captivate me.

			But I couldn’t risk that.

			I’d already stayed too long; I’d already made a mistake with him. Drunken one-­night stands weren’t my thing. Drunken one-­night stands with strangers in Vegas were even worse.

			Straightening, I turned and walked quietly from the room.
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			May 21 . . . One year later

			Kennedy

			“WHY ARE YOU trying to do this to me?” Kira yelled as she stood from where she’d been sitting on the couch.

			I looked over at my identical twin to see a look of horror on her face, and waited for the freak-­out that I knew was only seconds away. Shifting my attention back to our parents, I mumbled, “Told you it wouldn’t go over well.”

			“But—­you can’t—­Kennedy, why—­Zane’s in Florida,” Kira sputtered out, and I rolled my eyes at the same time as my dad.

			“Is that supposed to mean something to me?” Dad asked as he crossed his large tattooed arms over his chest.

			Not willing to give Kira time to respond to that kind of question, I started talking over Dad before he could finish. “Did you ever think that maybe a little distance might be a good thing for the two of you? And did you not hear Dad? These guys are out of prison, Kira!” I shouted, punctuating the last few words in case she’d missed the memo the first time around.

			“Maybe Zane will go with you,” Mom offered with a sympathetic look on her face that I knew was as well practiced as it was a lie. The worry was still there in her eyes, as was the eagerness to get us away from Florida . . . and it wasn’t exactly a secret that we all wanted Kira to get space from Zane.

			They’d been together since we were fifteen, and the more time went on, the more Kira’s world revolved around only him. It was annoying.

			“And leave his job?” Kira countered.

			“Well, then maybe this will be good for you, like Kennedy said. Get a break from Zane so you can see other options. You girls are only twenty-­two, you just graduated from college, and you’re too young to be getting serious anyway, Kira, just ask Kennedy. You’ll regret not enjoying life first.”

			“Wow, thanks for that, Mom. What’s that supposed to mean?”

			Before she could respond to me, my dad’s head jerked back and he sent Mom a look. “What the hell is that supposed to mean? You were twenty-­one when we got engaged.”

			“Do I look like I’m not enjoying life suddenly? What did I miss?” I asked Kira as Dad spoke, but she didn’t make any indication that she’d even heard me.

			“Seriously, Kash?” Mom shot Dad a look that even I was impressed by. “That was different. We were different. She’s only dated Zane.”

			“Can we get back to the more important discussion?” I cut in before Dad could respond, and looked back to Kira. “I’m going to California. You’re going with me. Zane can deal with it.”

			“You can’t do this! I’m not going!” Kira shrieked as the tears started.

			“You act like I’m giving either of you a choice. Both of you need to start accepting this.”

			My eyes widened at my dad’s dark tone, and I shot right back, “You act like you still have a say in our lives. You haven’t for four years. And if you remember, I’m going along with what you want without complaint. So don’t throw me into the same category as Kira when she’s the only one fighting you on this.”

			One dark eyebrow rose, and I saw Kira sink back onto the couch from the look he was giving. Too bad I was just like him: hardheaded and stubborn. I might be my sister’s mirror image, but I was nothing like her. I raised one eyebrow back at him, and Mom sighed.

			“I don’t know how I put up with you two sometimes,” she groaned, rubbing her hand over her forehead. Looking at Kira, she said, “You’re going to California, no more discussion. This is for your safety, why can’t you see that?”

			“I’m not going!” Kira sobbed. “Who cares if some guys Dad put away years ago are out of prison?”

			I snorted, but before I could respond, Uncle Mason’s deep voice sounded directly behind us. “These men do.”

			I turned quickly to look at him, and tried not to laugh when he gave Dad a questioning look and mouthed, “Zane?” as he gestured to Kira.

			“Is there any other reason she would be freaking out like this?” I asked as I stood to go give him a hug.

			“Are you both packed?” he asked.

			“Packed?” Kira yelled again. “They just told us! I haven’t even called Zane!”

			“Oh my God, no one cares.”

			“Kennedy,” Mom chastised, but I knew she was thinking the same thing.

			As soon as Kira was out of the room, I sighed and headed to my room to pack as much as I could. Kira was already packing and sobbing into her phone when I passed her room, and I somehow managed to hold back an eye roll. Never mind that our parents had just told us that our family was being threatened by members of a gang our dad and uncle Mason had put away over twenty years ago. A gang whose members had kidnapped our mom before we were born and held her for over a month in an attempt to free their main members from prison. Or that a chunk of them were getting out of prison within the next handful of months. Or that Kira and I were the main targets of their threats. Nope . . . none of that mattered to Kira right now. What mattered was that we were going to be living in California for the time being—­close to our mom’s side of the family—­and Zane wouldn’t be going with us. No Zane meant devastation in Kira’s world. She couldn’t even get dressed without telling everyone about a memory of wearing that outfit with Zane, or that it was one of his many favorites.

			Snatching a hair band off my desk, I pulled my thick, black hair into a messy bun on the top of my head and started packing. I didn’t turn to face Kira when she came into my room ten minutes later, but I knew she was there.

			“How could you do this to me?” she asked quietly, her words breaking with emotion. “You’re supposed to be on my side, you’re always supposed to be on my side. And you went behind my back and planned this with Mom and Dad without even warning me?”

			I glanced over my shoulder, my eyebrows rising at her assumption. “I didn’t plan shit, Kira. They told me while you were talking to Zane right before they asked you to get off the phone. They just wanted me to know because they thought you would freak out and they needed me to be able to try to talk you into it calmly—­rather than hitting us both with the news at the same time. The only difference between you and me is I have no problem with this move because I’m not stupid enough to think that the gang won’t actually make good on their threats if we stay here. Or try to.”

			I went back to packing, and there was a ­couple minutes of silence before she said, “I know why you’re all really doing this. Don’t think for a second that I’m stupid enough not to realize this is about Zane.”

			I released a heavy breath and shook my head. “Despite what you think, this has nothing to do with you and your boyfriend. But I do think that this is something we need to do, and I think it will be good for us.”

			“I won’t forgive you for this. You of all ­people should realize how much this is going to kill me.”

			My breath caught, but I didn’t reply. I knew I couldn’t without lashing out at her. Without another word, she left my room. The only sounds were her soft cries and her feet on the hardwood as she walked away.

			“SO NOW THAT you have us on a private jet—­which just makes this all the more weird, by the way—­do you mind telling us details about where we’ll be spending the next however long?” I asked Uncle Mason a few hours later.

			“Didn’t your mom and dad tell you everything?”

			I gave him a look that he immediately laughed at.

			“Okay, tell me what you know, and I’ll fill in the blanks.”

			“Basically, all I know is that Juarez and a handful of others from his crew are up for probation within a few months of each other starting next week. They’re somehow threatening us—­but more specifically, Kira and me—­and Mom and Dad think it would be best if we weren’t near Tampa. Since we just graduated and don’t have a reason to stay up in Tallahassee anymore, the only other place to go is California, near Mom’s family, and we’ll be there for an undetermined amount of time.”

			“I wasn’t told most of that,” Kira muttered from where she was sulking across the aisle.

			“You were told that,” I shot back. “All of that. You just couldn’t get past the California-­equals-­no-­Zane part, and flipped while they told you the rest!”

			Before we could start on another war, Uncle Mason spoke up. “You’ll be just north of San Diego, near your uncle Eli. He’s already been looking into places for you to live, and your parents are working something out with them for a car.”

			“Lovely. Sounds like everyone is already completely filled in,” Kira sneered.

			Uncle Mason didn’t respond for a long time, he just sat there staring at Kira with a somber expression. It was so unlike him. “I don’t want you two to have to do this any more than you do, trust me. Your dad and I know better than anyone what it’s like to pick up and move at a moment’s notice and not be able to have a say in it, so we know what you’re going through.”

			Kira mumbled something too low for me to hear, but it was obvious in her expression that she didn’t agree with him.

			After a subtle shake of my head, I looked back at Uncle Mason and tapped his leg with my foot to get his attention again. “Okay, so we’ve heard about Juarez’s gang and what happened with Mom being taken. But here’s what I don’t understand and am having a little bit of trouble with. Why, after so much time has passed, do you think it’s them threatening us? Wouldn’t they be over it by now? I mean, couldn’t it just as easily be someone you’ve arrested recently, and you’re just jumping ahead and thinking it’s Juarez?”

			Uncle Mason was shaking his head before I even finished asking my questions. “No. It may have been twenty-­three years ago, but we haven’t forgotten what happened, and we know for a fact they haven’t and are still holding a grudge, because there have been letters delivered to your dad.”

			“What did they say?”

			“It doesn’t matter.”

			“What did they say?” I asked louder, and Kira leaned toward us in her seat to hear his response.

			“I said it doesn’t—­”

			“We deserve to know!” I snapped.

			After a beat of silence, he admitted, “They said, ‘Can’t wait to meet the rest of your family,’ or ‘How are those daughters of yours?’ ” Uncle Mason sighed heavily and looked out the window for a few seconds.

			“That’s it?” I asked when he didn’t continue. “I mean, that’s really creepy but it doesn’t prove much of anything.”

			“It does, because at the bottom it had the gang’s symbol. A symbol your dad and I used to have tattooed on us when we were undercover. A symbol they left spray-­painted on your parents’ wall after kidnapping your mom.”

			“Oh,” I breathed, and Uncle Mason sent me a look.

			“Yeah. ‘Oh.’ ”

			May 27

			Liam

			SQUEEZING CECILY’S WAIST once, I deepened the kiss for a few seconds before pulling away. A smirk crossed my face when she tried to follow me. “I gotta go.”

			“Just a little longer?” she asked huskily as she pulled on my tie, bringing us closer together.

			“I can’t. You know I have to get to that meeting.” Grabbing her slender wrist in my hand, I took my tie from her firm grip and sent her a look.

			“Of course, the so-­called meeting that no one else in the office seems to know about.” Her full lips pouted, and I exhaled slowly at the annoying look.

			“You know about it.”

			Cecily smacked my arm and huffed. “Only because you told me.”

			“That’s not my problem. Besides, it might be a bad thing that I’m the only one. Who knows? You may get your wish, I might be getting fired.”

			She smiled wryly and wrapped her arms around my neck before pressing her mouth to mine. “Now, that definitely sounds like a meeting I want to happen,” she murmured against my lips.

			“Power-­hungry bitch,” I growled, and kissed her hard once more before backing away.

			“Man-­whore.”

			“Hasn’t stopped you.”

			Her gaze raked over me as I backed toward the door before snapping up to my face. “No, it hasn’t.”

			I grinned and nodded in her direction. “Are you going to leave my office?”

			She slid off the desk and walked around to sit in my chair. “I don’t know, maybe I’ll sit in here awhile to get used to what my new office feels like.”

			“I haven’t gotten fired yet.” Not bothering to wait, I walked out of my office and left Cecily in there. I looked behind me to watch the door shut as I fixed my tie, a soft smile tugging at my lips as I thought about the girl in there.

			There was no bullshit when it came to Cecily and me. I didn’t like relationships, labels, or being tied down to any one girl; and she liked guys who demanded control. It was the complete opposite of who she was, but I wasn’t going to question it. She wasn’t shy about her need to be at the top of everything—­including a company—­nor was she shy about her willingness to step on any and everyone to get there.

			She wanted my job, I’d known that before we started sleeping together, but she couldn’t have it. And despite our current status and her greed-­filled eyes, she wasn’t one to sleep her way to the top—­we just happened to be a nice distraction for each other at work.

			I looked up just in time to stop myself from running into the man standing in the hallway. He hadn’t been moving; he was just standing there with his arms crossed over his chest, one eyebrow raised as he studied me.

			“Excuse me,” I said, and moved to walk around him—­he moved with me. My eyebrows slanted down, and I looked up at him. Yeah. Up. I was six-­two. To have to look up at someone was saying something. “Can I help you?” I asked when I noticed his mirrored movement hadn’t been a mistake; he was still staring down at me with a calculating expression.

			The man didn’t move, and he didn’t say anything. With a huff, I gave him a once-­over and smirked. My dad owned a boxing gym, meaning I’d grown up around some of the leanest, deadliest fighters around, as well as some of the biggest meat heads. But this fucker was massive. “If you don’t mind, I have somewhere to be. And lay off the steroids, old man.”

			When I went to move around him this time, he let me pass; but when I looked over my shoulder, he was turned around and glaring at me with that same expression before he glanced behind him toward my office.

			My footsteps faltered and I racked my brain trying to think of any mention of another guy Cecily might be seeing—­one who would come looking for her at work—­but I came up with nothing. And somehow I knew in the way he was glaring at me again that he wasn’t looking at me like he was ready to fight. He looked like he was frustrated with what he was seeing in me.

			Shaking my head as if to clear it, I looked ahead of me and continued down the halls to my boss’s office. Before I got there, I stopped at his secretary’s desk. “Hey, call security. There’s a guy in here I’ve never seen before, and I don’t think he’s supposed to be here. Height is probably six-­five. Weight is around two seventy or two eighty. The guy is solid muscle, tan, Caucasian, black hair.” I watched as she jotted everything down. “Got it?”

			“Yeah,” she said as she grabbed the phone, but I didn’t wait to hear the conversation.

			Walking toward the office beside her, I knocked on the door as I opened it, and flashed a smile at my boss, Eli Jenkins.

			“Hey, Liam, come in and have a seat.”

			I sat in one of the two chairs on the other side of his desk, and waited for whatever he had to say as he sat directly next to me. Despite what I’d told Cecily, I wasn’t worried about losing my job. I knew Eli liked me and my work, and I was on the same path he’d taken in this industry. But that didn’t mean he didn’t know about Cecily and me, and our interoffice relationship wasn’t exactly allowed.

			Before he could say anything else, his eyes snapped up when the door to his office quickly opened.

			“Two hundred and seventy to two hundred and eighty pounds? Hardly.”

			I turned quickly at the deep voice, and my eyes widened at the roided-­out guy from the hall.

			“Two hundred eighty-­five, actually. I’m proud of those extra five pounds.”

			“Who the fuck are you?” I asked, standing up from the chair. Turning to look at Eli, I pointed at the guy. “I had security called on him.”

			“He called me ‘old man,’ can you believe that?” The guy snorted. “At least you were right about the height. Good one, kid.” He walked around to sit in Eli’s desk chair, and I looked back and forth between him and where Eli was sitting next to me.

			Eli rolled his eyes. “Liam Taylor, it’s not exactly a pleasure to introduce you, but this is Mason Gates. He’s a close friend of my sister and her husband.”

			“You still don’t like me?” Mason asked Eli. “It was twenty-­three years ago.”

			Eli shot him a hard look. “She’s my sister. No, I still don’t like you.” Glancing over to me, Eli explained, “He also dated my other sister.”

			Mason snorted a laugh at the word dated, but didn’t say anything else to piss off Eli. Nodding in my direction, he said, “He’s good. Probably dumb as shit, but he’s funny, and he was pretty spot-­on about me. Minus the steroids.”

			“I’m lost,” I whispered to the room, and then looked at Mason. “What was your deal in the hall?”

			“I already knew I wasn’t going to like you. Any other questions?”

			“Mason,” Eli barked, then looked at me. “Act like he’s not here. For whatever reason, he felt the need to be here when I talked with you.”

			“Okay . . .” I said, drawing out the word. “Talk to me about what?”

			“Mason just brought my nieces to California from Florida so they could get away from a situation going on back home, and they’re not exactly happy about being here. They know they need to be here, and that’s all that’s keeping them from going back to Florida, but they need something to do to keep them busy. A job, friends . . . anything. And I was hoping that you would be able to help with that.”

			I waited to see if he would add anything, and when he didn’t, I shrugged. “I—­sure. I mean, I don’t know how much I can do to help them find friends, but if they’re old enough for the gym, I know my dad is looking for a few ­people.”

			Mason cleared his throat, and Eli gave him an annoyed look before saying, “We also need to make sure that one of them, Kira, doesn’t try to run back home. She has a boyfriend and is taking the separation harder than her sister. My sister and brother-­in-­law trust my judgment to find someone who can do that. I trust you as much as I trust my own son, and I think you and your connections will be exactly what they need to settle in here.”

			I laughed hesitantly and looked at both of them for a few seconds. “Are you serious? I’m not a babysitter, Eli; we work in advertising. Besides that, I’m twenty-­four, what do you expect me to do with these girls that will make it seem okay for me to even act like their friend?”

			“I knew I didn’t like him,” Mason blurted out, and stood. “Meeting over.”

			“Sit down,” Eli ordered, but didn’t look to make sure he did. “Liam, my nieces just turned twenty-­two, they’re close to your age. And no one is asking you to babysit them.”

			“You want me to make sure one of them doesn’t run back to her boyfriend! That sounds like babysitting,” I argued.

			“Still don’t like him,” Mason chimed in, but Eli and I didn’t bother responding to him.

			“I don’t need you to watch her every move, I was just hoping that you could maybe include them in whatever you and your friends are doing one or two times over the weekends. See if the girls get along with you or your friends, try to get them to have a good time so they won’t focus on how much they don’t want to be here. You don’t have to give up your life for them, Liam. And if you aren’t willing to do that, and if your dad does have space at the gym for them, that would be more than enough. I won’t ask you for anything else.” When I just sat there staring at him, Eli leaned closer. “Please. I’d have my son do this, but you know he’s backpacking through Europe this summer with his friends.”

			If it had been something as simple as inviting his nieces to a party, I would’ve done it in a heartbeat. But with Mason there—­whatever his real reasons—­and with the part that still sounded like I’d be babysitting them, I knew there was something else behind this than the girls just needing to be introduced to a few ­people. The fact that there was a “situation” back in Florida, and that they didn’t want to be here, only confirmed that thought. But Eli was my mentor. I’d interned for him in college, and he’d hired me on after the internship had ended. He’d continued helping me throughout the last ­couple years of college, always pushing me to work harder and be better, and then did the same so I would work my way up in his company after I’d graduated. He’d done more than I could’ve ever asked for, and this was the first thing he’d asked of me. No matter how odd it seemed, I knew I couldn’t tell him no.

			“Okay,” I finally agreed. “I’ll call my dad. I know for a fact that he needs new ­people for the drink station in the gym. I’ll see if he can interview them and let you know when.”

			“Perfect,” Eli said on a relieved sigh. “They’ve already been here a week, I know they need to get out of their condo.”

			I nodded and reluctantly said, “And I’ll make sure whichever one you mentioned won’t go running back to her boyfriend. I’m sure a bunch of us will end up at the beach this weekend, at least. I’ll let you know when I do.”

			“Still don’t like him,” Mason said again. “I vote we find someone else.”

			I rolled my eyes and looked over at him. “Why did you even need to be here?”

			“A question I’ve already asked a few times,” Eli mumbled.

			Mason’s teasing tone and expression quickly disappeared, leaving him looking at me the exact way he had been in the hallway. “I’m here because someone needs to tell you that you aren’t to touch either of them. Rachel and Kash may trust Eli’s choice in you being the one to help them out, that doesn’t mean I do. No one chose you so you would have another girl to fuck.”

			“Mason,” Eli snapped, but Mason’s gaze never left me.

			One eyebrow rose, and a short laugh burst from my chest. “Excuse me?”

			“You didn’t try to hide the girl who was in your office earlier, and that already makes me not like you as much as I could. You see an opportunity in a girl, and you take it. Trust me, I get it. I was the same way when I was your age, which is why Eli still hates me. But those girls mean the world to Eli, to me, and to their parents. This is me warning you now: if you touch one of those girls, you will have all three of us on you. And their dad is the last person you want to piss off. Your job is to be their friend. Nothing more.”

			“Noted,” I huffed as I stood to leave the office. “Anything else, Eli?”

			He shook his head at Mason, and sighed when he looked back at me. “Just remind Cecily that I don’t want her in your office.”

			The corner of my mouth tilted up and I nodded as I turned to leave. “I’ll call my dad and let you know what he says.”

			“I appreciate it, Liam. Really,” he called out as I reached the door.

			Mason snorted. “Still don’t like him.”

			The feeling was mutual.
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			May 29

			Kennedy

			I STOOD THERE staring at the closed door for an unknown amount of minutes after Uncle Mason left. The moment he’d walked out of the door and gotten into his rental car, I knew that was it. That this was all real. We were in the Golden State instead of the Sunshine State. A place where the beaches and air were different, and where girls said the word like too often.

			It was easy to agree to move here when my parents told me everything. It almost seemed fun. Kira and I had left home for college, but hadn’t left Florida; and now that we’d graduated, a big change seemed like something we could both use.

			But then we got here and I remembered that I’d never actually liked California. That mixed with the facts that our only cousin in California was not even in the country for the next ­couple months, and that Kira hadn’t stopped crying about Zane since Mom and Dad broke the news to her eight days ago, had me slowly but surely regretting all of this.

			I felt trapped—­or maybe that was just Kira’s depression and anxiety rubbing off on me—­my skin was drier than all get-­out, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe because there wasn’t one ounce of humidity here unless it was early in the morning. And we were in motherfucking California. My shoulders fell, and I wondered for the fiftieth time today why I’d ever thought this was going to be a good thing.

			Turning around, I looked at our condo and blew out a long breath. It was nice, but only held the basics. Even being in here for over a week now, I still wasn’t used to it—­and I didn’t know if it would ever feel like home, no matter how long we were here.

			I walked over to Kira’s room, but instead of knocking, I stood at the door and listened to her pained sobs before deciding against trying to talk to her again. After wandering around for another minute or two, I sank down on the couch and stared at the dark TV screen. I didn’t make a move for the remote, and I didn’t care that I was staring at nothing. I was afraid that if I turned on the TV, I would see commercials for things in California, and it would depress me even more.

			I couldn’t hold back a relieved sigh when my phone began ringing—­but my happiness at the distraction was short-­lived after I dug it out of my pocket and stared at the unknown California number.

			“Motherfucking California,” I muttered just before I hit the button to accept the call. “Hello?”

			“Hey! Just wanted to make sure you knew how to get to the gym.”

			My brow scrunched in confusion. “Uncle Eli? What number are you calling from, and what gym? Do you know who you called?”

			He laughed softly. “Yes, sweet niece of mine, I know who I called. This is my office phone. And what do you mean, what gym? The gym you and Kira have an interview at in less than an hour.”

			“What interview?”

			“The one—­son of a bitch,” he murmured, and let out a heavy exhale. “Did Mason not tell you that you both had interviews today?”

			“No, he didn’t! What gym?”

			Uncle Eli said something unintelligible and groaned loudly. “A friend of mine has openings at his gym for the drink station, and was kind enough to agree to interview you. But I should’ve known that Mason wouldn’t say anything. He doesn’t exactly like the guy who set this up. Can you be ready soon? The interviews are supposed to be at twelve thirty P.M.”

			“Seriously? I don’t know! How far away is it?” I asked as I ran to Kira’s room. Throwing open the door, I didn’t wait for her to tell me to leave—­as she had so many times this week—­I just shouted, “Stop crying and get ready! We have interviews!”

			“I’m not going,” she said automatically, without looking at me.

			“Yes, you are,” I hissed. “Uncle Eli set these up for us. You’ll go and thank him for it later. Get ready!”

			“It’s not far from you; ten, fifteen minutes tops,” Uncle Eli said distractedly. “I’ll text you the address, try not to be late. But I’ll explain it if you are.”

			“Thank you! I love you!” I said quickly before hanging up and running to my bathroom to fix my makeup and hair. I didn’t check on Kira again; if she ended up not getting ready and deciding not to go, then that was on her. I needed this. I needed to get out of this condo so I wouldn’t continue feeling the way I had been. I needed something to look forward to that wasn’t a new day of moping because I was in the wrong state.

			May 29

			Liam

			“GIVE IT UP, old man,” I said on a laugh as Dad got ready to throw the wadded-­up paper from his sandwich into the trash. “You never make it anyway.”

			Wadding up my own wrapper, I eyed him as he stared down the trash can for a few more seconds before carefully tossing his wrapper—­and missing. I immediately tossed mine in and grinned mockingly.

			“Bastard,” he scoffed.

			“Don’t take the loss too hard, it’s not the first time.”

			He smiled and rolled his eyes before checking his watch. “Tell me about these girls coming in. You didn’t say much on the phone.”

			I held my arms out to the side, then dropped them. “I don’t know anything about them other than they’re Eli’s nieces, and twenty-­two. He just said he wanted them to try to find something to do here, or get some friends. Apparently they’re not happy they’re here.”

			My dad gave me a look. “Not happy they’re here?” he asked, and when I nodded in confirmation, he shook his head. “If they’re twenty-­two and not happy here, why don’t they go where they are happy.”

			“Question of the week, Dad. I have no clue. But I owe Eli, so I told him I’d arrange the interviews. You don’t have to hire them, I really don’t care either way . . . I know you’ve already had a handful of ­people apply; so does Eli. I think he’s just hoping that if they get out once, they’ll continue to do so.”

			“Jesus, you’re making them sound even worse. I’m expecting awkward, shy girls who never leave their house.”

			The phone in his office beeped a second before one of the receptionists told him the girls were here for the interviews, and Dad exhaled heavily as he stood up.

			“I’m sure this will go over well,” he mumbled sarcastically, and slapped at my shoulder as he passed by me. “Thanks for the lunch, bud. Go see your mom soon, she’s been complaining about how long you’ve been gone.”

			“Yeah, all right. At least be nice to them for Eli’s sake,” I called out just as he walked out the door.

			He looked around the doorframe with an amused expression. “What is that supposed to mean? I am the nice one around here. I could always let Konrad do the interview . . .” He trailed off, and I shook my head as I laughed.

			“I know you are, but you also look scary as shit. We don’t want to scare them so bad that I get fired.”

			With a loud laugh, he turned and walked away. My dad had owned McGowan’s Gym since sometime around when I was born, and he and his business partner, my uncle Konrad, had changed this place a lot over the years. It was a fighting gym, and always would be, but instead of a place for ­people to only work out or train for the ring, they now offered classes depending on what kind of training you wanted, and had a large bar up front for before-­, during-­, and after-­workout drinks.

			Dad had been an underground fighter in college until the doctors told him if he didn’t stop, he’d risk paralysis, so McGowan’s was the only way for him to stay doing what he loved without giving my mom a heart attack. That didn’t mean he wasn’t still built like a fighter and able to take on anyone who wanted to challenge him in the ring; it just meant he was a lot more careful. And it was because of his confident presence mixed with his large appearance that I was betting the girls wouldn’t last more than a few minutes with him before leaving.

			But then I remembered Mason and realized they might be more used to guys like my dad than we had given them credit for.

			After cleaning up the rest of the lunch I’d brought with me as a thank-­you for his agreeing to the last-­minute interviews, I left the gym and was back at work within twenty minutes.

			I’d been in my office for an hour when Eli came in talking to me before he even had a foot in the door. “Did you go to the gym?”

			“Yeah. Talked with Dad for a bit, he was with your nieces when I left.”

			“So they made it?”

			I looked up at him from my computer at the relief in his voice, and responded slowly, drawing each word out, “Did you think they wouldn’t . . . ?”

			“No, I—­” He cut off quickly and turned to see who had just opened my door. “No! Go back to your desk and stay there,” he demanded, pointing at Cecily, who gave a wide-­eyed look as she quickly turned around and left. “Seriously, Liam?”

			I suppressed a smile and went back to the e-­mail I’d been responding to when he walked in. “I didn’t ask her to come in here, I didn’t even tell her I was back. She was probably just hoping to attempt to steal my office again.”

			“Bullshit,” he huffed, but I could easily hear the amusement in his voice. “Do you have any plans for the weekend?”

			“No,” I said distractedly, then it hit me. “You asking because of the girls?”

			“They need to get out, Liam.”

			“I know, I get it. I don’t know of anything right now, but I’ll let you know.”

			He stood there for a few seconds longer, not saying anything or looking at anything in particular. “Give them a shot. I know you’ll like them; it’s them liking everyone else I’m worried about. They’re kind of—­well, like I said, one only thinks of her boyfriend. The other has a personality somewhere between her dad and Mason, so you can imagine how often she gives new ­people the time of day without telling them exactly what she thinks of them.”

			I snorted. “I’m sure I can. I told you, though; I will get them out at least once. I’ll let you know if there’s anything going on this weekend, and if there’s not, I’m sure next weekend will be different.”

			Eli grabbed for his ringing phone and started backing out of my office as he answered it. “It’s been a slow week, there’s no point in staying for the rest of the day, you can head out,” he whispered before greeting whoever had called him.

			I quickly finished the e-­mail and checked the unread ones as well as my calendar before cleaning up and getting ready to go. I started texting Cecily as I shut off my lights and locked the door from the inside, but looked up when a husky, feminine laugh caught my attention, and stopped abruptly in the middle of the doorway.

			This isn’t fucking happening.

			My eyes widened as I looked at the identical twin girls talking with Eli about the job interview they’d just come back from, and my mind raced as I tried to deny what I was seeing.

			Long black hair. Dark blue eyes. Tall, slender, yet curvy bodies covered in tattoos. Smiles I’d thought of for months.

			Memories from a night in Vegas a year ago flashed through my mind as I looked at her. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. That can’t be her. That can’t be Moon.

			But there was no denying it was her. The one girl who had slipped out before I’d woken up . . . the one girl I thought I’d never see again . . . was now standing a dozen feet away from me and talking to my boss—­her uncle.

			“This can’t be happening,” I murmured, and quickly stepped back and shut myself in my office before Eli or the girls could notice me.

			I’d been in Vegas for one reason. Business. After the meetings were over for the week, I’d gone out with a few guys to grab some drinks since we would be heading home the next day. We’d ended up in three different clubs, gotten more drinks at each one, and had hung out and danced with a group of girls we’d met at the last one . . . but I hadn’t seen Moon until we’d all started leaving.

			Even as she danced between two guys, her eyes locked on mine and a teasing smile crossed her face. I’d told my group to leave without me, and had pulled her away from the men as if she’d belonged to me. Because that night, she had. It could’ve been the drinks, it could’ve been the music, but even in the club we’d been pulling each other closer and grabbing for each other like there was no one else there—­I don’t remember even actually dancing. And when her sister came up saying they were going back to their hotel, I hadn’t stopped to think before telling her to come back with me.

			I groaned and rested my forehead against the door as I remembered that night with her. Even though I’d been drunk, I could remember it with perfect clarity. Just like I could remember the feeling of disappointment when I’d woken up the next morning and she was gone.

			I’d thought then that I would never see her again, and I had nothing other than the memory of her, and a tattoo of a black, crescent-­shaped moon on her side, to help me find her again. I knew it would be impossible, so I hadn’t tried. And now? She’d more or less fallen into my hands.

			I knew I needed to tell Eli that I already knew his nieces—­one better than he’d probably like to hear. But I couldn’t. I didn’t believe in fate, but, shit, I wasn’t about to question how or why this was happening. I just knew I needed a chance to talk to her again, and if this was my chance, I would take it.
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