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      The Bureau doesn't pay me enough to pretend that I’m anxious and overly excited to “land the job of a lifetime,” or whatever these executives expect me to say. Still, if I land this I could finally be on the field. Time to buck up.

      “If you had only one word to describe yourself, what would it be?”

      “Hazel, work-related questions only.” Scott Everhart, CEO of Everhart Enterprises, cuts Hazel Beesley, his right hand, off.

      “Fine,” she huffs and asks, “How do you compensate for your weaknesses?”

      I look away from Scott, deliberately turning my attention to Hazel Beesley. “I recognize them. Accept them, and most importantly I use my strengths to compensate them.”

      She smiles, satisfied with my answer. According to my research, she’s not only Scott’s right hand, but her opinion weighs more than his own. She is the Vice President of Beesley Enterprises. She’s also been featured in several business magazines as one of the most powerful women under thirty. While investigating the company, we didn’t find much about their personal lives, but Lucas and I gathered that if I get on her good side, I get the job.

      “What are your strengths?” Scott asks the next question.

      “I’m determined, loyal.” I turn to Scott, straightening my back. “My strengths and flaws aren’t what define me or my work. It’s the dedication and enthusiasm that I bring to the table while balancing my best assets and the challenges that the job brings.”

      Their faces remain stoic. I wish I had flown to New York for this interview. It would be easier for me to read their body language in person. From where I sit in my grandmother’s kitchen, it’s impossible to get a read on if they are interested or not. Then, there’s the fact that I need to keep an eye on my grandparents.

      Multitasking is proving to be harder than I thought. I’m keeping one eye on the screen and the other one at the entrance of the kitchen to ensure that my dear abuelita stays away. Nothing ruins a job interview like the lovely woman offering me food, reminding me that I’m “too skinny” and with my “narrow hips and tiny ass,” I’m never going to find a man.

      After she reminds me of how lonely I am, I’ll politely tell her that she’s wrong. My ass is huge, my hips are fine, and I don’t need a man.

      That subject is not fit for an important job interview.

      “Describe a time when you were asked to do something you weren’t trained to do. How did you handle it?” Scott asks a question I’m not sure how to answer. I never interviewed for an office job before. I decide to use my experience with the Bureau.

      I perk up, flashing my best smile.

      “There have been several times where I’ve had to steer away from my comfort zone. I guess the most recent was when my boss had a car accident. I had to step into his shoes. It was a different role for me, but I took charge during the difficult moments, and in the end, everything worked out as we planned.”

      “Difficult moments?” Hazel emphasizes.

      I nod. “We had a meeting with a potential client.” I reach for my glass of water and take a few sips. “Negotiating contracts when there’s a better choice within the price range for the client is challenging. I had to find a way to convince them that, even though my offer wasn’t as attractive, it was the right one in the long run.”

      “That’s the attitude we want for this position,” Hazel says with an approving smile.

      I bet she’d be changing her tune if she knew the “better offer” was twenty years in jail instead of dying at the hands of a Colombian cartel. I smile back at her, waiting patiently for the next question.

      “My goal is to bring a new business approach to the company while following the philosophy of Everhart Enterprises.” I mark off that talking point in my notebook with a squiggly line, making sure I don’t repeat it during the rest of the interview.

      I wait for them to speak. Trying not to keep my gaze on the camera and not wandering toward the door. Though, I still need to keep an eye on my abuela. She’s loud, and yet, she’s pretty silent when she moves around. In another life, she could’ve been a great undercover agent.

      “If we offer you the job, how soon can you start?” Scott inquires after a long pause.

      How about now? I think to myself impatiently. They don’t know how important it is for me to start with my investigation. If I could, I’d have arrived in New York weeks ago. However, my supervisor is an asshole who is setting me up to fail. Who tells an asset to go and get yourself a job? My boss, apparently. I’ll show him that I can find a job and do my work at the same time.

      “It depends. As I said at the beginning of the interview, my dream is to live in New York. I love my current job, but I would like to find just the right position and company where I can grow,” I lie easily.

      For a moment, I feel a little sorry for what will inevitably be a waste of their time. The reminder that my job is to catch human traffickers and save children dissipates the guilt. For now, they have to think that I’m the best out there, that they’re lucky to have me, even though the only business transactions I’ve made in my life are when I go shopping. I know about balancing my checkbook, but I don’t do it often.

      “How soon are you planning to make a decision?” I pull out my phone, checking the calendar.

      “We need someone who can start within a week,” Hazel responds. “Would you be able to move to New York that fast? How about housing?”

      “Yes, I will. A friend of a friend is subletting me his apartment,” I lie again because Lucas, my brother, hasn’t confirmed anything about housing. I text him right away.

      Luna: Is the apartment available?

      Lucas: What apartment?

      Luna: I’m moving to New York. Remember?

      “New York is my dream city. I want to live there. At least for a few years.”

      “What about your other job?”

      “I have some vacation time accumulated.” The lies are coming quicker now that I can feel how close I am to my goal. I offer up a smile, trying to get a guaranteed yes. “If you offer me the job, I can start as early as next week. That gives me plenty of time to pack and say my goodbyes—while still giving my two-week notice.”

      My phone buzzes. I glance and check my brother’s response.

      Lucas: You shouldn’t be doing any undercover work.

      I almost roll my eyes. The men in my life just don’t understand that I’m a grown woman who has a career she loves and could use their support.

      Luna: It isn’t optional.

      “Do you have any questions for us?” Scott asks.

      “Can you tell me more about the day-to-day responsibilities of this job?” I click on my recorder and continue texting my brother.

      Lucas: I’m still in denial.

      He doesn’t get it, does he? I don’t choose my assignments. If he and my father don’t like them, it doesn’t matter.

      Luna: Well, my situation is that I am moving to New York soon. Is the apartment available?

      Lucas: Yes, the place is yours for at least six months.

      Luna: Thank you. You can always come visit.

      Lucas: Have you told Abue about it?

      Luna: Once I have secured a job and the transfer, I’ll make sure our father is the one who takes the bullet. :D

      “What is the typical career path for someone in this role?” I continue with my questions toward my interviewers.

      Lucas: You’re evil and smart.

      I learned from his past experiences. A few years back he moved temporarily to San Francisco. He told Abuela that he was leaving weeks before it happened. Worst idea ever. Every day she brought her best guilt-trip game. She played the I’m going to die before you’re back card more often than she drank her café con leche. She drinks at least ten cups a day, insisting that it keeps her younger. I love her dearly. She’s like a mother to me, which is exactly why I can’t handle those guilt trips.

      It won’t be long before my grandmother takes the train to New York to drag me back. Moving from Alexandria to NYC is going to give her a heart attack. I choose to miss the drama. I don’t know how long I’m staying in Manhattan, but I’ll make sure to take the train at least once a month on the weekends, unlike Lucas who never came to visit us. She almost disowned him.

      How can he put his job before family?

      Family comes first.

      We should remain together.

      If it were up to her, we would be living in the same neighborhood, the same city at the very least. She would love me the most if I lived next door. After marrying a good Mexican man (or a hot Latino), of course. That’s what good girls do. She thinks I’m still a virgin because no “granddaughter of hers will be deflowered before she marries.”

      Sex, grandma, it’s called sex.

      I stare at the monitor, listening to Hazel Beesley speak about the incredible career track ahead of me, about all of the benefits and opportunities within the company. They sound great, but I don’t care much about the business world. My attention goes back to my conversation with Lucas.

      Luna: I’m not evil. I just choose not to face the telenovela scene.

      Lucas: Change your phone number and your name, and perhaps she won’t find you.

      Luna: She’ll send the hellhounds.

      “What are the next steps in the interview process?” I ask, hoping that they haven’t noticed that I’m only half-listening to the conversation.

      “We have a few other candidates to interview today,” Scott answers promptly. “We will be making a decision as early as Friday.”

      “Once we make that decision, we will want to move fast,” Hazel continues.

      I reach for my pen to write down Hazel’s cell number when I hear the door opening. Grandpa needs to put some oil on it. And damn it. I needed just a few more minutes.

      “Mijita, estas preparando el almuerzo?” My grandma and her timing. Is she serious? Sorry, but I can’t prepare lunch and find a job at the same time, Abue. She enters the kitchen with my abuelo right behind her. He gives me a slight shrug. Yeah, I know he did his best to stall her.

      “Me da gusto que ya dejaste ese trabajo en la polícia. Porque eso es solo para hombres,” she continues.

      I flinch. Why is she saying that? I cross my fingers, hoping that they don’t know Spanish or that their knowledge of the Spanish language is limited to the basics. If not, my cover has been compromised before it even began.

      She’s back with her damn lecture that what I do is only for men, but at least she didn’t mention the FBI. Her old-school attitude irritates me. I might stay in New York forever.

      “Well, that’s all for now.” Hazel is the first one to speak after the embarrassing silence created by the intruders in the kitchen.

      “Yes, I think that’s all we needed to know.” Scott’s jaw sets and nods once toward Hazel who shakes her head slightly. I serve the screen a charming smile, hoping they have no idea what Abuelita said. “Have a good lunch, Miss Galvez.”

      “Thank you for your time.” I huff, turning off the video call.

      My stomach churns. It’s either hunger or my gut telling me that I flunked the interview. Going to my browser, I pull up my daily horoscope.

      Under today’s outspoken moon, uttering out the first thing that comes to mind is an unsafe action. Unless, of course, you’ve got an ingenious idea.

      Oh, God. I didn’t say anything stupid, but it was stupid to have the interview at home.

      Carajo.

      Why didn’t I read this before I scheduled the time?

      Luna: I need to continue my search.

      Lucas: For what?

      Luna: The undercover job so I can do my real job.

      Lucas: I thought you already had it. Not that I want you to leave.

      Luna: Well, my horoscope said so, and Abue entered the kitchen right when I was about to end the interview.

      Lucas: You have to stop reading that shit. You’re so smart. I just don’t get why you base 99% of your decisions on what those sites say.

      Luna: I love you, but this time it’s not an assumption. She mentioned my job with the police during my interview.

      Lucas: You’re screwed. Search for a job along the lines of your quirks, like a tarot reading or yoga instructor.

      Yep, shit and fuck are just about right. But his stupid comments about my quirks aren’t welcomed. I love my brother, but he’s never going to understand it. If Mom were here, she’d agree with me.

      “What would you like me to prepare for lunch?” I rise from my seat, taking off my blazer and my button-down blouse, leaving me in a sleeveless sundress.

      “That’s more like you, Luna,” Abue says, taking the clothing I discard and folding them neatly. “You should find a husband. Men pay more attention if you wear those pretty dresses. I need some grandbabies to spoil.”

      “My mission in life.” I kiss her on the cheek and march to the fridge.

      You can only teach so many tricks to an old dog, but to my abuelita, there’s nothing I can teach her. She knows it all. At least that’s what she says.
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      My worst nightmare is working on a mission in New York City. That implies not only putting a lot of civilians in danger but also my family. And today, my nightmare has come true. I’m sweating and it has nothing to do with the eighty-degree weather. Of course, I’m losing my shit and talking nonsense to distract myself.

      “Not yet,” I mumble.

      It will happen any second now, I murmur.

      “Are they ready to deploy?” I continue mumbling shit, watching. Waiting for what feels like fucking forever. “Everyone awaits, sir. All units are ready for your instructions. What is your take on this mission? This doesn’t look good, when the explosion—”

      “Shut the fuck up, Everhart,” a voice comes through my earpiece. I adjust it and recognize Mason Bradley’s voice bitching at me. The boss hates when I get too anxious and start talking nonsense. “This isn’t a fucking game with action figures.”

      “Or a video game,” Anderson Hawkins, who is on the ground waiting for our informant, states. “I swear to God, I have no idea how I’ve been putting up with your shit for years.”

      “Because I’ve saved your ass a few dozen times,” I remind him.

      “You want me to kick his ass?” Tiago, who stands next to me, asks in a mocking tone.

      “By now, you all should understand that I hate to be on standby,” I remind them.

      Tiago, Hawk, and I have been brothers since the Army. Then we moved to the Rangers, and when we retired, we were hired by a secret high intelligence, private security company.

      “I need some action,” I mumble through the communicator, my right index finger set on the trigger, my eye trained on the area where Hawk and Bradley wait. “This wait is killing me.”

      “No, you don’t want action,” Hawk mumbles back. “If the operation doesn’t run smoothly, I will kill you after my woman kills me. She threatened me with bodily harm if I came home with a scratch.”

      “You’re whipped, man,” Tiago says.

      We laugh. Aspen, his fiancée, is a foot shorter than him and looks so sweet, but she regularly stands up to the guy and makes him do whatever she wants.

      “But he’s right, Everhart. You have to chill. Imagine the nine o’clock headlines,” Tiago paints a tragic picture. “‘Terrorists Taking Over Manhattan’ or ‘A group of Former Rangers Lost Their Shit and Terrorized New York.’ My mama isn’t gonna like that.”

      Tiago kicks me with his heavy boots in the ribs. “If you upset my mama, I’ll have to bury you alive. You get me?”

      I gasp. “Got it.” I rub the side of my body. “Not that you can take me down, fucker.”

      I try to settle down, but it’s fucking impossible. I wouldn’t care to wait in the middle of the Khash Desert in Afghanistan surrounded by terrorists—or to go through caves searching for Taliban leaders. We’ve lived through danger. If we are careful, this could be nothing. I’m sure that’s going to be the result. This isn’t our first job together. They know that I hate lying on the ground watching the action play out from afar. They also know I will wait for as long as it’s needed without saying shit. I understand that not every mission means jumping out of an airplane in the middle of a jungle, shooting up shit, and killing the enemy. Sometimes, like today, I come along just to watch the backs of other security details.

      What neither one took into consideration when they set up this mission is that, unlike the rest of our operations, this one is at home. My home. My loved ones are within a thirty-mile radius. What if something goes wrong? I can’t lose any of them. I can’t go through another loss like that—it’ll be worse than when I lost my parents.

      My friends, partners, and brothers in blood weren’t here on that tragic Tuesday when the sky lit up, and the towers burned to the ground. 9/11 is a day that we all remember, but one I constantly relive. The scenes are ingrained in my mind, seared with pain and tears. I saw the flames from the street corner as I was on my way to meet my dad. I wanted to discuss my plans to change responsibilities within his company. My life had been set up for me. I would work for him and one day, when he retired, I would take over Everhart Enterprises.

      But everything changed when the call came through.

      “Son, we’re trapped,” he told me over the phone.

      My chest constricted with his words. My stomach churned. It felt as if an entire battalion had punched me in the gut and left me breathless. He gave me so many instructions at once. I still remember each word, each plea, each piece of advice.

      “Take care of your brothers, Harry.” Mom implored.

      Completely numb, I assured my parents I’d take care of my brothers. I sounded the same way I did when Hunter was only two years old, and Fitz was five, and Scott and I were assigned to babysit them by ourselves. I had no fucking idea what I would do without my parents, but I pretended that everything would work out without them by my side.

      “We’ll be okay,” I promised as I watched from the buildings only a few miles away as the raging fire continued to consume the lives of so many people. “I’ll always look after them.”

      They ordered me to call Scott and help him come back from Boston. They reminded me that Fitz had a weekly appointment with the allergist on Thursdays. That Hunter would need me more than anyone else.

      “We will always watch over you and your brothers,” Mom promised. “Remind them how much we love them.”

      “We love you,” they said in unison before hanging up.

      “I love you” were the last words I ever heard from them.

      “Are we there yet, boss?” I joke, trying to erase those memories and break the fucking tension. I regret not sending my family out of town. Everything would be easier to handle if I knew they were safe.

      “It’s almost over,” Tiago informs me as I clean the sweat from my forehead.

      We’re on top of one of the tallest buildings in front of Central Park in the middle of August at noon watching, waiting. I’m sweating like a fucking pig.

      “Can I complain about the fucking weather?”

      “Tiago, you have permission to shoot him if he talks again,” Mason Bradley barks. My ear buzzes after his loud voice comes through. I pull out the communicator for a second, moving the binoculars toward him. His trademark scowl is directed at where he knows I hide. His mouth continues to move.

      I place the earpiece back, and I hear shit that makes no sense. “… fucking, Everhart, I swear I’d make the rest of your life miserable.”

      “The asphalt is melting,” I complain, waiting for Tiago or Hawk’s comeback. That’s when I spot him. The man we’ve been expecting. My eyes move to the guy with cropped dark hair and a dark camouflage jacket, marching to Hawk. “Our informant is approaching, Hawk.”

      Hawk nods once, training his eyes on the man. The moment that they shake hands, I set the timer.

      “We have three minutes,” I call through the communicator. “Bradley, do your hacker thing. According to your intel, Kassi’s people might be onto us. Though I was bitching earlier about the lack of action, honestly, I would like to avoid Armageddon.”

      Camo-boy sets a black portfolio in front of him. Moving my sight to the left, I spot Bradley tapping his computer urgently.

      “Two minutes left,” I warn him. “Can you fucking rush it, geek?”

      Bradley’s eyes fixate on his work but the corner of his lip tugs. He tilts his head, his black hair shining against the glare of the sun, and I almost miss the red fucking dot on his shoulder.

      “Fuck!” I move my sight, searching for whoever is pointing a laser at his head.

      “What are you doing?” Tiago asks as I stand up and pull out my binoculars, searching for the man who might kill the boss.

      “Got you fuckers.” I pick up my M24, point at his head, and pull the trigger. Then move the gun, shooting at the guy aiming at Hawk.

      “Tiago, send a few men to the building right across the street to clean the area. Mason, hurry. They’re onto us.”

      “Done.” Mason jumps out of the seat, shooting us a nod.

      Tiago and I wait a few minutes, keeping an eye on Hawk and Mason while they disappear through the crowd without leaving a trace.

      “Thank you, gentlemen. This was another successful mission,” Mason announces through the communicator. “The plane is waiting for us. Everhart, are you coming with us? You don’t have to be in Seattle until Wednesday. Everything else can be handled remotely. The Brussels project starts in a week.”

      Adjusting my jaw, I rotate my neck to loosen the tension. What the fuck happened to “I will buy part of the company so I can do whatever the fuck I want?” But I get it. There are jobs that we simply have to do ourselves. “I’ll take the offer of staying home for a few days. Call me if you need me though.”

      While I gather my equipment, Tiago speaks. “I’ll take Brussels and any other shitty job you have for the next couple of months.”

      I secure my gun, close the case, and stand up glaring at him. “What do you want?”

      He takes a deep breath and looks at me. “My sister needs help.”

      Wiping my forehead, I take a few seconds to think about that sentence. “Wait, fucker. You have a sister?” Wiggling my eyebrows, I grin. “Is she hot?”

      “I just said she’s my sister you creepy fuck. Off. Limits.”

      “Just a minute. I’ve known you for almost twenty years, and just now you happen to mention a sister?”

      He nods once. “Half-sister.” His brows furrow as his eyes divert toward the horizon. “I love my mama, but the family shit is a mess and I keep it as far as possible from my life.”

      “Is it safe to assume that your father is alive?” He nods at my question. “So, you have a sister that you just learned about?”

      “Look, I’m not going to give you the dirt. Luna…” He rolls his eyes. “That’s my sister’s name, is moving to New York. This is the first time she’s working undercover outside the DC area. We just don’t feel—”

      “Wait a minute.” I lift my index finger. “Undercover? What is she? CIA, FBI…”

      He exhales heavily. “She’s an FBI agent in the human trafficking department. My sister is a chameleon and can blend in easily. However, she could use a well-known guy to help her navigate the social life in the Big Apple while keeping her safe.”

      I let out a chuckle. Shaking my head, I crouch to finish picking up my shit. “I got you, brother. If Hazel, who is like a sister to me, were in her shoes, I’d call you to give me a hand. But are you fucking serious? You want me to babysit?”

      “Human fucking trafficking,” Tiago growls at me. “It’s my understanding that she’s trying to become friends with some socialite who is dating the head of one of the big trafficking cells. You know what’s going to happen to her if she gets caught?”

      We should take on that mission, I don’t say. She could avoid getting caught, tortured, and killed…Or they might let her live, and she’ll be reliving the hell they put her through for the rest of her life.

      “My old man and I don’t see eye to eye,” he continues. “But I care for my sister.”

      He stops, closing his eyes as he breathes a couple of times, his rough expression drawn in agony. His eyes open, staring at me in a pleading way I’ve never seen before today. “I trust her. But if I can help to keep her safe…we can’t lose Luna. You get me?”

      Placing my hand on top of his shoulder, I squeeze it. “Luna will be okay, brother. I’ll be whatever she needs me to be. I’ll make sure she’s safe. As long as you’re my bitch for the next one hundred years.”

      I laugh, moving toward the elevator. “Gotta meet the family for lunch, you want to join?”

      “Nah, I’m flying to Florida to check on my momma. I’ll contact you when I get more intel on Luna’s assignment.”

      Harrison: On my way to Juanes.

      Hazel: You’re joining us for lunch? What happened to the job?

      Harrison: I told you it’d be quick.

      Hazel: Hooray, you didn’t die today!

      Harrison: Order me a shot of your finest tequila if you arrive first, Bumble Bee.

      Hazel: I won’t be the first. I’m in the middle of a meeting. Your brother is slaving me. We need help!

      Scott: I’ll order a bottle of Don Julio to celebrate. Jensen is waiting for us in the car. We’ll be there before you.

      Scott: And we are in the process of hiring a few new employees. Stop complaining, Buttercup.
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      The beauty of my job is such that what seems like a fucked up day can change within minutes, with the people around me none the wiser. That’s part of what I do. I make sure the world doesn’t know about potential threats. In some cases, ignorance is bliss.

      Right now though, I’m just a civilian walking through familiar New York blocks. The streets are humming. Blue skies, no wind, and despite the traffic fumes, it feels like a fine summer day. I swerve to the left to avoid the delivery guy while crossing the street, offering a nod to the street musician as I pass by. I drop some change in his violin case and salute him, enjoying the chords of what sounds like Vivaldi’s “The Four Seasons.” That piece was one of Mom’s favorites and the one she’d set on our CD player before she went to bed. My chest loosens with the crescendo coming out of the violin. It reminds me of sunshine and my mother’s sweet voice. The magical chords help me process what just happened. I killed two men. I’ve watched death before—seen the rivers of blood and desperate screams during battle. It doesn’t get easier with time, but I’ve learned to cope and accept that by taking one life, I’m saving hundreds or even thousands more.

      The day I enlisted in the Army, I wanted revenge. These days I pull the trigger to avoid another attack like the one that took away my parents and changed my family forever.

      “Everhart!” The excited female voice comes from the other side of the street.

      Turning to my left, I spot Hazel across the street. She’s waving at me, her chestnut hair pulled back from her face, donned in a dress and Converse sneakers. I cross the street. Once I am right in front of her, I smirk and give her a hug.

      “Why don’t you just buy normal shoes, shorty?” I twirl her twice, being careful with the crowd walking around us. “You look ridiculous wearing formal clothing and sneakers.”

      “That’s a nice hug,” she says with an unusually nasal voice. She kisses my cheek as I set her down.

      “Where are Fitz and Hunter?”

      She rolls her eyes. “They decided to hop on a plane and go to Boston.”

      I smile at her and tilt my head toward the entrance of the restaurant. “What’s with you and that voice? You sick?”

      “A vicious ear infection and strep.” Hazel waves hello to the hostess and continues her way to the end of the room.

      Pulling out my phone, I text Fitz.

      Harrison: What happened with the contingency plan? I never said to go to Boston.

      Fitz: Hunter was too tense to stay at home waiting for your call. He’s doing much better. But shit, you dropped a text saying get the helicopter ready because all hell might break loose. You can’t expect for him to stay cool.

      Harrison: Well, it’s safe to come back whenever.

      Fitz: We’re working, don’t worry about us. But next time keep your shit away from us, please.

      I scowl at my phone as I continue following Hazel through the restaurant to our seats. Does Hunter think I wouldn’t keep him safe? Ungrateful fucker. He has to trust me. We had a contingency plan in case something went wrong with my mission. There’s a helicopter waiting for my family above the building where the offices of Everhart Enterprises are. That’s the reason why Scott had Hazel in his office. She’s more than a family friend; she’s the little sister we never had and love to annoy. We’re also very protective of her.

      Hazel dashes through the tables. I follow her at a much slower pace, looking around the restaurant, getting a headcount. The place seems to be at full capacity. Thankfully, Scott sits by the left-hand corner of the room close to the emergency exit. Next to him, there’s a group of businessmen wearing gray suits like his. When he spots me, I tilt my head, arching my brow toward the men.

      “Who wears it best?” I ask, squeezing his shoulder and taking the shot of tequila in front of him.

      He laughs, standing up to meet me with a hug and a pat on the shoulder. “Shut up, asshole. I’m glad you’re back.”

      “To our favorite hero,” Hazel proposes a toast, “and tacos.” She sets the shot glass on the table, close to Scott, without drinking any of it.

      My eyes widen. What the fuck? “Who knocked you up?”

      “You,” she answers with a straight face.

      “Bumblebee?” I cross my arms, drinking two more shots of tequila.

      Who am I going to kill?

      “I’m serious.”

      She smirks, smacking her lips. “No one that I know of.”

      “Then why aren’t you celebrating with us?”

      “I have to abstain for two reasons. One, I’m taking antibiotics, and two, Grandpa will kill me. He’s a hard-ass boss, unlike him”—she points at Scott—“who loves me so much he’d let me drink at my office.”

      “Drinking while working is not allowed.” Scott’s jaw hardens, and he hands her a glass of water. “Or while you’re sick. Once you recover, I’ll take you on vacation, and you can drink your weight in alcohol.”

      “She’s still working for you?” I glare at him. “Aren’t you hiring a new person?”

      “He thinks he owns me,” Hazel says, laughing at him. “Scotty doesn’t understand that I own his ass.”

      Scott lifts his hand, signaling the waiter to come over. “You can say whatever you want. The deal was you’d work for me for as long as I need you, Buttercup. Technically, I own you.” He smirks at her. “Because I’ll always make sure to need you.”

      “Ugh.” She rolls her eyes.

      Hazel transferred from Duke University to Columbia. Scott helped with the transition and paid for her tuition under the condition that she’d work for our company. He needs help and someone who he can trust when he’s absent.

      “Okay, enough about work.” She turns her palm up and wiggles her fingers. “You have to pay your debt.”

      My brother pulls out a fifty-dollar bill from his wallet and hands it to her.

      “Thank you, kind sir.”

      “What did you bet?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “That you’d assume I was pregnant.”

      “Well, I don’t see another valid reason to avoid alcohol while celebrating.” Hazel always celebrates with me.

      She takes a chip out of the basket, dips it in guacamole, and stares at me. “To get knocked up, I need a boyfriend—or to get laid.” She shakes her head. “I’d have to find a man first and fall in love.” She bites her chip, smirking at me as she chews.

      She glances at me and says, “You should find yourself someone too.”

      “Well, you do that.” I dust my arms pretending I’m repelling something—probably love. “I think you should save the money you won today.”

      Hazel and I have our own bet going on—to see which one of us avoids falling in love the longest. “In fact, I’ll find you a man.”

      “If I wanted, I’d find myself a man, thank you very much.” Her snarky tone is replaced by annoyance. She rolls her eyes and grabs her purse, but my brother hands her a tissue and then hand sanitizer.

      Thank you, she mouths at him.

      “Today I’m not in the mood, Harry.” Her voice is dry. The humor disappears.

      “Too bad.” I try to lighten up her mood. “I was thinking about starting a manhunt this weekend.”

      She glares at me.

      “Stop this childish shit, Harrison. No one is falling in love and leave her the fuck alone. She’s not feeling well.” Scott—who behaves like a sixty-year-old man sometimes—uses his “badass” voice to warn me.

      I should remind him that he’s only thirty-five and I’m three years older than him.

      “Love isn’t childish.” She scowls at me and glares at Scott. “One day you’re going to eat those words, Scotty. You’ll fall so madly in love you won’t be able to breathe unless she’s right next to you. Her touch will be the only thing that will make you feel alive.”

      She turns to the waiter, ordering more guacamole and an assorted plate of tacos to share. Once he’s gone, Hazel’s head angles toward Scott and she gives him an I got you smirk. “I’m going to make sure I have front seats to the show. Seeing you fall in love is going to be fun. Watching you bend forward, backward, and everywhere to make her happy will be the cherry on top. I can’t wait, Scotty-boy.”

      I can’t help but laugh at her scenario and my brother’s mumbling. If there’s a person who can shut down my brother and make him squirm, it’s Hazel. She doesn’t own him, but she can pretty much do anything she wants with him. They are complete opposites. He’s tall, dark, sullen, and quiet. She’s petite, sunny, and noisy. He hates love. She’s a romantic at heart. And relationship meddling is her hobby.

      She’s set on finding love for my brothers and me. Someone to spend the rest of our lives with because we deserve a happily-ever-after. I have no idea if that will work for me—ever, but in all honesty, some days I would like to have what my baby brother has.

      Hunter has a woman who he loves, who loves him in return. Even after a rough start, there’s nothing one won’t do for the other. Seeing how happy she makes him—just when she smiles in his direction—makes me want it. As I look at Hazel, I wonder if something between her and I could work. But there’s no spark, no chemistry between us. I love her the same way I love my brothers. There’s no way I could take it to the next level.

      “Hazel, leave the heartless tin man alone,” I chide with a laugh, rolling my eyes at his dark frown. He’s planning my death.

      “He’s lying, Scott.” Her hand reaches his and she gently squeezes it. She then leans closer to him, and I wish the noise level were lower so I could hear what she’s whispering. The crease on his forehead is gone and the faint smile he only gives her appears for two seconds. “You have the biggest heart of the Everhart brothers.”

      “Now, tell me what your next mission is.” She turns around and questions me, a smile stamped on her face and her inquisitive mind ready to interrogate me.

      “I’m going to be out of town for the next couple of weeks.” I’m vague about my whereabouts, but I try to update them as much as I can. They worry about me. “Though after that, you’ll see me every day.”

      “Why? Are you old and ready to retire, Grandpa?” she smirks.

      I think she’s either not as sick as she says or she’s trying hard to keep up with me.

      “I’m only twelve years older than you, child. But my next job is in town, nothing dangerous,” I specify when Scott’s jaw begins to clench.

      “Babysitting, I’ll be around to make your life a living hell.”

      “Ha, it’s the other way around, my friend.”

      The lightness of this moment makes everything that happened before dissipate. There’s nothing better than being with the people I love the most. They erase the images
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