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I STARED AT the fresh stack of business cards that had just been delivered to the OWL Investigations office and scowled. Shaw Cutt, Private Investigator. Right, that he was. A PI. And I, Emmett Naoki, had hired him to work for OWL. Knowingly this time. 

Behind his desk, David laughed. He tried to hide his amusement, but his entire body shook with it. Maybe my talent acquisition abilities didn’t suck that badly. I’d hired David, hadn’t I? And back then he was nothing but a guy I’d tutored in high school and lusted after from afar, because he wouldn’t even look my way when we weren’t safely hidden in my room. 

I frowned, wondering if I made better human resources choices when I was drunk out of my mind. That’s how I’d ended up with David in the first place. One drunken evening at our high school reunion and here we were. Preparing to take our first real vacation as a couple and as work partners. 

I scowled at his ever-growing amusement. “Stop laughing.”

“Sorry, babe. I’m trying, really.”

“Do or do not.”

He laughed harder. “Are you seriously quoting Yoda at me? Wow, and I thought you staring at Shaw’s business cards as if they’ve personally offended your entire family was funny.”

“I’m going to fire you.”

David shrugged. “Okay, but can you do it after our vacation? I don’t want it to be awkward.”

“You’ve grown too bold. I liked you better when you pretended to respect me as your boss.”

David sighed and wiped his eyes. “You’re my favorite boss, and I’ve had quite a few. Take that with a grain of salt though. I’ve seen you naked.”

I pushed a rebel and annoyingly long strand off my face, wondering how it had escaped the tight bun I’d tied my hair into. I didn’t know why David was bringing up my body. He was the one who put the famous statue of the same name as his to shame! Classically handsome and built like a fitness model, only much more graceful and all natural in terms of muscle growth, he turned heads everywhere we went. Sure, I’d been a model, but I’d never thought of myself as being as charismatic and appealing as my boyfriend. 

“Look, Nao, if this is too hard for you, we can just go away somewhere close for a weekend.”

I shook my head stiffly. “No way! Nothing is going to stop us from going on vacation. I want us to be lazy and drink cocktails and swim in the sea. And spend ridiculously long days together. No interruptions.”

“Are you going to ignore your brother during these imaginary long days where we only have eyes for each other?”

Right. Tate. My brother had been moping around a lot lately. Finally coming to terms with his bisexuality and accepting he wasn’t homophobic for not realizing it sooner should have helped him recover a little. But… he’d screwed up a budding relationship with some mysterious man in the process of dealing with his newly emerged sexual identity. A man he so fiercely protected, I didn’t even know his name. At least my brother had stopped being a dick to me and everyone else. But the sadness had grown stronger. 

It took a lot of effort to convince Tate to join us on this vacation. We were going on some secluded island I knew nothing about. A place Mateo, a model acquaintance of mine, had bought recently. Mateo himself claimed we were friends, but I would never acknowledge that sort of relationship. Who befriended a crazy kid who bought an entire island on a whim? I heard he’d at least had the decency of getting a small one. Why I ever trusted Mateo with anything of importance, like my safety and wellbeing for three weeks, I couldn’t say. The last time we’d done something “fun” together, he’d made us hurl ourselves off Babadag Mountain to paraglide close to two thousand meters down to the main beach in Ölüdeniz. I thought after that stint in Turkey I’d never hear from Mateo again, but he’d wormed his way into my life, and we were now… acquaintances. Definitely not friends. God, even thinking it hurt!

“Babe? You all right?”

I sighed. “Yeah, just thinking about Tate. Also, I should check my health insurance. See if they pay up if I get injured after knowingly putting my life in the hands of a crazy person.”

“Tate’s going to be fine. Even if he’s complained about this vacation we’re forcing on him to anyone who’d listen.”

Tate’s main point of contention was the “secluded” attribute of our destination island. This was a very private vacation. Mateo had invited some of his model and photographer buddies, along with their significant others. We’d be part of a relatively small group and… well, Tate was kind of right. There would be quite a few couples and you couldn’t exactly have a proper hook up with someone you’d be in close proximity with for the following three weeks. 

Unfortunately, my brother refused to go on a vacation of his own choosing. Our only other option was for him to stay home and sulk alone or go stay with my parents and let Mom dote on him. I dreaded the former, he refused the latter. So, he was stuck with this private island option. 

“Easy on the cards, boss.” David winked. “If you ruin them and they have to reprint, they’ll charge us again.”

I set the damned stack on my desk, upset I couldn’t really tear it to pieces. “Shaw can handle things for three weeks, right?”

All trace of humor disappeared as David stood and came to park his ass on my desk. “We’ve both vetted him, right? And he’s been on probation here for two months. Shaw can handle whatever comes up while we’re away.”

“But what if he can’t?” Even I cringed at how whiny I sounded. 

“This agency is your baby and I understand you’re worried. But I promise it’s going to be fine. Deb said she’d check on Shaw. And if he really can’t deal with everything, it’s not like he can’t contact us at all.”

Right, there was a lone satellite phone in the one villa at the heart of the island. And the thought of my best friend and Major Crimes detective extraordinaire keeping an eye on Cutt put me at ease. 

“Okay.”

“I promise if there’s any sign of trouble, we’ll cut our vacation short. Okay?” David leaned down and kissed my lips. 

He’d probably intended it as a chaste peck, but I was feeling particularly needy that morning. I grabbed the collar of his crisp shirt and held him close, licking at his lips. David groaned and let me deepen the kiss, threading his long fingers through my hair. 

Miss Bigallow’s high heels clacking against the hardwood floor made us jump apart. Just as she entered the office with a tray of divine smelling coffee, David sat behind his desk. 

“How was your client meeting, dear?”

David groaned. “Fine. Annoying and boring, but fine.” He pulled at the collar of his shirt and muttered something about annoying clients. Global Electric Inc. was a far smaller enterprise than the name suggested, but their CEO was obsessed with security and wanted David there for every single internal meeting. Even if it was a cybersecurity meeting where Tate was the better choice. David had picked up a lot of tricks from my brother, but meetings like these were still above his pay grade. He was basically there for a slightly paranoid CEO to feel better. 

“You should have meetings with corporate clients more often,” I said, staring dreamily at my boyfriend. He did look spectacular in a suit. Or what was left of it now that he’d taken his jacket and tie off.

David winked. “I can dress up just for you, babe. Just say the word.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Okay. Put your tie back on.”

The perfect boyfriend that he was, he buttoned up his shirt and pulled the tie out of his desk drawer. 

“Kidding, you’re fine.”

David arched an eyebrow at me and tightened his knot. “Not true.”

He got me there, I hadn’t been joking. I loved seeing him dressed up. And David was way too eager to please me. 

Miss Bigallow chuckled as she placed a steaming cup in front of me. “You’re spoiling our Emmett too much, my darling boy.”

David snorted. “Pot, kettle.”

She shrugged sheepishly and brushed off another errant strand. “We’ll both pay when it gets to his head.”

David grinned. “Too late, it already has.”

The door burst open and Shaw Cutt strolled in. I immediately bristled at his general cheer and the spring in his step. “Hey, boss. David. Miss Bigallow.”

“Good morning, dear. I’ll be back with your coffee right away.”

“Thank you, Miss Bigallow.”

I smirked at Shaw’s obedient response. During his first week, he’d tried to tell her he could get his own coffee. She’d gone pale, pressing her hand to her chest, and he’d followed suit, afraid he’d caused a nice old lady to have a heart attack. He’d then stopped trying to be nice and self-sufficient and accepted that we were all in her house and under her relentless care for as long as she saw fit. 

“Here,” I said, throwing the cards on Shaw’s desk. His arrival had changed the nice L shape of our office into a weird mirrored J. I still had the largest desk on the far wall, with David and Miss Bigallow’s workstations making up our former L. Tate had set up Shaw’s desk to my right, facing David’s. I would have felt much better if he could move on the other side of the wall. It would give him a chance to admire Miss Bigallow’s flower beds.

“Sweet! It’s official then. You should take me out, boss. Celebrate me joining the team.” Shaw wiggled his eyebrows and grinned. 

“Sounds like an awesome idea.” David rubbed his hands together. “Let’s go out tonight, after work. Emmett’s paying, of course.”

Kill. Me. Now.


Chapter Two
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“EM, YOU’RE HERE!” Mateo clapped his hands, then turned to the young man accompanying him and jumped all over him, hooking his arms around his neck and smooching the life out of him. 

“Yes, I showed up for the vacation I confirmed I’d come on two weeks ago. You also called me every night since to make sure I wouldn’t back out.”

Mateo laughed, his eyes twinkling. He looked happy and mischievous, much like the time he’d forced me to paraglide with him. His partner was busy rearranging his artfully styled green hair. 

“Em, this is Lee, my boyfriend.”

The young man nodded, his bangs falling over his face. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too, Lee. This is David.” I pulled my boyfriend closer and clutched his arm, needing someone my own age next to me, to help me feel less decrepit. 

“Where’s your brother?” Mateo got on his tiptoes to look over my shoulder. His frowny face broke into a wide grin. “There he is!” He pushed us apart and darted to Tate’s side. 

Tate and Mateo had bonded over their mutual interest in everything tech. Which… I was secretly thrilled with, because it had made Tate bitch less about this vacation I was forcing him to take. 

I tried to catch Lee’s eyes, but it was a hard thing to achieve with all those draping bangs all over his face. “Where’s everyone else?”

“Oh, they’ll be on a later plane.”

That sounded frightening for some reason. “And why’s that? A photoshoot or something?”

Lee shook his head. “No, just not enough room in the plane. 

I inspected our charter aircraft and frowned. It looked spacious enough. I’d only flown large commercial planes or uber-sleek private jets. This one didn’t look like either. But if five people were its limit… then the rest of the party would have a really hard time making it to the island, seeing as there were six more supposed to join us. 

Mateo walked right by us, Tate’s bag trailing behind him as he chatted excitedly. 

David picked up our luggage. “I suppose we should follow them to the plane.”

I was starting to have second thoughts. Maybe letting Mateo be the one to organize this thing had been a bad idea. We were heading to a virtually secluded island. If he hadn’t gotten enough supplies or hadn’t checked his property to make sure it was actually safe to sleep in, we’d all be screwed. I’d love the show Survivor as much as the next person who thrilled at seeing others struggle to prevail in dire circumstances, but I didn’t plan on signing up for it. Less so when this might turn into a real survival challenge, without a large crew to jump in if we got into real trouble. 

“Let’s hurry up. Mateo is super excited to check his new digs.” Lee hurried to the plane, leaving us alone on the tarmac.

Mateo, the idiot, hadn’t set foot on the island yet. I suddenly got this clear picture in my head of a half-destroyed hut waiting at the end of our flight. “Want to ditch them and go somewhere civilized?”

David ignored my whispering and followed Lee and the others. I would have ditched him along with everyone else, but the whole point of this exercise was for us to spend more time together. I took a deep breath, looked around to see the airport of my beloved home city one more time, then boarded the plane. 

A smiling flight attendant who was the pinnacle of efficiency had us strapped in and on the move within minutes of my setting foot on the plane. I clutched David’s hand and squeezed. “Babe, who are these other five people on the plane? And why is there a pile of bags in the middle of the isle?”

Across said isle, Mateo laughed maniacally. “We’re having an adventure.”

“No, we most definitely aren’t.” I turned to David and searched his eyes for reassurance. “We aren’t doing any adventuring, right?”

David ignored me, his attention fixed on Mateo. “Are those parachutes.”

“Luggage,” I said, a bit too loudly. 

“How did you know?” Mateo laughed again. “Yeah, we’re jumping out of the plane and landing right on the island. These guys,” he gestured amply at the five strangers in military-looking attire, “will jump with each of us.”

Flashbacks of my tandem paragliding with Mateo clouded my vision. “No. No way in hell.”

“Yes way!” Lee promptly reassured. 

Next to me, David practically bounced in his seat. “That’s so awesome.”

No. Not awesome. Dangerous. Like for real dangerous. My fear quickly turned into anger and I clutched David’s shoulder. “So you get upset if someone shoots at me but you’re fine letting a stranger throw himself out of a plane with me attached to them?”

David pressed his lips together and shook his head. “I can’t believe you went there. These are professional skydivers. There’s negligible risk.”

I pouted and tried to think of some other reason to descend the plane the way its makers intended me to: down some stairs, on a landing strip of some kind. “What about the luggage?”

Mateo waved me off “Oh, don’t worry about it. There’s a landing strip on the island. It doesn’t work for larger planes, but this tiny bird and helicopters can land just fine.” 

“Great, then I’ll pretend I’m luggage.”

Tate, who’d been unusually quiet, shifted in his seat. “Don’t be a party pooper, Em.”

I raised my eyebrows at him. “Since when are you so adventurous?”

Tate winked. “Blame it on how much PUBG I’ve played recently. It made me bolder.”

“Sure, blame all your poor decisions on multiplayer shooting games. Very grown up of you.”

“Relax.” Lee reached over the isle and patted my knee. “We’re still hours away from jumping.”

I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Where exactly is this island again?” Mateo had mentioned the Caribbean, but that wasn’t the tiniest place. 

“Somewhere in the Caribbean,” Mateo chirped. “I think the Bahamas would be the nearest point of reference.”

“Great. The shark capital of the world. And instead of getting off the plane normally, we’re throwing ourselves off it. We deserve our Darwin awards if we die.”

“Don’t worry, young man,” one of the large men who’d been introduced as professional skydivers said, grinning at me. “We haven’t ever lost a client to a shark attack.”

“How about to gravity?” I muttered. 

The guy laughed. “We have a clean record. There are safety measures in place in case of any malfunction. Jimmy here,” he said, grabbing the guy sitting next to him, “had his parachute malfunction twice. He’s still alive and kicking.”

Instead of reassuring me, his words made me want to hurl. Or breathe into a bag. Or both.

David pecked my cheek. “If you don’t want to jump, you don’t have to.”

“But we will call you chicken forever,” Mateo threatened. “Do the chicken dance every time I run into you too.”

I was oddly fine with that. But then Tate narrowed his eyes, giving me his most challenging look. “Come on, little brother. We can surely arrange for someone to hold your hand.”

“Are you that mad at me, Tate?”

Tate paled, his eyes bugging out of his head. “What? Why?”

Okay, maybe I’d misread him. But he’d never been the type of person to challenge me like that. We’d been plenty competitive growing up, but it had always been playful. “Never mind.” I forced myself to smile at Tate. “I’ll voluntarily throw myself out of a perfectly functioning plane if that makes everyone happy.”

I regretted the words the moment I was suited up and strapped to one of the instructors. They’d given us a rundown of how things would happen in the plane. They’d even gone through it twice to make sure we were somewhat prepared. But when it was time to jump, I still believed this was the single most stupid thing I’d ever done in my life. 

As we fell out of the sky at dizzying speed, I screamed as hard as my lungs allowed me to. It still wasn’t enough to drown the crazed laughter of my skydiving buddy. 


Chapter Three


[image: ]



WE’D TOUCHED GROUND about a mile away from the landing strip. In the middle of the day, under the blazing hot sun. Because we were all a bunch of idiots. I pretended to help pack the parachutes, then trailed behind everyone else as we hiked to the so-called airport. 

By the time we reached it… well, to say I was in a foul mood would have been putting it mildly. “Mateo, where is this villa we’re supposed to be staying in?”

The little twerp giggled and pointed to a road—or a dirt patch if I were honest—crawling up a stubby mountain. There was nothing but rocky coasts on most of this island. On one side, though, there was a lovely beach and a dock. Of course the landing strip couldn’t have been built there. Why would anyone be practical?

“If you expect me to go on another hike, this time dragging my luggage up that mountain, you’re insane,”

Mateo rolled his eyes. “It’s hardly more than a hill, Emmett. Stop being so dramatic.”

David wrapped his arm around my shoulder. “It’s okay, Nao. I’ll help.”

I gave him a sideway glance. He was a lot fitter than me and his stamina was impressive, but his cheeks were flushed, and he’d soaked his t-shirt on the way here. I wasn’t going to make him carry my luggage. 

A honk stopped whatever I was going to say. I narrowed my eyes at the approaching stripped down jeep heading our way. “Mateo,” I muttered through painfully clenched teeth. This was way too similar to the experience we’d had in Turkey. The reason I’d actually jumped with Mateo at that time was because paragliding seemed like the safest option. Definitely safer than hurling myself downhill in a rickety jeep driven by a madman. 

“Em, it’s okay.” Mateo shrugged, then took Lee’s hand in his. “That Jeep is brand new and Charlie is a very prudent driver.”

“Who’s Charlie?” Tate asked, dropping his large bag at my feet. 

“The property manager. He knows this island by heart. And the drive to the villa is far less scary than you’re picturing it to be, Em. Promise.”

I’d believe Mateo’s promises when hell froze over. In the meantime, I’d have to hope this Charlie person was a good driver. To prove Mateo’s point, he wasn’t speeding, and he stopped without any tire screeching or lurching forward. He stepped down and grinned at us. “Welcome, everyone. I’m Charlie.”

He tried to shake our hands, but Mateo wouldn’t let it fly. He pulled poor Charlie in a tight hug. “We’re family now, Charlie. This is how we greet.”

Charlie nodded and rearranged the spotless white cotton shirt he was wearing. Button down shirt. On an island. He had equally immaculate white slacks on and a pair of tan loafers. If it weren’t for
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