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          TWO WEEKS AGO…

        

      

    

    
      They were completely mismatched; she’d give you that much.

      Different races.

      Different walks of life.

      Hell, Maxi never even imagined, not in her wildest fantasies — and let’s be real, sometimes they could get pretty wild — that she would be involved with a guy like Frankie “Fingers” Norman.

      And why would she? Frankie was a thug.

      Biker trash, at its finest.

      At least, that’s what most people saw when they looked at him. It’s certainly what her parents saw, and they’d wasted no time telling her so. Her older brother had been only slightly more diplomatic, if not supportive.

      And on the surface, Maxi knew they were right.

      Frankie was biker trash.

      But that was also what made him so freaking hot.

      Jeans and biker boots. Flannel shirts. A chain hanging from the waist of his pants. Denim vests and black leather jackets, all dotted with the patches and rockers that denoted his affiliation and his rank within the motorcycle club.

      Everything about him looked tough — from his piercing blue gaze to the tattoos lining his skin, to his lean, muscular frame. He was beautiful, in a predatory sort of way, and Maxi had been smitten immediately.

      They’d collided, literally, on the sidewalk as she’d exited the diner, spilling the contents of her bag all over the ground. Frankie — she just couldn’t bring herself to call him Fingers, no matter how good he was with them — had helped pick up her things. Their eyes met. And when he smiled she dropped her panties.

      Well, not really, but things had moved quickly that day.

      That had been five months ago, and they’d been hot and heavy ever since.

      Not that their relationship wasn’t fraught with issues.

      Or maybe obstacles was a better word. And her family’s disapproval was the least of their worries.

      Frankie was a member of a biker gang called the Evil Breed, and Maxi was only just beginning to understand all that entailed. She knew that a lot of their business dealings were illegal in nature, and she wasn’t exactly proud of the way Frankie made his money. But honestly, it was their views on women that bothered her most.

      Frankie had been honest about it from the start. He didn’t try to sugarcoat it for her at all. When they’d first began seeing each other, she told him once that she wanted to go to the Evil Breed clubhouse and get to know his buddies. But Frankie flat out refused, telling her that she had no clue what she was asking for. Then he’d patiently explained that in the bike club — they didn’t really like being called a gang — women were communal property and often not treated with respect until someone made you their Old Lady.

      Translation, off limits.

      He told her that if biker life was something she truly wanted to experience, he didn’t have a problem with the sharing part. But since some of his buddies could be rough, rude, and downright abusive with women, he left the decision up to her.

      Needless to say, Maxi had never been to the clubhouse, and the only time she’d ever seen him with his biker friends Frankie pretended not to know her.

      In fact, whenever she and Frankie hung out it was always at either his apartment or hers. Never out in public, and never where his biker buddies might see them together. He said that was because he didn’t want any of them getting the idea that she was fair game, and Maxi appreciated the care he took with her.

      Leaving the bathroom, she climbed back into bed and leaned over and kissed Frankie’s chest, right in the middle of his Evil Breed tattoo. Then she snuggled in close to him.

      Frankie ran a hand over her naked back, but he seemed to stare off into space.

      “Is something wrong, Frankie?”

      “Hmm?” He looked at her and squeezed her to him.

      “You’ve been preoccupied all night. Even during sex you were more intense than usual. You do that when something’s on your mind. You almost seem… I don’t know. Worried. What’s up?”

      “Worried is a good word, I guess.”

      “What are you worried about?”

      Frankie took one of her long butterfly locs in his fingers and sighed. “I just get the feeling that Biz has some kind of beef with me lately, that’s all.”

      Biz was the leader of the Evil Breed, and from the things Frankie told her, the man could be both ruthless and deadly.

      “What kind of beef?” Maxi asked, drawing her leg up and rubbing it against his.

      “That’s just it. I’m not sure. The past few days, Biz has been making noise about there possibly being an undercover cop in our ranks. And he’s serious. Ever since the bust last week when Jinx and Crazy Z got popped with that brick of heroin.”

      “But I thought you told me that Jinx and Crazy Z were both released from custody. Something about that heroin mysteriously going missing from the evidence lockup?”

      “Yeah,” Frankie nodded and ran a hand over her bare thigh. “That’s what we were told, and they were both released. But insane as it sounds, I think that’s part of the reason Biz is so suspicious. I mean, cops don’t just misplace a whole brick of heroin. That’s evidence gold, right?”

      “I guess so. But what does any of that have to do with you, baby?”

      “Honestly, after the way Biz came at me earlier today, I’m starting to think he’s actually got it in his head that I’m the cop.”

      Frankie’s voice was as full of trepidation as the look in his eyes, and Maxi could almost feel the fear oozing from him. And in that moment a truly absurd thought came to her.

      “Are you?” Maxi asked, staring at him.

      Frankie’s eyes locked onto hers. “Seriously?”

      Maxi smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

      “You honestly think there’s a world out there where I’m a fucking cop?”

      The amount of surprise and disbelief in Frankie’s voice killed any notions she had that it might be true.

      “Maxi, I’m a thief! That’s who I am; who I’m always going to be.”

      It was, after all, where he had gotten his nickname.

      Fingers. The best damn pick-pocket in the great lakes region.

      “And whatever makes Biz think that I could be an undercover cop is a total mystery to me,” Frankie said, continuing his tirade.

      “Do you think there really is a cop among you, or is Biz just being super paranoid?”

      Frankie thought about that for a moment and ran a hand through his dark spiky hair. “I don’t know baby. But either way, if Biz really does think it’s me… then you’re fucking a dead man.”
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          PRESENT DAY

        

      

    

    
      Possession.

      The dictionary defines it as the state of having, owning, or controlling something. Some thing, not some one. So why then did men… not all of them, mind you — but a lot of them — feel like they could treat women like possessions?

      Property they could buy, sell, and trade?

      They were questions Special Agent Pepper James asked herself time and again. Especially when cases came across her desk that could only be described with words like heinous.

      At least she’d put an end to this heinous case.

      “Thank God.” She slapped the file down on her desk with a satisfying swack.

      If there was one thing she hated about her job, it was all the senseless death. She’d seen it all — bullet wounds, strangulations, beatings, hangings, electrocutions, explosions. Mob hits. Domestic terrorists. Serial killers.

      You name it, she had investigated it.

      She picked up her black coffee cup with the FBI seal emblazoned on it and headed for the break room.

      Lori Welsh, a tall female agent with a stylish blonde bob and bright blue eyes walked in behind her. She glanced at Pepper, her expression giving away nothing, and poured a cup of coffee.

      They stood shoulder to shoulder in silence.

      Pepper saw Lori glance around, making sure they were alone.

      “Tonight’s the night, James. You in or you out?”

      Her tone was cloak-and-dagger, her expression was super-secret-spy.

      “Well, since the night’s festivities are in my honor, I suppose I shouldn’t miss it.” Pepper poured hot water over her Earl Gray tea bag and watched her friend add a splash of milk to her own cup.

      “I still can’t believe you’re thirty years old today,” Lori turned toward her and grinned. “Your skin is as smooth as a newborn’s ass. It’s not fair. I turned thirty and the crow’s feet set in.”

      Pepper bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from spouting off that old trite saying about a certain skin tone not cracking. She knew it was silly, but sometimes she didn’t feel right laying claim to her African American heritage. Not because she didn’t embrace it. But because it hadn’t always embraced her.

      From the time she was little she could feel the where-do-I-belong shuffle inside her. It was a dance she’d learned early in life. Sure, she’d had friends growing up who were great, who didn’t care one way or the other. But a lot of the kids at school never let her forget that she was different.

      Too dark to be White, not dark enough to be Black.

      Pepper sipped her tea and scrunched her nose.

      “Oh, please. There are no wrinkles anywhere on your face, Lori.”

      “That’s because my two-hundred-dollar concealer is worth every penny.” Lori flipped her hair back and leaned in close, pointing to the corner of her right eye. “Look at all those lines.”

      Pepper examined her friend’s face. “You’re seeing things. You’ve got great skin.”

      “Maybe. But out of the four of us, you’re the only one who still gets carded when we go out. What’s that tell ya?”

      “That a lot of people need their eyes checked?”

      “I think it’s this whole FBI Barbie thing you’ve got going on.”

      “The what?”

      Her head snapped back, her voice hitched up three octaves.

      “You know what I’m talking about. It’s all of this.” Lori waved a hand in front of Pepper, looking her up and down.

      Pepper glanced down at her tailored dark gray suit. It had a thin, bright orange pinstripe running through it, and the matching orange camisole peeking out beneath the jacket was eye-catching.

      “FBI Barbie? Really, bitch?” The words were harsh, but Pepper knew her smile let Lori know she was teasing. Mostly.

      “You heard me. This whole Olivia Pope, I-slay-dragons-for-breakfast-without-chipping-a-nail wardrobe you prance around here in, just like that actress from ‘Scandal’. Makes you look young.”

      Pepper’s lips jutted out in an indignant twist. “I did not sign on for drab black suits and ugly shoes, okay? There’s nothing in the bylaws that says I can’t look good while hunting criminals and slaying dragons.”

      “Yeah, well you make the rest of us look drag kings.”

      “Don’t hate me because I’m a fashionista.”

      Lori choked back a laugh. “What are you working on?”

      “Just finished the paperwork on the Booker case. My desk is blissfully clear for the next five minutes until I hand that in. What about you?”

      “Still plugging away on the Farnsworth kidnapping.” Sadness floated in, shattering the lighthearted smile Lori wore only a moment ago. “At this late date, we’re not holding out much hope that the kid is still alive. But we’re confident we’ll have this fucker in custody by the end of the week. I will be so ready for a drink by the time we leave tonight.”

      “Happy I can help facilitate your wine habit.”

      “Let’s be honest. If it wasn’t your birthday, we’d just find another excuse to drink.”

      Pepper laughed, but Lori’s statement wasn’t that far from the truth. The two of them, plus Daphne and Renee, had formed a tight foursome when she’d joined the Cleveland Field Office. Like any other male-dominated profession, the FBI was an old boys club, and they’d decided early on that the female agents needed to have each other’s backs.

      “Well, my father has never revered trivial things like birthdays, so this ladies night out is likely the only celebration I’m going to get.” Pepper ignored the self-pity in her tone and smiled at her friend.

      “Aww, screw him.” Lori rolled her eyes. “We’ll have a blast.”

      “Can’t wait.”

      They left the break room and parted ways. Pepper grabbed the Booker case file from her desk and headed for the office of Special Agent in Charge, Donald Carpenter. He motioned her in before she’d even had a chance to knock on the open door.

      “Oh, good, James. Take a seat.” He ran a hand through his shock of gray-white hair and shifted files around on his desk.

      Pepper handed the file to him and took a seat. The serious I’m-about-to-throw-you-a-curve-ball expression in his eyes gave her pause. That look usually meant he was about to hand her the kind of case that made her uncomfortable.

      The kind of case she thrived on.

      “Is this the Booker file?”

      “Yes, sir.” She set back in the chair.

      “You did excellent work on this one, James. And I know it was difficult. Cases involving the occult always are.”

      “Dickey Wayne Booker was a wannabe. Just a mixed-up kid who never had a chance.”

      “Yeah, poor thing. Just a mixed-up kid who traded a car for two little girls and then butchered them in the name of his religious sacrifices to Satan.” Donald’s sarcasm was thick as peanut butter.

      “My point is he acted alone. Made rules up as he went along. His killings weren’t aligned with any other Satanic cults we’ve ever dealt with. I’m not sure we can classify this one as a true occult case, Boss.”

      “Well, it’s done. That’s all that matters.” He gave her a look that made her stomach tighten and handed over a different file.

      Pepper took it and flipped through it. “What’s this?”

      “Your new case.”

      “There are several girls in here. Murdered?”

      “Missing. Officially, anyway.”

      A tingle zipped up Pepper’s spine. “What’s the short of it?”

      “Eleven missing girls over the last six months from the Greater Cleveland Area. There are a couple that are college-age, but most range from 14 to 18. Local authorities have exhausted all possibilities and turned everything they have over to us.”

      “Eleven missing girls? All from the Greater Cleveland Area?”

      “All five counties have cases.”

      “No bodies?”

      “Not a one has been found.” The electric charge in Donald’s voice told her they were thinking the same thing. “And all the local boys and girls are singing their favorite tune.”

      All the tiny hairs on Pepper’s arms stood up straight, like they were pulled by magnets.

      “Serial killer.” It was a flat mumble. Overused lyrics to an overdone song.

      “You guessed it.”

      Pepper’s gaze lifted from the file to his eyes. “You disagree.”

      It wasn’t a question.

      “So do you. Which is why I’m giving it to you. Well, that and the fact that you grew up around here. I figure you know the area in question. You might be more inclined to get answers from some of the players.”

      “Who exactly are the players, sir?”

      An I-knew-you-wouldn’t-let-me-get-away-with-that grin flashed over Donald’s face. “Well, I guess that’ll be for you to figure out. Since there are eleven girls that we’re aware of, I’ll be assigning another agent to work with you. You’re free to choose whomever you wish.”

      Pepper nodded, still flipping through the file. She didn’t typically work with a partner. Not unless the case would require extra legwork. “Thank you, sir. I appreciate being given the authority to choose my own support team.”

      “I thought you might."

      “Okay. I’ll get into this file and decide on someone in the morning. Tonight, I have birthday plans.” She stood, file in hand, her mind already preoccupied with those eleven missing girls.

      “Oh, right.” Donald smiled at her. “Happy birthday.”

      “Thanks.”

      “The big 3-0, right?”

      “Yep.”

      Pepper could see it coming before he even spoke, the baffled astonishment always preceded the words.

      “That’s amazing. You don’t even look like you’re out of college.”

      She tried to stop her eye roll, but failed.

      She’d heard it her whole adult life. How she could make piles of money if she bet people to guess her age. It was the double-edged sword of her existence. On one hand, it was nice knowing she looked young, but on the other it could also be annoying as hell.

      “What’s Jerome James got planned for his birthday girl tonight? That’s my way of saying I didn’t get any party invites.”

      “Don’t be too offended, sir. I’d be surprised if my father even remembers it’s my birthday.”

      Lie.

      He remembered, she had no doubt.

      Pepper had always known what happened the day she was born was her fault. The day she was born was the day her mother died. A day dear old dad liked to forget.
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      Pepper ran home to shower and change into something more ladies-night-appropriate — a short, hot pink number with peasant sleeves, a cinched waist, and a surplice neckline that draped dangerously low. A pair of black strappy heels and a black clutch completed her outfit.

      She looked herself over in the full-length mirror, admiring the way the hot pink color played against her light brown skin. Lori’s FBI Barbie comment from earlier in the day had her smiling at her reflection.

      So she liked clothes.

      Shopping was her happy place. Her zen experience.

      There was no crime in a little retail therapy now and then was there?

      An hour later, Pepper sat at a table in a local bar, surrounded by her three friends, colorful gift bags, and much-needed cocktails. The laughter and sisterhood were like manna from the heavens, food for her wary soul. She had no doubt her struggle in this man’s world would be even greater without them.

      Renee Watson, Daphne Rodriquez, and Lori Welsh were more than just her fellow female agents. They were her sisters in arms. They were her girl posse. They were the ride-or-die crew that she never had during her teenaged years.

      On the table before her lay an assortment of naughty gag gifts — a small tube of cherry-flavored lube, a pocket-sized edition of the Kama Sutra, and something called an Emergency Dildo.

      “You guys are way too much.” Pepper took a sip of her Whisky Ginger, savoring the spiced alcohol taste for a few seconds before letting it slide down her throat.

      “We just want you to be prepared.” Daphne delivered the sentence with a serious expression.

      “Yeah, all of these items are convenient as well as practical,” Renee pointed out. “They can all easily fit into that tiny purse you’re carrying.”

      The three of them burst into a giggle fit.

      Pepper laughed so hard she snorted.

      “To the baby of this bunch.” Renee held up her drink, and the others joined in. “Welcome to your thirties, girlfriend!”

      “Even though you still look twenty,” Daphne added as their glasses clinked.

      “Thank you, ladies. I will treasure the memory of this night always.”

      Pepper finished her drink just as the waitress set another down in front of her.

      “Oh. Thanks, but we haven’t ordered a second round yet.”

      “It’s from the gentleman at the bar. He saw the gift bags and wanted to wish you a Happy Birthday.”

      She pointed over to the end of the bar where a very handsome man glanced over his shoulder and smiled at her. He raised his glass.

      “Oooh,” Lori cooed.

      “Damn.” Daphne appeared to drool.

      “Aww, sookie, sookie now.” Renee’s salacious smile told a tale all its own. “I’d say it’s about to jump off up in here!”

      Pepper gave them each an admonishing glance. “Pipe down, ladies. It’s just a drink.”

      “A drink from a fine man with a pretty smile.” Daphne said, still staring at the man.

      “You cannot tell me you don’t find him attractive.” The shocked disbelief skittered across Lori’s face.

      “I didn’t say that.” Pepper glanced back toward the bar. Attractive was putting it mildly.

      He was dressed impeccably in a royal blue suit with a crisp white shirt and no tie. His dark brown Italian loafers looked both stylish and expensive. His top-of-the-line attire only accentuated the I’m-in-command-of-every-situation glint in his eyes that Pepper could spot even from this distance.

      “You should go over and thank him for the drink.” Renee pushed on Pepper’s shoulder, nodding her encouragement.

      Pepper slapped her friend’s hand away. “Would you cut it out.”

      “Pepper, she’s right,” Lori chimed in. “Go talk to him.”

      “Yeah, come on. When was the last time you had a drink with a man, anyway?” Daphne’s voice was a schoolgirl whine.

      “Or did other stuff with a man?” Renee’s question ended on a tipsy giggle. “Who knows? If you’re nice to this guy you might not need to use that emergency dildo.”

      They all cracked up laughing, and Pepper rolled her eyes even as she laughed along with them. They were so silly, and she loved it.

      She stood, picking up her drink, her napkin, and her courage.

      “Wish me luck.” She tossed the words at them and walked over to the bar.

      At her approach, the handsome man smiled again.

      Pepper’s belly began a series of Olympic-worthy somersaults, tumbles, and backflips.

      “Hi.” She took the stool next to him.

      “Hello.” His gaze followed the line of her long legs as she crossed them.

      He was even hotter up close.

      Warm brown skin. Close-cropped black hair. Mustache and tightly manicured beard, the chin of which was silver. The perfect frame for his sculpted, perfect lips. He had piercing brown eyes, and he wore a large, sparkling diamond stud in each ear.

      Oh yeah. He was hot as fire.

      And way too perfect to be real.

      “I just wanted to come thank you for the drink.”

      “You’re most welcome. And may I say thank you for not throwing it back in my face.”

      Pepper laughed. That was not what she’d been expecting to hear.

      “Wait. Has that happened to you before?”

      “Actually, it has.”

      “No way.” Pepper shook her head.

      “It’s true.” He smiled at her with his perfect white teeth. “I was in a hotel bar in Chicago, and I sent a drink over to a table for a beautiful woman. A few minutes later, her girlfriend brought the drink back over to me and threw it in my face. I guess she didn’t like me trying to move in on her woman.”

      Laughter tightened Pepper’s belly. Hot and funny.

      Much too perfect.

      “So I’m grateful that none of those ladies at your table is your girlfriend,” he continued.

      Pepper let her eyes go big and round, pushing her best innocent-little-old-me expression. “Oh. But she is. The pretty blonde over there.”

      The cool smile slipped from Mr. Perfect’s lips.

      “She sent me over to thank you. And to make sure you don’t mind sharing.”

      Shock.

      That’s what she saw in his eyes, and she couldn’t keep up the ruse. The laughter spilled out. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist!”

      He let go of a relieved laugh and wagged a finger at her. “Okay. You’ve got jokes. I appreciate a sense of humor.”

      His gaze traveled over her in a way that told Pepper he appreciated other things too.

      “I’m Maddox, by the way,” he said when his eyes met hers again.

      “Pepper.”

      She’d surprised him again.

      “Pepper? Really?”

      “Yes, I know. It’s very unusual. But it’s the name my parents gave me. I have the birth certificate to prove it.”

      “No, I like it.” Maddox smiled over his glass of bourbon. “And I have a feeling you’re just as spicy as your name implies.”

      Pepper knew her grin was as cheesy as his line, but she gave him points for originality. “That was a nice line.”

      “Thank you. Glad you liked it. I try to be quick on my feet.”

      He took a sip and set his glass down, and Pepper liked the way his amusement shown in his eyes. It was incredibly attractive.

      “So tell me, Pepper… what do you do?”

      She hesitated, running a finger down her glass. Things didn’t tend to go well when she told guys what she did for a living. They either got weirdly freaked out about it — which always made her wonder what they were hiding — or they became strangely macho, turning everything into a competition.

      Fortunately, she had a response rehearsed and ready.

      “I’m uh… an executive assistant. The ladies and I,” she chucked a thumb in the direction of her friends. “We all work in the same office.”

      “Okay.”

      She took a sip of her Whisky Ginger, swallowing down the lie. “And you?”

      “Oh, I work in finance.”

      His response was quick. Too quick.

      Rehearsed.

      Like hers.

      She looked him over. As both a bona fide fashionista and a highly-trained federal agent she knew the suit was Armani. She knew the shoes were hand-sewn Italian leather. She knew the diamonds were as real as the Vacheron Constantin wristwatch he wore. And she knew she wasn’t getting the whole truth.

      “Finance has been good to you.”

      His smile was slow. “I can’t deny that.”

      “My turn for a question?”

      “Sure.”

      “Are you married?”

      She liked to cut through the bullshit directly.

      “Nope. I’ve never been married. No children either.”

      “Girlfriend?”

      “Nope, not at the moment. Not for a good long while actually. I would like to get to know you better though.”

      “Here I sit. Want to play 20 Questions?”

      “Believe it or not, I can usually get all I need to know from only three.”

      “Only three questions?”

      “Yep.”

      “Okay.” She sounded skeptical and she knew it. The fun part was that he heard it too. “What are those questions?”

      He fixed her with a serious expression.

      “Music tastes. Pet preferences. Pizza toppings.” He ticked the items off on his fingers. “They’ll tell you all you really need to know about a person and whether or not you’d be compatible with them.”

      Pepper couldn’t help it. She laughed in his face.

      And in that moment, she realized that she hadn’t laughed this much with a man in a very long time. This guy was different, and Pepper knew that she could really like him if she allowed herself to.

      “Music, pets, and pizza? That’s what you base compatibility on?”

      He nodded. “Works every time.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Hey, I’m telling you it never fails.”

      Pepper got her laughter under control and looked into his eyes.

      “Okay, I’ll play. Let’s see. R&B from the 70s to the two thousands range. Dogs, but only medium sized ones. Not those little ankle biter breeds or the huge breeds because they both kind of scare me. And… supreme. Also called a deluxe at some pizza joints.”

      Maddox closed his eyes as if savoring the moment. Then he looked at her and smiled.“See there? I knew we’d be perfect for each other.”

      Pepper laughed out loud again.

      “You’ve got a great laugh, you know that?”

      His words made her hyper-aware and slightly self-conscious, and she studied every inch of his face. He was definitely polished and debonair, but he had a ruggedness about him that Pepper liked. She could tell he would be equally comfortable at a black-tie affair as he would at a ball game.

      Who was this fine-as-hell man really? And why did she feel so drawn to him?

      “And you, sir, have got great charisma.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Mmm.”

      “What would you say if I asked if you’d like to get out of here? Go someplace more quiet and talk?”

      Pepper searched his eyes. Was he for real?

      “Is talking really what you have in mind?”

      “For starters.”

      Honesty. That was fresh.

      “In that case, I’d ask if you’re a rapist or a murderer.”

      His gaze was intense as it bored into hers. Then he chuckled. “I promise you, I am not a rapist or a murderer.”

      “Too much of a lover to be a fighter?” Pepper mocked.

      “Oh, no. I can be a fighter. For the right cause. You, however, have nothing to fear from me.”

      The look in his eyes held an intensity Pepper had never seen from anyone. Something about it kicked her heart into gear and set her blood racing.

      “Somehow, I don’t believe that. But yes. We can get out of here. Only I get to choose the place.”

      “Deal.”

      “And I choose if talking is all we do.”

      “Absolutely.” Maddox nodded. “I’ll settle my tab.”

      “I’ll speak to my friends and meet you at the door.”

      Was she really doing this?

      She left the stool on wobbly legs.

      She didn’t do this; had never done this before.

      She walked back over to the table where her friends were still talking and laughing. They fell silent and looked up at her, and Pepper could almost feel their collectively held breath.

      “I’m uh… headed out, ladies.”

      “Woo!” Renee lifted her arms in the air and shimmied in her seat.

      Pepper swatted at her arms. “Would you stop it!”

      “Just be careful, Pep.” Daphne pointed a finger at her. “I mean, he’s fine and all, but be safe. Remember the plan we worked out.”

      “I remember.”

      “Hey, and if he tries anything you don’t like, just take him down and arrest his ass.” Lori sounded so matter-of-fact that Pepper had to giggle.

      “I’ll do that.”

      She gathered up her gag gifts and her purse. Then she gave them all an I-can’t-believe-I’m-really-doing-this smile and headed for the door.

      Maddox was waiting there for her. “Shall we?”

      She followed him out. “I have the perfect spot. Why don’t you follow me?”

      “Sounds good.”

      She got into her car and watched him walk to his — a Porsche 911 in royal blue that matched his suit to a T.

      Pepper snickered, wondering who the hell this guy really was. He wore his expensive clothes like it was something he was used to. Whoever he was, money was a fact of his life. This wasn’t some player pretending to be somebody.

      She snapped a pic of his license plate with her cellphone. Then she texted that image to the group text she shared with her girlfriends along with one word — Maddox.

      It was part of their agreement to always have each other’s backs whenever they went out like this. No friend was ever left at the club or the bar or the restaurant alone. And if one of them got lucky and met someone they wanted to spend time with, that friend would send a shot of the dude’s license plate to the group text, along with a name, just in case the worst were to happen.

      When that was done, Pepper pulled out onto the street. As she drove, she thought about the riskiness of what she was doing.

      Of what women had been doing for decades. The only thing she knew about this man was that he was as charming as he was handsome. And he made her lady parts jitter with want.

      Not that they were in control of this situation. Pepper was nothing if not in control. Her lady parts would just have to make do with the emergency dildo if her head told her something was off with this guy.

      She pulled into the well-lit parking lot of a nearby all-night diner, and saw Maddox pull in behind her. When she got out of the car, she watched as he eyed the driver of a sleek, black Mercedes S650 that pulled slowly into the lot behind them.

      Was that her imagination or did he nod at the driver?

      Maddox turned and looked at her. “This is the perfect spot you were telling me about?”

      “Yes. They have the best pancakes in town, and I haven’t eaten since lunch. I’m starving and I need something to help soak up the alcohol.”

      “Well, then. Let’s go get you a short stack of birthday pancakes.”

      “Ooh. Do I get sprinkles on those?”

      “If you want sprinkles, you will have sprinkles.”

      The place was nearly empty at this time of night. Only two other tables were occupied. They found a booth in the corner and slid into it.

      “So who was that?”

      “Who was who?”

      “The guy in the Mercedes. You nodded at him, didn’t you?”

      Something she couldn’t quite catch flickered over his face, and his lips tugged up in a half grin.

      “You caught that, huh?”

      “I did. Is he your partner?”

      “My partner?”

      “He’ll wait out there until you slip something into my water glass, and then you’ll stuff me into the trunk of your car and take me back to a cage in your basement.”

      Maddox stared at her, eyes wide. Like she’d truly shocked him this time.

      “Wow. That was oddly specific. You have some kind of imagination, don’t you?” he asked, amusement suddenly twinkling in his eyes.

      Pepper smiled, but she didn’t respond. What she had was an intimate knowledge of some of the most horrendous crimes known to man, but he didn’t need to hear about that.

      “You’re a little obsessed with rapists and killers, Pepper. What’s that about?”

      “I watch a lot of true crime on TV.”

      He laughed out loud. “You might want to switch that up a little. Try a sappy romance every once in a while okay? Men are not always the enemy.”

      His laugh made Pepper want to crawl inside it and snuggle. It was rhythmic and comforting and deep, like it came from his soul.

      “I’ll give that a try.”

      “Good.”

      The waitress came around and they both ordered pancakes and bacon. As she walked away Maddox held up a finger.

      “Excuse me for a moment.”

      He stood and caught up with the waitress. Pepper watched, wondering what he was saying to her. The woman smiled and nodded, clearly taken in by Maddox’s obvious charm. Then she hurried off and Maddox returned to the table.

      “What was that about?”

      “What’s that?”

      “That little pow-wow you just had with the waitress?”

      He frowned at her. “Oh, that. I was just asking her to keep the coffee coming.”

      Pepper gave him her patented suspicious stare. He didn’t seem to notice.

      “And are you hoping I’ll forget about my earlier question?”

      She could see it in his eyes. The regret that she’d circled back around.

      “Well, yes, I was kind of hoping. I see now that was pointless.”

      “Mmm. Sorry.”

      “I don’t think you are.”

      Pepper shrugged a shoulder. “Not really. So who was he? The guy in the Mercedes?”

      “His name is Ray.”

      “Friend of yours?”

      “More like my assistant.”

      “Your assistant follows you around in a separate luxury car?”

      “He does when I need him to.”

      Pepper stared at him wondering again who he was and what he was all about.

      “And now he’s seated at that table back there by the door.” She gestured with a nod of her head, but kept her gaze glued to Maddox’s eyes. “Is Ray a bodyguard?”

      She had to ask. Her curiosity wouldn’t let her keep quiet. Occupational hazard, she supposed.

      The look in Maddox’s eyes told her the truth before he even opened his mouth to respond.

      “When I need him to be.”

      Pepper stared at him, her mind working overtime to figure him out.

      “You need protection from little ol’ me?”

      She poured on the I’m-so-innocent-and-helpless tone, but little did he know she could probably kick his ass and Ray’s six different ways and not break a sweat.

      His slow, sexy smile lit a spark of mischief in his eyes. “You do seem somewhat sketchy. And apparently there are rapists and murderers all over the city. A boy can’t be too careful.”

      Pepper’s laughter spilled out like a bag of marbles, and she noticed that Maddox couldn’t help laughing at his own sarcastic joke.

      “So did your friends try to warn you against leaving the bar with a strange man?”

      He was obviously eager to change the subject, and this time Pepper allowed it. But in the back of her mind she wondered why a supposed financial wizard would need a bodyguard.

      “Oh, no. We go out and pick up strange men all the time.”

      To call the shocked expression on his face priceless would’ve been an understatement. Pepper nearly doubled over in laughter, and he stared like he couldn’t believe her brazenness.

      “You are a little firecracker, aren’t you? I knew you were going to be as spicy as your name. Didn’t I tell you? Baby got jokes for days. Okay.”

      She reined in her laughter and shook her head. “You’re just so easy. You’re like a natural straight man. You keep setting them up, so I can’t not play on them.”

      “Oh, it’s my fault? All right.” He nodded, staring at her with the goofiest of expressions. But Pepper couldn’t help noticing that even his goofy was sexy.

      “Is this the first time you’ve brought a man here, Sparky?”

      “Sparky?”

      “You heard me.”

      “Is that my new nick-name now?”

      “I think it fits.”

      Pepper’s grin felt flirty “Yes. This is the first time I’ve brought a man here. You know I was only joking about the picking up strange guys thing, right? I don’t normally do this.”

      “Oh, no?”

      “No. And a greasy spoon is not typically part of my finely honed seduction skills.”

      He laughed at that. “Good to know. So, tell me about yourself.”

      “Ugh. That’s a loaded statement.”

      “Is it?”

      “Well, yes. Where do I begin?”

      “At the beginning.”

      Pepper thought briefly about her beginnings. About what it must have been like for her father the day she was born and her mother died in childbirth.

      Her mouth went dry, like she’d swallowed a spoonful of sand. The cough came on its own, a sub-conscious attempt to clear her throat of the scratchy grains.

      “No, let’s not go back that far.” She reached for the glass of water and took a big sip.

      “Here we go.” The waitress approached with full plates. “Pancakes and bacon for the gentleman. And special birthday pancakes and bacon for the birthday girl.”

      Pepper stared at the plate in front of her — a short stack of pancakes with rainbow sprinkles. Not just on top either. No, the cook had put sprinkles in the batter, creating true birthday pancakes that were topped with a light dusting of powdered sugar and a single lit birthday candle.

      Pepper’s heart split open and oozed out through her pores.

      A smile split her face in two.

      She looked up at Maddox in genuine surprise.

      “Happy Birthday, Sparky.”

      “This might be the sweetest thing a strange man has ever done for me.”

      “Then I’m off to a good start, yes?”

      “Yes.”

      Pepper made a wish and blew out her candle. Then they ate their pancakes and talked about nothing important and laughed a lot.

      When they finally left the diner Maddox looked down at her. “Thank you for allowing me to share a small part of your birthday with you.”

      Pepper lightly tapped her bare thigh with her clutch purse. “Thanks for my birthday pancakes. And for the Whisky Ginger at the bar.”

      “A spicy drink for a spicy lady. I enjoyed meeting you tonight, Pepper.”

      She stared up into his eyes. The heat she saw there stole her breath and burned her lungs.

      “You say that like the night is over.” Her voice was breathless. Desperate.

      Dammit.

      “Are you telling me it’s not?” His words sounded like they were covered in dark honey and sharp rum.

      “Would you like that?”

      Pepper’s throat was tight, her scorched lungs refusing to expand.

      “It’s no secret I find you exceedingly attractive. But whatever happens next is your decision.”

      “And I’m making it.” She glanced over his shoulder and then back into his eyes. “Your shadow’s not invited.”

      She turned and headed for her car. She didn’t wait to see if he was talking to his mysterious assistant or rushing to his own car. She simply started hers up and pointed it toward home.
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      Maddox followed behind Pepper’s sporty little Mazda Miata with a hard dick and a racing mind.

      This woman.

      He didn’t understand it. Couldn’t put his finger on it. But there was something about her that had reached out and grabbed him the moment he glanced across the bar and spotted her.

      That sounded like a cliché, but he’d be damned if it wasn’t true.

      He saw her and something inside him lit up like a torch.

      It wasn’t just her beauty. That part was obvious — creamy light brown skin and eyes like smokey quartz. Medium brown hair that fell to her shoulders like woven silk, and bone structure that seemed sculpted from the finest bronze. And since the hot pink dress she was wearing left very little work for his imagination to do, he could already tell the rest of her was as sexy as her mile-long legs.

      No, her beauty wasn’t in question.

      The question was what the hell had drawn him to her like bees to honey?

      When she sat down beside him at the bar he’d thought he was going to piss himself. He hadn’t been lying about the incident when he’d had a drink thrown back in his face. But what he hadn’t told her was that it had been the only other time he’d ever attempted to buy a beautiful woman a drink.

      He didn’t do this shit.

      Picking up women in bars? Hell, he didn’t have the time. Not to mention the fact that when it came to dating, he was always leery of motives.

      He was well aware that his bank account sometimes drew the wrong kind of attention from the fairer sex. Plus, he was always so damn busy working. So what he was doing right now? Trailing after this woman like a dog follows the scent of a female in heat? This was rare.

      Rarer than rare.

      This was insane.

      This was a byproduct of all the stress and frustration. A result of the raging fear and desperation.

      No. Shut that shit down right here.

      He’d been so focused on Maxi for days. But tonight, he’d done all he could. Tonight he would sweep it aside and give his mind something else to focus on. A reward for all of his hard work and effort. A respite from all the worry. That’s what Pepper was.

      Sweet, spicy Pepper.

      He didn’t even know her last name. And maybe that was for the best. That was the way one-night-stands went after all. Not that he’d had a lot of them, but of the few he’d participated in, names weren’t really important.

      An image of Pepper’s legs and those sexy high heels ran through his mind. He wondered if he could get her to leave those on. With her sassy attitude she just might oblige him.

      He followed her to an upscale apartment building in the heart of the city and followed her inside. They were silent as they crossed the lobby and waited for the elevator. It was almost as though they weren’t even together. But once the door swooshed closed she turned to him and crooked a finger. When he leaned closer she pressed her lips to his.

      That was all it took to stoke the fire.

      His arms wrapped around her, his hands gliding over her back and down.

      He cupped her ass, giving it a light squeeze, and Pepper opened up for him. His tongue met hers, drawing a soft moan from her as their kiss deepened.

      He had her back against the elevator wall, pinning her in place when the bell dinged, announcing her floor.

      He dragged himself away from her and followed her out of the lift and down the hall to her door.

      As she fumbled with her keys he ran a single finger up the back of her left thigh and beneath the short skirt of her dress. She hissed out a breath when he gently grabbed a handful of bare ass. To his astonishment and pleasure, she wore a thong under this much-too-short dress.

      The door opened and they lurched inside. He closed it behind them.

      An instant later, she shoved him backwards into the door, and locked her mouth onto his again.

      Excitement surged through his chest.

      “You like it rough, Sparky?” His voice was a croak after that kiss, but
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