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SIERRA

The scream tore out of me so raw I felt it strip the back of my throat, loud enough that for one ringing second I thought I'd burst my own eardrums.

Twelve hours. That was how long my children had been breathing the world's air, soft and brand new in their cribs two floors above us. And here I was, standing in the cold concrete room beneath our house that Sean liked to pretend I didn't know about, watching my husband press the teeth of a saw against a man's throat.

Lee. Tied to a kitchen chair that didn't belong down here, dried blood blacking the skin at his temple, his eyes swinging to me like I was the last patch of dry land in a flood. Hours ago this man had been a ghost. A name we buried. Now he was bleeding under our floorboards with a story I hadn't finished hearing, and Sean was about to end it for good before either of us learned how it ended.

The room itself had been built to swallow sound. No windows, one drain in the center of the floor, a single fluorescent tube overhead that buzzed like a trapped wasp and threw everybody's shadow long and ugly against the gray. It smelled like bleach laid over something the bleach couldn't quite reach. I'd spent half my career walking into rooms designed to make people confess, and Sean had built one right under the house where our children would learn to crawl. My body knew it didn't belong here tonight. I was running on no sleep and a tank of adrenaline, and somewhere beneath the anger my stitches pulled with every hard breath, a low insistent reminder that twelve hours ago I'd been somewhere clean and bright, being handed two reasons to stay alive.

I could still feel Junior's weight against my breastbone, that tiny grunting breath he made before settling into sleep. Amirah had curled one fist under her chin like she had already made up her mind about the world and found it lacking. My milk had not even fully come in yet. My body was still learning what they needed from me, and my husband was downstairs teaching another man what pain sounded like.

I had told him to wait. I had said the words plain.

"Sean." I forced my voice down out of the scream and into something I could control, the way I did in a courtroom when the whole room wanted to come apart. "I made it clear I wanted you to wait. You chose to go behind my back instead of working this through with me. So hear me right now, because I'll only say it once. If you kill him, I'm gone. And I won't think twice about coming back."

The saw stopped. For a breath Sean didn't move at all, just the rise and fall of his shoulders, and then his fingers opened and the thing clattered down onto the tarp.

I turned to leave before my legs could remember how tired they were. My body wasn't built for this tonight. Everything below my ribs still ached from delivering two children, and the floor tilted under me like the room itself was taking sides.

I didn't make it three steps.

His hand caught my wrist.

For one hard second, he held me there on anger alone. Then his eyes dropped to where his fingers circled me, and he let go like my skin had burned sense back into him. He stepped in front of the door instead, blocking my path without touching me, his body too close and his rage too loud for a room this small.

"You think you can come down here and put our whole marriage on the table?" His voice stayed low, but low from Sean was never soft. "It's not gonna go your way every time, Sierra. I won't have it. I love you to death, but I will not let you take what I feel for you and use it like a leash. I told you once, I'll tell you again. I'm a businessman. If you can't live with that, then maybe marrying me was the biggest mistake either of us ever made."

I looked at him through the ache in my body and the fury in my chest and refused to give him one inch of fear. "Move."

His jaw flexed.

"And you let your temper drive the car every single time," I said, low. "You were about to saw a man in half before you found out what he's worth. Did you miss it, Sean? When you came through that door, Lee was handing me real information."

"Because they think the way to get to me is through you." His eyes cut toward Lee, then back to me. "And I will burn this city down before I let that happen."

"Then don't forget your hands aren't clean in this either." The words came up sharp and hot, and I let them. "You had me believing I had a tumor growing in my skull. A tumor. When the whole time I'd been carrying a bullet you knew about. If it weren't for me you'd be buried under six different disasters right now. So yeah. Fuck you, Sean. I'm leaving."

"That's not fair and you know it," he said, and for the first time the bass dropped out of his voice. "I did what I did to keep you breathing. You want to stand here and act like I'm the villain in our own bedroom."

"I want you to stop deciding what I can survive without asking me." I stepped toward him because backing down has never been in me, not for him, not for anybody, even when my stitches pulled and the room tried to tilt. "I'm not one of your soldiers, Sean. I'm your wife. There's a difference, and you keep forgetting it on the nights it matters most."

His fist drove into the concrete behind him, away from me, away from my body, the crack of it bouncing off the room hard enough to make Lee jerk in the chair.

I did not move toward the sound, but my heart did. My whole body had been split open twelve hours ago, and the violence in that room reached places pride couldn't guard.

Sean saw it.

The fury dropped off his face so fast it left something raw underneath.

"Don't ever make me flinch in my own house," I said. My voice came out quieter than I wanted, which made it worse. "Not because I think you would hit me. I know you better than that. But you don't get to fill a room with rage and call it love just because your fist found a wall instead of me."

His bloody hand lowered at his side. "I would never put my hands on you."

"I know."

"Then don't look at me like—"

"Like what?" I cut in. "Like your temper scares me when my babies are upstairs and my body is held together with stitches? Because it should scare you too."

A thin line of blood ran from his split knuckles toward his wrist, and he didn't seem to feel it. This was the part of him he'd warned me about back at the start, before the ring, before the babies. The beast he swore lived under the suit. I'd told him I wasn't afraid of it. I still wasn't. But I understood now that not being afraid and being safe weren't the same thing.

Sean's voice dropped rougher. "If you walk away from me right now, you're turning your back on us. On this marriage. And I won't come chasing you. Not this time."

"Then stand here and be mad," I said. "But let me use the brain you married before you let your monster do all the talking."

"All I'm asking," I said, slower now, "is let me talk to him. If you still want him dead after that, fine, so be it. Just hear what he told me first. Then act."

A long second. Then he nodded.

He didn't believe Lee. I knew Sean the way I knew my own pulse, and I knew that nod for what it was. The way that saw had felt at home in his hand, Lee was already cut into pieces in my husband's mind. But a nod was a door, and I'd learned a long time ago to walk through the doors people gave me before they changed them into walls.

"Fine, Sierra." He let go of my wrist and led me back across the room.

Lee lifted his head. "Sierra."

"Yeah." I crouched in front of him, ignoring the way my whole body protested the movement, and looked him dead in the eye the way I'd looked at a hundred clients across a steel table. "Listen to me. You're going to tell every last person in this room what you started telling me. All of it. That's the only way any of this stops making me reach for a bottle. Help me help you."

"I can do that." His breath shook. "I've been trying to do that. They wouldn't let me get a word out."

"Man, what the fuck is this?" Law shoved off the far wall, all shoulders and disbelief. Law ran hot in his hands first; you always knew his temper by the way his fingers found something to grip. "We're really sitting here taking testimony from a dead man?"

"I don't want to hear shit out this nigga's mouth." Tech didn't raise his voice. He never did. He let it go flat and cold instead, which was worse. "He tried to kill my girl."

"I'm just as sick about this as both of you." Sean's voice cut across them and the room went still. "But Sierra thinks he's worth something to us. So we listen. Then we decide." He looked down at Lee. "Talk."

Lee swallowed. "Okay. So it's true. Brian's my half-brother." He let that land, watching the room flinch around it. "But it's not what every one of you is sitting there thinking. I hate that son of a bitch. I never helped them with one thing that came back on this family. That call I got, that my mom was sick, that I had to get to her? That part was real. What I didn't know was that the second I walked through her door, the whole thing was a setup."

"What do you mean?" Sean asked, and I heard it, the shift, the moment the anger made room for something else.

"I get there and my mother's tied to a chair. Two men standing over her with their guns out." Lee's jaw worked. "I'd never laid eyes on Brian before that day. Didn't even know the man next to him was my own father until he opened his mouth. They told me they'd put my mother in the ground unless I started feeding them everything I knew about you." His eyes came up and held Sean's. "But I love y'all. I never once felt like an outsider in this family. I'd have let them kill me before I sold you."

I watched him while he talked. That's the job, the real one, underneath the law degree and the heels. You watch the hands, the eyes, the places a lie likes to hide. Liars perform. They reach for you, they oversell, they decorate. Lee wasn't decorating. He was just bleeding and talking, and the two were keeping the same rhythm.

"One thing." I tilted my head, and I let the silence stretch the way I let it stretch on a witness who thinks the hard part is over. "You could've stayed dead, Lee. Clean. Gone. Out the country with your mama, breathing easy somewhere warm. Instead you walked back into the one house on earth most likely to kill you on sight. Why?"

His eyes filled, and he didn't bother hiding it. "Because dead and gone is just a slower way of letting Brian win. He took my mother from me. Made my own father a stranger with a gun. And he sat in his big house planning to do the same to the only family I ever chose." His voice cracked clean down the middle. "I'd rather die trying to take that from him than live a long quiet life knowing I ran."

I held his stare a beat longer. Then I nodded, because that was the truth and I'd recognize it in my sleep. People lie about what they did. They almost never lie about what they hate.

"Think about it, babe." I stood, slow, one hand finding the back of Lee's chair for balance I didn't want anyone to see I needed. "Everything started falling apart on us because of the security breaches. Not him. If Lee had been the leak, our operations would've been cooked from the inside. They weren't."

"It's still not enough." Sean's voice had lost its edge but none of its weight. "Why not come to me? Why try to put Renee in the ground? Why, Lee?"

"I didn't touch Renee." The words came fast and hard, the first time all night Lee had moved toward heat instead of away from it. "That's exactly what Brian wanted you believing, so all of you would point at me. I'd never hurt that girl. I didn't even know she'd been hit until that bastard showed up at my mama's house to gloat about it. He had my phones traced. Had eyes on my mother's place around the clock. I didn't have a private breath to take. So I gave him garbage. Lies, dressed up pretty, just enough to buy time to run. My mama was in on all of it." A breath. "And you know she's got people in the lab."

Sean's chin dipped, just slightly. I knew that motion too. It was the look he got when a story stopped fighting the facts and started fitting them.

"So you staged your own death," he said. "Had your mother switch the DNA."

"That's exactly right." Lee almost smiled, and it cost him. "But dying wasn't enough. I still had to find a way to put something in your hand. One day I'm at Brian's place and there it is, hanging up like a trophy. The outfit from the court operation. The one that could've buried all of you. I took it. Planted it on the body they were passing off as me." His voice dropped. "Can't charge a dead man. Pin it all on him, and the case dies in the ground with him."

"You son of a bitch," Law said, but the heat had gone out of it. It came out almost like respect.

"I knew what it was gonna cost me to come back here." Lee looked around the room, at each of them, last of all at me. "I knew y'all might do exactly this. But I had to. To get back to my family, where I belong. And to put Brian in the dirt myself. I hate that man down to the marrow."

"Where's your mother now?" Sean asked.

"I don't know." For the first time something in Lee's face came apart, just for a second, and I believed that crack more than I'd believed anything else he'd said. "She told me she'd reach out one day. New name, new face, gone out the country. And I'd rather it be that way, because at least then I know she's breathing. She set me up with everything I needed for my own new identity and then she went quiet. That was the last of her. After that I was at the hospital every single day, undercover, waiting for you to deliver. Because that's all Brian could talk about. How you were carrying another man's baby. How he was going to wipe out every last one of you." His jaw set. "Only thing keeping that man from killing me is the blood we share. What he doesn't know is it won't stop me from killing him."

The room held its breath. Two floors up, my children were sleeping through the story of the war they'd been born into.

"I'll be straight with you," Sean said finally. "I hear you. But I need time to turn all this over. I'm not sure I believe you yet. How do I know you're not still Brian's man, sitting right here in my house?"

"Because I can give you the location of every stash spot that man has, right now, tonight." Lee said it flat, and the room's collective jaw came unhinged. "I'll earn the rest back over time. But that's me showing you my hand."

"So where the hell is Brian?" Tech asked, leaning in despite himself.

"That's the hard part. Brian's not a man you just walk up on." Lee shook his head slow. "But I picked up a few things about how they move."

"Like what?" I said.

"Only a handful of people get to Brian face to face. His wife, his blood, and three others. His bodyguard, his shooter, and his distribution handlers, his right hands. Everybody else?" Lee made a small motion with his bound hands. "Bag goes over your head. You don't know what door you came in or which way you're facing when they walk you back out. Nobody sees that man unless they're one of the few who's allowed to. I haven't put together every spot he runs yet. But the ones I know, I'll give you."

I looked at Sean. He looked at Lee for a long, long moment. Then he nodded.

"Untie him."

"Are you out your fucking mind?" Law was off the wall again.

"You can't tell me his story doesn't add up." Sean's voice had gone quiet, which from him was more dangerous than any shout. "Nothing went wrong while he was gone. It fits. Get him up. Give him a room." His eyes cut back to Lee, flat and final. "And Lee. I swear to God, if you're playing me or my wife right now, I'll feed you to the gators myself. Piece by piece."

"I swear, Sean." Lee's shoulders dropped as Tech, reluctant, started working the ropes. "I'm not lying about a damn thing."

Tech worked the knots like he had a personal grudge against them, mouth set in a hard line. When the last loop came free he stood, dropped the rope on the floor between them, and pointed two fingers at his own eyes, then at Lee's. He didn't say a word. He didn't have to. Across the room Law shook his head slow, jaw tight, watching me the whole time like I was the one who'd talked everybody into losing their minds. Maybe I had. But I'd rather lose my mind over a man who could lead us to Brian than bury a weapon we were too angry to use.

Sean nodded once, and just like that the fight seemed to drain straight out of him, leaving something gray and bone-tired behind. "I'm not in the mood for any more of this tonight. My wife and I are at each other's throats, my kids haven't been alive a full day, and I'm done. I'm gonna shower and sleep in the nursery."

I reached for his arm.

He pulled away and kept walking.

Something in my chest folded in on itself. I'd really done it this time, if he didn't even want to lie down next to me. Sean never turned away from my touch. Never. That was the one constant in all our chaos, the thing I'd come to count on like gravity. So what was moving behind his eyes that I couldn't read? I stood there in that cold room and let myself be afraid of one thing I never said out loud, that maybe we were cracking before the foundation had even set.

I let him go. Some men you chase. Sean you let cool, or you both get burned.

I climbed the stairs slow, every muscle reminding me what my body had done today, and the house changed around me as I rose through it. Down there was concrete and bleach and a man tied to a chair. Up here was carpet under my bare feet, soft lamplight, and the faint sweet smell of the home I had built around a man who kept a war room under our nursery. Two worlds stacked one on top of the other, and a staircase the only thing between them. That was the life I'd married into. That was the life I'd handed my children before they could even open their eyes. The thought sat heavy in me, and I carried it up every step.

I showered until the water ran lukewarm and the blood and the basement went down the drain. Then I went to find my children.

The nursery was dim and warm and smelled like powder, milk, and new skin. Somebody had left the little nightlight on, casting a soft gold moon across the wall above the cribs. Amirah slept with both fists tucked under her chin, lips moving in tiny pulls like she was still fussing at the world in her dreams. Junior lay in the other crib, quieter, his whole face serious even in sleep, one hand free of the swaddle because he had already decided rules were suggestions if he could wiggle hard enough.

A burp cloth hung over the arm of the rocking chair. Two bottles sat empty on the side table. Sean had not gone to bed, but he had come up here and done what fathers did when the rest of them had nothing left to say. He had fed our children, watched them breathe, and folded himself into the rocker in the corner until sleep finally caught him. The hard line of his face had gone soft the way it only ever did when no one was supposed to be looking.

I stepped closer and picked up the blanket from the ottoman.

Even now. Even tonight. I still wanted him comfortable. I still loved this difficult, dangerous man down to the floor.

Amirah made a small sound, all nose and attitude, and Sean stirred before I could even turn toward her crib. His eyes opened halfway, cloudy with sleep, but his hand came up like instinct had taken the wheel. "She ate," he mumbled. "Two ounces. Junior burped like a grown-ass man and went right back down."

The laugh that tried to leave me hurt my stitches, so it came out soft. "You kept count?"

"They're mine." He blinked himself a little more awake and looked at me. "Of course I kept count."

For a second, all the basement smoke cleared. There was only Sean in a nursery chair with blood dried on his knuckles, a burp cloth beside him, and our babies breathing between us like God had left proof that not everything we touched had to turn into damage.

I laid the blanket over him.

I turned to slip back out.

His hand caught my wrist.

This time it was gentle.

"I still love you," he said, voice thick with sleep, eyes barely open. "Even when I'm mad as fuck at you."

The smile broke across my face before I could stop it, and the knot in my chest finally let go. After everything that room had held tonight, those few words were more than I knew I'd been starving for.

"I still love you too," I whispered. "Even when you make me want to throw something expensive at your head."

His mouth twitched, tired and beautiful. "Make sure it's not mine."

"Everything in this house is yours."

"Then throw Law's shit."

I covered my mouth before I laughed loud enough to wake the babies, and for one stolen second we were not bleeding from the same fight. We were just married, exhausted, stupid in love, and responsible for two tiny people who had already learned how to make a killer count ounces in the dark.

I went to our bed and climbed in alone, but I did not lie there cold. His words followed me, and so did the picture of him in that chair, keeping watch over Amirah and Junior like the whole world could come through the door and he would still wake before the first cry.

We fought. We'd always fight; two fires don't share a room quietly. But underneath all of it the man loved me, and God help me, I loved him back, even on the nights it cost me. I thought about the good we'd built in the wreckage. The laughing. The stolen quiet. The way he looked at me across a crowded room like I was the only thing in it. The way he remembered which baby drank two ounces and which one burped like a grown man. Those were the moments that paid the toll on nights like this one.

Somewhere between one breath and the next, I let them carry me under.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

2 THE CENTER



[image: ]


I rolled over reaching for the warmth of him and found cold sheets instead.

My eyes snapped open before my mind had finished waking up. Sean’s side of the bed was empty, the covers thrown back, the sheet cool where his body should have been. He had been gone awhile. The room was too still, too neat around the edges, and the quiet outside our door pressed against my nerves in a way only a new mother could understand. No hungry cry through the monitor. No tiny protest from the nursery. No shuffle of Sean’s feet or Sylvia’s voice somewhere down the hall.

Just quiet, and for a woman twelve hours into motherhood, quiet was not peace. Quiet was an alarm with better manners.

The clock read 10:38.

“Shit.”

I was out of bed and into my robe before the word finished leaving my mouth, tying the belt with shaking hands while my body reminded me that it had been opened, stitched, stretched, and asked to keep moving anyway. My stomach pulled low and mean. My breasts ached with that heavy new pressure nobody warned you about properly. Every step down the hall made something inside me complain, but fear did not care about pain. Fear put its hands on my back and shoved.

The monitor on the nightstand showed two little sleeping bodies in grainy black and white, but I still did not trust it. I needed to see them with my own eyes. I needed to see Sean. I needed the house to stop feeling like it had swallowed the three things I loved most and was waiting to see if I noticed.

I reached the nursery door and stopped.

Everything in me went still.

Sean stood by the window in nothing but low-slung black sweatpants, the morning light sliding gold over the broad of his bare back and catching on the chain at his neck. Amirah was tucked into the crook of his arm like she had signed a lease there. Her cheek rested against his chest, one tiny fist closed around nothing, her mouth making soft little motions in sleep. Sean swayed without seeming to know he was doing it, slow and steady, the way a man rocks a baby after his body has accepted the job before his mouth can explain it.

The fear drained out of me so fast it left me lightheaded.

Then something warmer rose in its place and spread through my chest until it hurt worse.

Even tired, even angry, even with last night still sitting between us like a third person in the room, Sean White holding our daughter was a problem for my good sense.

He looked up and caught me staring.

His face was not soft. Not all the way. He still had that hard line at his jaw, the one that told me he had been thinking too much and forgiving too little. But Amirah made him careful. The whole room could feel it. The man who could scare grown killers into prayer had one hand cupped under our daughter’s bottom and the other spread wide across her back like the world had better not breathe wrong near her.

“Good morning,” I said quietly.

“What’s up.”

Two words. Flat as a closed door.

The sting found me immediately. I hated that it did. After everything we had survived, after the babies, after the basement, after him catching my wrist in the nursery half-asleep and telling me he still loved me even when he was mad as fuck, I still wanted more than what’s up. I wanted my husband. I wanted that rough morning voice softening around baby girl. I wanted him to look at me like the fight had not left a mark.

But I had lain awake for too long deciding I was not going to wake up swinging. So I swallowed what pride tried to put in my mouth and reached for something that would not cut either of us.

“You know I woke up in full panic mode?” I pressed one hand to my chest, still catching my breath. “I jumped out that bed and came down this hall like the whole house was on fire. Lord, I need to get back in the gym, because two babies and one staircase just humbled the hell out of me.”

A laugh broke loose from him before he could stop it.

It was small, but I heard it. I caught that little sound and held onto it like it was evidence.

“Running for what?” he asked.

“For you, if you want the truth.” I stepped inside the nursery, careful with my voice. “I rolled over and you weren’t there. Then I didn’t hear either baby, and my mind went straight to every terrible thing it could find.” My eyes moved from him to Amirah. “Now I see why it was so quiet.”

He looked down at our daughter. His thumb stroked once across the back of her onesie, so gentle it nearly ruined me.

“Yeah, well.” His shoulders eased, but only a little. “You’re still my wife, and your body been through hell. I wanted you to rest. I had them all night.”

My heart turned over in my chest.

“You had them all night?”

He nodded toward the small table by the rocker. Two empty bottles sat beside a burp cloth folded with military precision. A clean diaper was laid out like he had been preparing for war. Another burp cloth hung over his shoulder, and when I looked closer, I saw the faint wet mark near his collarbone where one of our children had spit up on him and lived to tell about it.

“Junior ate twice,” Sean said. “Amirah ate three times because apparently she likes to be dramatic with her stomach. Your son shit like he was trying to make a statement. Your daughter hates the blue pacifier but accepts the white one if I warm it in my hand first, which is ridiculous, but she got my last name, so I let it slide.”

I stared at him.

He looked back at me like he had not just reached into my chest and rearranged something permanent.

“She also does that little squeak before she starts crying,” he said, softer now. “If you catch her on the squeak, she doesn’t work herself up. Junior waits until he’s mad, then he screams like he pays taxes.”

A laugh slipped out of me and broke into something almost watery before I could stop it.

Sean’s eyes sharpened. “Don’t cry.”

“I’m not crying.”

“You look like you’re about to.”

“I’m hormonal, exhausted, and married to a man who apparently learned my children’s whole government overnight. Let me live.”

That got the corner of his mouth. Barely. Enough.

I moved closer and ran one finger over Amirah’s soft hair. She made a tiny offended sound without opening her eyes, and Sean immediately shifted her higher on his chest.

“See?” he murmured. “Drama.”

“She is twelve hours old.”

“She’s yours.”

“She is also yours, Mr. White.”

“Exactly. Dramatic and dangerous.”

I wanted to laugh again, but the ache under the laughter kept tugging. Because this was what I had wanted. This room. This man. These babies breathing between us. The house quiet because he had stayed awake so I could sleep. And still, underneath the sweetness, last night was there. Lee in the basement. Sean’s fist against concrete. My threat. His anger. The look on his face when I used the marriage as a line he could not cross.

I took one careful breath.

“Sean.”

His eyes stayed on the baby. “Yeah.”

“I know you’re mad.”

That made him look at me.

I held his stare because I had walked into courtrooms with men’s lives in my hands, and somehow this felt harder. “I don’t want to fight anymore. This is supposed to be the best week of our lives, and we spent the first night of it at each other’s throats in a basement that smells like bleach and bad decisions.” I let my voice soften without making it weak. “Thank you for staying up with them. Thank you for letting me rest. Watching you with her right now, with both of them, I swear it makes me fall all over again. I don’t want us to keep bleeding on each other when everybody outside this house is already trying to cut us.”

He was quiet for a long moment.

Amirah sighed against his chest like she had been waiting for grown folks to get their shit together.

When Sean spoke, the anger had thinned into something rougher, something that sounded less like temper and more like hurt wearing armor.

“I hear you, Sierra. I don’t want to fight either.” His jaw worked once. “But do you know how it felt? My wife has my kids, and that same night I’m lying alone because she made me choose between her and the way I keep all of us breathing.” His eyes came back to mine. “You can’t know what that did to me. That shit had me hot. Not because I don’t love you. Because I do. I love you to death. I’d put myself in the ground for you and these babies without a second thought. But don’t you ever make me choose like that again.”

The words landed harder because he did not raise his voice.

“Okay,” I said, and hated how small it sounded.

His eyebrow lifted. “Okay what?”

I almost snapped. Pride reached for my tongue. It wanted to remind him I had just given birth, that Lee had been talking, that a saw at a man’s throat was not exactly an invitation to a calm couple’s discussion. All of that was true.

It was also not the whole truth.

“I’m sorry,” I said. The apology scraped coming out, but I gave it to him clean because if I expected truth from him, I had to stop hiding from my own. “For putting the marriage on the table like that in front of everybody. For making you choose. I was angry, and I was scared, and I was thinking like a lawyer because that’s the weapon I know best. But I should have thought through what it did to you in that room.” I swallowed. “Babe, I’m still learning all this.”

His face softened, not enough to let me off the hook, but enough to remind me he was not trying to punish me.

“I’m still learning too.” He adjusted Amirah, and she settled with her little mouth pressed into his skin. “But you did the exact thing every motherfucker outside this house is going to try to do to me. You used my love for you to move me.”

I frowned. “That is not what I was trying to do.”

“I know.” His voice stayed low. “But it’s what happened. My love for you is the one crack in the wall. You and them kids.” He glanced toward Junior’s crib. “Everybody who wants me dead already knows where to aim. Lee knew it. Why you think he came running to you to make his case instead of coming straight to me like a man? Because he knew you could move me when nobody else could.”

The nursery seemed too sweet for a truth that ugly. Cream curtains. Soft blankets. Two cribs. Tiny socks folded in a basket. A stuffed giraffe Mia had bought because she said every rich baby needed one ridiculous animal with a long neck. All this innocence sitting around the kind of lesson no mother wanted near her newborns.

Sean continued, “Every time you do that out loud, in front of the men, I look weak. Weak gets families like ours buried. That’s why I snapped. I love you, baby girl, but that can’t happen again.”

For most of my life, I had believed love was the thing that made people stronger. The armor. The reason. The proof that you had something worth standing for. Standing in that nursery, I understood for the first time that in Sean’s world, love was also the seam in the armor. The place knives looked for first.

I hated the lesson.

I was not foolish enough to pretend it was not true.

I nodded slowly. “It won’t. You have my word.”

“Good.”

“But you hear me too,” I said, because submission had never been my language. “I am not a soldier you move around a board. I am not one of your men. I am your wife. If you are scared, furious, cornered, whatever the hell it is, you come to me with the truth before you come with force. I can stand beside the monster, Sean. I married him knowing he existed. What I won’t do is get shut out and then punished for finding my own way in.”

He stared at me for a long second.

Then he nodded once. “Fair.”

“Good.”

A tiny cry came from Junior’s crib, more complaint than emergency. His little fists punched the air, his face scrunching up with the kind of outrage only babies and rich men could manage.

I moved automatically.

“Has he eaten yet?”

“Not since six. He slept longer than I expected.” Sean looked proud of that, like Junior’s sleep schedule was an empire he had conquered. “Daddy’s girl over here was the problem.”

“Daddy’s girl, huh?” I asked, crossing to the warmer.

“Yeah. She loves her daddy already.”

“Oh, you figured that out in twelve hours?”

“I don’t need twelve hours. I can feel it.”

He said it so plainly that I smiled.

I fixed Junior’s bottle, tested it against my wrist the way the nurse had shown me, then settled into the rocker with a careful little drop of my body that reminded me not to be cute about recovery. Junior rooted before the nipple reached his mouth, lips searching, his whole tiny face serious about the business of eating. The second he latched, his body relaxed like he had decided to forgive the world for making him wait.

Sean watched us while Amirah slept against him.

“Look at him,” he said. “Greedy.”

“That is your son.”

“My son is focused.”

“Your son is trying to take this bottle personally.”

Junior’s hand opened and closed against my finger. His grip was impossibly small and somehow strong enough to pull every ugly thing in me quiet. I stared at his face, the soft slope of his nose, the little crease between his brows, the way his lashes rested on cheeks that still looked too new for the world. He did not know about Lee. He did not know about Brian or Anthony or the bodies underneath his last name. He knew warmth, milk, heartbeat, voice, and us. That made everything outside the nursery matter more and less at the same time.

“Put her down,” I told Sean, nodding toward Amirah. “You’re going to spoil her rotten before she learns how to hold her own head up.”

“Don’t tell me what to do with my daughter.”

“Your daughter?”

“My daughter,” he said, and a grin pulled at his mouth now, full enough to make my chest loosen. “You got the boy in your lap. Stop pocket-watching my baby time.”

A laugh burst out of me before I could make it pretty.

Sean laid Amirah down like she was made of glass and royalty. She stretched both arms above her head, made one dramatic little noise, then settled back to sleep. He stood over her crib a second longer, staring down with an expression I had only seen on his face a handful of times.

Not the kind that made him freeze, but the kind that made him sharpen.

He was already imagining all the ways the world could reach for her. I saw it. I felt it because the same fear had been living in me since the nurses put both babies on my chest.

“Sean,” I said softly.

He looked back at me.

“They are safe right now.”

His jaw tightened. “They’re safe because I’m awake.”

“They’re safe because we are both awake.”

That landed. I saw it land.

He crossed the room and crouched in front of me, one hand on the arm of the rocker, the other settling over Junior’s blanket. Our son’s eyes cracked open for half a second, unfocused and dark, and Sean froze like the baby had aimed a gun at him.

“Did you see that?” he whispered.

“He opened his eyes, babe.”

“He looked at me.”

“He cannot see two inches past his face.”

“He looked at me, Sierra.”

I bit the inside of my cheek because laughing too hard would have hurt my stitches. “Fine. He looked at you.”

Junior let out a small burp around the bottle, and Sean looked offended.

“That was disrespectful.”

“He gets that from Law.”

Sean laughed then, low and real, and there was my husband again. Not fixed. Not finished being mad. But inside reach.

I made up my mind while Junior drank.

“Babe.”

“Yeah.”

“After everything that happened, I don’t think I want to be in it anymore.”

He stilled. “In what?”

“The operations.” I looked down at Junior because it was easier to say hard things while holding something innocent. “I still want you to train me. I still want to know enough to protect myself, to understand the room I’m walking into, to advise you when you ask. But I don’t think I want to sit inside every move, every retaliation, every ugly decision that comes with the business.” I took a breath. “I want to run the firm. I want to raise our kids. I want to help you build the clean side strong enough that if the dirty side burns, we don’t all burn with it.”

Sean studied me. “You sure?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t want you walking away from something you wanted because we had one bad night.”

“One bad night that nearly cost us peace before our kids had been alive a full day.” I shook my head. “I’m not quitting out of fear. I’m choosing where I’m most useful. I can protect this family better if I’m not trying to become you.”

Something moved across his face.

Respect, maybe. Relief, maybe. Or the strange grief of a man who had wanted to pull me closer and knew I had just chosen a different kind of closeness.

“I don’t need another me,” he said finally. “I need you.”

“Good. Because I’m expensive.”

That made him smile.

“And while I’m choosing where I’m useful,” I continued, “I think I want to bring the girls over to the firm.”

His smile dropped. “What?”

I raised my brows. “Do not use that tone when I’m holding your son.”

“Sierra.”

“Renee almost died. Mia is pregnant. Renee is pregnant. Emily needs more than floating around this house waiting for the next bullet to find her. They are smart, they know how men move, and they understand pressure. They can work at the firm. Real jobs. Real salaries. Real security.”

Sean gave me a look. “You want to turn my girls into legal assistants?”

“I want to turn them into women with options.”

“That is not the same sentence.”

“It can be if you stop frowning.” I shifted Junior to burp him, and the little weight of him against my shoulder made my voice soften even as my argument sharpened. “Think about it. Legitimate payroll. Clean income. Work history. Benefits. A reason to be in and out of a place with cameras, security, and my name on the door. You’ve never once asked to run anything through me, and I respect that. I am not asking to launder drug money through Johnson and Harold.”

“No.” Flat. Immediate. “And because I know you, let me say it before you try to find a loophole. Hell no.”

“Why not?”

“Because the day the feds finally come for me, they cannot touch one damn thing in your name as long as there’s no dirty money attached to it.” He took my free hand, careful of the IV bruise still dark near my wrist. “I will never set you or these kids up to fall with me. Anything in y’all’s hands stays clean. Always. No operations. No product. No favors dressed up like consulting. Nothing they can use to take it back.”

I looked at him, at this dangerous man planning for a future where the government might drag him away and leave me with enough clean ground to stand on. The thought scared me, and it also made me love him harder, which was inconvenient as hell.

“So,” I said, because if I stayed in that feeling too long, my eyes would embarrass me again. “Can I have the girls or what?”

He stared at me, and I stared right back until Junior chose that moment to burp loud enough to support my motion.

Sean looked down at him. “You co-signing now?”

“He is a very advanced baby.”

“He’s gassy.”

“He agrees with his mother.”

Sean shook his head, but the fight was already leaving him. “I have to think about it.”

“Please, babe. Renee almost died. Mia is about to be moving slower by the month, and Renee too. Let the girls recruit new people to handle the work they don’t need to be doing anymore. Let mine come run with me at the firm.” I gave him a look. “And before you say it, yes, you can interview every girl they pick after they pick her. If you read rat, handle rat. I’m not asking you to stop being paranoid. I’m asking you to aim it somewhere useful.”

His mouth twitched. “You are annoying.”

“You married me.”

“I was distracted by your ass and your mouth.”

“And now you have my brilliance too. God is generous.”

That made him laugh, full and rough, and the sound filled the nursery like sunlight finally getting permission to come in.

“Fine,” he said. “But I interview every girl after they pick her. Anybody I read as a rat, I handle personally. Tell them to choose wisely.”

“Thank you, babe.”

“And how exactly you planning to break it to them that they work for you now?”

“Don’t worry about that. I’ll tell them. If they don’t like it, we can fight about it after.”

He laughed again, and I loved the sound too much. I loved it like I had earned it. Maybe I had.

Sean stood and moved close, slow enough that I felt the change in the room before he touched me. He took my chin between his thumb and finger, tipping my face up to his. Up close, he smelled like sleep, cedar soap, baby powder, and a little bit of milk where Amirah had marked him. The combination should not have been sexy.

Unfortunately, my husband could make fatherhood look obscene without trying.

“We good?” he asked, low.

“We’re good.”

He kissed me.

Not the polite morning kind. Not the gentle we-had-a-fight-and-now-we-are-being-civil kind. Sean kissed me like he had been holding himself back since the basement, like anger and fear and love had all gone into the same locked room and come out hungry. His mouth moved over mine slow and deep, his hand sliding to the back of my neck, his body careful not to press too hard because he knew I was hurting even when I tried not to show it.

My breath caught. One hand stayed on Junior. The other found Sean’s bare chest, warm skin under my palm, his heartbeat steady and hard beneath it. For a few seconds, the nursery fell away. The house. The war. The men downstairs. All of it disappeared under the taste of him.

When he pulled back, he kept his forehead against mine.

“When your body heals,” he murmured against my mouth, voice dark enough to make my thighs tighten despite everything my body had survived, “I’m going to remind you exactly why sleeping alone is not allowed in this marriage.”

“Is that a promise, Mr. White?”

His eyes dropped to my mouth. “That’s a fucking guarantee.”

Heat moved through me quick and low, and I had to close my eyes for half a breath because my body was apparently insane enough to respond even while sore, stitched, and holding a newborn.

“Behave,” I whispered.

“I am behaving.” His thumb brushed my jaw. “You would know if I wasn’t.”

A knock came before I could say something reckless.

Knock, knock, knock.

Sean stepped back with the kind of regret that had no business being that attractive.

“Come in,” I called.

Mia poked her head around the door, already glowing like she had been personally invited to heaven. “I know y’all better not be in here hiding my godbabies from me.”

“Mia,” I said, laughing.

“I’m serious. I have rights.” She slipped inside carrying a gift bag, a coffee cup, and the expression of a woman who had not slept enough but had decided joy counted as caffeine. Her eyes went to Junior first, then Amirah, then Sean’s bare chest, then back to me. “I see postpartum has not killed the tension in this house.”

“Mia.”

“What? I can read a room.”

Sean gave her a dry look. “Can you read a calendar? They were born yesterday.”

“And yet you are standing here shirtless looking like a problem.” She pointed at him with the coffee. “Put on a robe or stop judging me.”

Junior finished his bottle with a small satisfied sound, and I held him out before Sean and Mia could start a full side case.

“Here. Finish burping him before you get yourself removed from the premises.”

Mia set her things down and came for him with both hands, her whole face changing the second Junior touched her. She made the soft foolish noises women made around babies, the ones none of us admitted to until a newborn turned us into idiots on sight.

“Oh my God,” she whispered, sitting in the rocker. “Look at his little face. This is crazy. He looks just like Sean.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Sean said.

Mia looked up. “Junior looks better.”

I laughed while Sean rolled his eyes.

Junior opened one eye as if he agreed, then promptly spit up on Mia’s burp cloth.

“See?” Mia said, delighted for reasons no one sane could explain. “He likes me.”

“He just threw up on you.”

“Bonding is not always glamorous.”

Sean crossed to Amirah’s crib and checked her without touching, just two fingers hovering near her back like he needed the proof of breath. I saw it and said nothing. That kind of fear did not need teasing.

“We need everybody down in the second living room,” he said, business stepping back into his voice. “Some things need to get said.”

Mia’s glow dimmed just enough. “When?”

“Now’s good. While he’s getting drowsy.”

Mia kissed Junior’s forehead, finished burping him, then laid him down with more care than she gave most human adults. “I’ll get everybody.”

She stopped at the door and looked back at me, her eyes cutting to Sean, then me again. She was asking without asking.

I nodded once.

She nodded back and slipped out.

“You ready, Mr. White?” I asked.

“Are you?” He held out his hand.

I reached for it, then stopped. “Don’t forget the babies. We can’t just—”

He cut me off by folding my hand into his. “Cameras in both cribs. Monitors on every floor. Alerts on my phone, yours, and Tech’s system. There is never a minute we can’t see them.”

I smiled before I could stop myself.

“Look at you. Got this whole daddy thing handled.”

“I don’t.” His honesty came too fast to be anything but real. “There’s a hundred things I still don’t know. I don’t know what half those damn onesie buttons are for. I don’t know why Amirah looks offended when I wipe her mouth. I don’t know how something that small can need that many diapers.” His grip tightened around mine. “But your safety and theirs? That, I control.”

I looked at our children one last time. Amirah sleeping with one hand near her cheek like she was already judging everyone. Junior curled toward the side of his crib, milk-drunk and peaceful. Two tiny centers in a house full of storms.

Then I let Sean lead me downstairs.

IN THE LIVING ROOM

We heard them before we reached the door.

“All I’m saying is, if it’s gonna be like that, you need to move your whole operation to another floor,” Law said, his voice carrying down the hall like he paid bills with volume. “I should not have to suffer because y’all out here discovering new levels of nasty at two in the morning.”

“Oh, so when it’s you, it’s all good?” Tech shot back.

“When is it me?”

“Every time Mia breathes near your room.”

Law made an offended sound. “First of all, lower your voice when you speak about my woman breathing.”

“Y’all,” Renee said, sounding exhausted and amused at the same time. “It is not even that deep. We are grown. People have sex. Congratulations to all involved.”

“Not congratulations when the headboard sounds like somebody trying to break out of prison,” Law argued.

Tech laughed. “Jealousy is ugly on you.”

“Hey,” Sean barked as we stepped in, and the room cut off mid-fuss. “What the hell is going on?”

The second living room was full of everybody who mattered and too much attitude for one expensive space. Law stood near the couch with both hands thrown out like he had been wronged by the Constitution. Tech sat back in his chair, arms crossed, face bored, eyes bright with the kind of petty that meant he was enjoying himself. Renee sat beside him with one hand at her temple and the other resting over her stomach. Mia leaned near the bar with a grin she was not even pretending to hide. Emily stood off to the side with her arms crossed, face already sour.

“Listen, man,” Law said, pointing at Tech. “His ass needs his own floor.”

“Fuck you, Law,” Tech said, no heat in it.

“What is the problem?” Sean asked, slower this time.

Law spread his hands wider. “Him and Renee. That is the problem. Loud as a damn concert all night. Nobody wants to hear that. I’m trying to sleep. I got trauma now.”

The whole room cracked open.

Even Sean’s mouth twitched.

Renee looked mortified for half a second, then lifted her chin. “You could also mind your business.”

“My business has ears,” Law shot back.

Tech leaned forward. “Say one more thing about Renee and I’m gonna give you something else to hear.”

“Who you talking to like that?”

“You, motherfucker.”

“Okay, okay.” Sean lifted one hand, and the room quieted, though the laughter still hummed under everybody’s skin. “Let me get this straight. Y’all woke my household drama up because Tech and Renee are grown and Law suddenly discovered morality?”

“I discovered thin walls,” Law corrected.

“You discovered jealousy,” Mia said.

Law pointed at her. “I would never be jealous of that man. His socks don’t even match.”

Tech looked down at his feet. “They’re both black.”

“One is faded. That’s a different sock.”

Renee threw a pillow at Law and hit him square in the chest. “Shut up.”

Sean looked around the room, and his face shifted into that strange space between boss, brother, and exhausted father. “We’re all grown. Everybody in here likes to take care of their person.” His eyes slid to me with a wink that should have been illegal in front of company. “Hell, Law, you should be grateful I’ve got my own floor.”

“Will you get to the point?” I said, because the room did not need to know what my body had done with that wink.

Everybody laughed again.

“I am serious, though,” Sean said, letting the humor settle. “If it’s too loud, knock and tell them to bring it down. What’s loud to you might not be loud to them. They enjoying their moment. Let people have their moment.”

Law chewed on that, his jaw working like maturity tasted bad. “I guess you got a point.”

“Exactly,” Tech said, smug.

Law’s eyes cut to him. “Don’t exactly me.”

Tech smiled. “Exactly.”

Law lunged before anyone could pretend to stop him. He grabbed Tech in a headlock, and the two of them went stumbling sideways into the furniture, all elbows, curses, and grown-man foolishness. Renee jumped up, more annoyed than alarmed. Mia laughed so hard she had to grab the bar. 

“You break it, you buy it,” Sean said mildly.

They separated like the couch had teeth.

“Look at the two of you.” Sean shook his head. “Pair of cheap motherfuckers.”

“Man, you know good and well ain’t nothing in this house cheap,” Tech said, straightening his shirt.

“Exactly,” Law said, fixing his chain. “Which is why I am not paying for shit.”

We all lost it again, and for a few seconds, the house felt less like a war room and more like a family. Loud. Messy. Inappropriate. Alive.

Sean’s phone buzzed once. He glanced down at the monitor feed, and I caught the tiny flick of his eyes over both cribs before he locked the screen again.

That little movement settled something in me.

Then Emily’s voice cut through the room like a knife dragged across glass.

“Can somebody please tell me why the fuck we’re all down here so I can get back to my room?”

The laughter did not fade so much as die all at once.

Every head turned toward her.

Emily stood near the far wall with her arms crossed tight over her chest, mouth twisted like we had inconvenienced her by existing. Her eyes moved from Sean to me and stayed there just a second too long.

“What was that?” Sean asked, the warmth gone from his voice in an instant.

I felt him go rigid beside me. Felt the shift in his body that came right before somebody else’s day got ruined. But Emily’s mouth was not his to clean up. It was mine.

I had not forgotten a single word she threw at me last night. Not one. She had stood in this same house, with my hospital bands still on my wrist and my children barely born upstairs, and accused me like I had helped the man who tried to kill Renee. She had looked at me with grief and fear and disrespect all tangled together and decided my position in this family was a problem.

I had told Mia I would address it in due time.

Apparently, due time had just walked in and sat down.

I set my hand on Sean’s chest before he could rise.

“No, babe,” I said, keeping my eyes on Emily. “I got this.”

Then I crossed the room, straight to the center, straight to the woman who was about to learn postpartum did not mean fragile.
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3 SHE HAD IT COMING
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Sean

It seemed like there wasn't a day that went by without somebody finding a new way to test my patience.

Who the hell did Emily think she was talking to?

The second Sierra said she had it, I felt the whole room change temperature. My wife didn't rush. She didn't scream. She moved slow, deliberate, robe tied around a body that had just given me two children and still found enough strength to walk straight into a fight. I had seen Sierra in court. I had seen her with a gun in her hand. I had seen her scared, bleeding, furious, and brilliant.

I had never seen her look at another woman like that.

"You know what? Forget the fact that he signs your checks." Sierra closed the distance between them. "If you ever think you're going to disrespect my husband in front of me again, you've got another thing coming."

"Sierra." Mia reached for her arm.

"No, Mia. She needs to hear this." Sierra didn't take her eyes off Emily. "For some reason this woman walks around here like I'm supposed to be afraid of her."

Emily's mouth twisted. "I never said you were scared."

"You didn't have to." Sierra stopped right in front of her, close enough for the whole room to hold its breath. "Don't ever think for a second that I'm scared of you. You don't know a damn thing about where I come from or what I've lived through. But you're about to learn what I do when somebody mistakes my peace for weakness."

Emily lifted her chin. "Is that a threat?"

"No, bitch. It's a promise." Sierra's voice went quiet and flat, and somehow that landed harder than yelling. "You stay mad at everybody in this house, and for what? Because you don't run a single thing around here. And here's your newsflash, baby. You never will."

God help me, the heat coming off my wife in that moment had me fighting every wrong impulse a man could have in front of a room full of people. Her anger was doing something to me it had no business doing, especially when she should have been upstairs with our babies and not down here reminding everybody she had teeth.

"You want to fuck my husband, don't you?" Sierra asked.

My mouth opened before sense could catch it. I had never looked at Emily that way. Not once.

"Sierra, that's—"

"Shut the fuck up, Sean. Let her answer." She didn't even turn around.

Yes, ma'am.

I shut my mouth because I knew better than anybody in that room what it felt like to be too far into your anger for somebody to put their hand on the wheel. Sierra had let me be a monster when the house needed one. I could let my wife be a storm for one damn minute.

Emily got to her feet, squaring up. "Listen, Sierra, I don't know what pair of balls you grew overnight, but I'm not about to be another scared bitch in your little kingdom. And for the record, if I wanted Sean, I'd have had him already."

That was the line.

That was the one I should have stepped in on. My legs were already moving, but they were too slow.

Sierra's fist came around in a clean, short arc and caught Emily flush on the jaw. Emily dropped like somebody had cut her strings, out cold on my living room floor.

For a second, nobody breathed.

In the span of a few weeks, I had watched my wife pick up a gun and end a man's life, then stand in my living room and lay another woman out with one punch. The system, the streets, whatever had raised her before I knew her had left more inside Sierra than she ever showed me. I was starting to understand I had only met the half of my wife she allowed the world to see.

Sierra looked down at Emily. "You're not going to stand in my house and tell me what you could've done with my husband." She gave Emily one short kick to the hip, not hard enough to damage, disrespectful enough to make the point. "I'm his wife. You've got me all the way fucked up."

Then she straightened her robe like she had just finished adjusting a witness on cross.

"Law. Tech." She didn't raise her voice. "Please escort this bitch back to her room. She clearly didn't want any part of this meeting anyway."

"Yes, ma'am," Law said, and for once he didn't have a joke ready.

He and Tech lifted Emily between them and carried her out.

I was speechless. That didn't happen often, and the whole room knew it. Sierra came back to my side like she had stepped away to refill her coffee. I looked at Mia. Mia was shaking her head, but she wasn't surprised. That was the part that got me. She wasn't surprised at all.

"Did that really just happen?" Renee whispered.

"There are things about Sierra nobody in this house knows," Mia said. "Except me. Don't ever underestimate her."

And there it was again, that locked door in my wife I had not found the key to yet. What kind of past was she carrying? What had the system done to her? What had she done to survive it? She was standing next to me with steady hands and a sleeping newborn two floors above us like she hadn't just knocked a woman flat.

"There's nothing to explain, Mia," Sierra said evenly. "I show everybody in this house respect. I let it slide yesterday when she came for me because I had just given birth, because Renee was hurting, and because I was trying not to turn this house into another battlefield." Her eyes swept the room. "But I will be damned before I let her disrespect my husband to my face. Like I said. She had it coming."

That was my queen, in every dangerous sense of the word. She could forgive, protect, calculate, and swing when somebody got stupid enough to need the lesson.

Law and Tech came back in a few minutes later, both trying not to look too entertained.

"All right," Sierra said. "Now that everybody's here except the one who needed a nap, let me say what I need to say so I can get back upstairs to my babies."

Just like that, she had the room.

"As of today, ladies, it's been decided. You're all coming to work for me at the firm."

"What?" Mia said.

"You heard me." Sierra turned toward the women. "You're all sitting on more money than you'll spend in three lifetimes, and the day somebody starts asking questions, every one of you needs a clean, provable source of income. Besides, some of you are about to be mothers. You need protection that exists on paper, not just men with guns standing by the door."

Renee leaned forward, one hand resting low over her stomach. "Honestly? That's smart."

Mia turned to stare at her. "Really?"

"Yeah. I was already thinking about stepping back when I found out I was pregnant. The firm means I actually get time with my daughter."

"Exactly," Sierra said.

"Okay, but what about the operations?" Mia asked. "We shutting it all down?"

"No. Sean and I already talked it through." Sierra walked them through it like she was laying out a case for a jury. "The three of you stay over your operations, but from behind the glass. You recruit. You train. You find the women to take your place on the ground, and they answer to you. You run your departments how you see fit. The only rule is during the day, you're at the firm, covering your tracks and looking exactly like what you are on paper. Working women."

"And Emily?" Renee asked.

"Emily has no kids and no plans for any, from what I understand. So she can take the firm or she can run the operation full-time while the rest of you are at your desks. Her choice." Sierra's voice softened just enough to remind everybody this wasn't only business. "The point is this. If it ever goes bad with the men out there, it's us who'll be left raising these babies. So we make ourselves untouchable now. That's what's best for the family."

I fell for her all over again standing right there in my own living room. A man could marry the same woman twice if she kept finding new ways to make him thank God and fear him at the same damn time.

"I'm in," Renee said.

"Count me in too." Mia's mouth curved. "I kind of miss the desk."

Sierra laughed. "Good. Now that we've got more than one firm, I need one of you at each location. No matter what happens out there with our men, we hear about it the second it happens. We're not all sitting under one roof
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