
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Don’t Game Me

      The Game Lords

    

    




      
        Zoe Forward

      

    

  


  
    
      ISBN 978-1-7332429-3-6

      Copyright © 2019 by Zoe Forward

      

      Edited by Tera Cuskaden

      

      Cover design © 2019 by Quincy Marin

      

      All rights reserved. Except for use in any review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in whole or part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now knows or hereafter invented included xerography, photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, is forbidden without the written permission of author.

      

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales, is entirely coincidental.

      

      The Game Lords, Book Two

      Published in the United States of America.

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

      

      
        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Sneak peek

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      The empty baggage claim carousel squeaked along its serpentine path. Her wedding date’s plane had landed at LaGuardia twenty minutes before hers, and rendezvous was scheduled for right here at his carousel. Right now.

      Rebecca Harrison texted: I’m here. Where are you?

      She’d wanted them on the same flight, but he’d gotten a last-minute cheapflight.com deal. Flights from San Diego were expensive. She got that.

      Her grip on the rollaboard tightened as she waited for a reply. Her only company at the still-moving carousel was a few roughed-up unclaimed suitcases.

      A buzz signaled an incoming call. Caller ID: Pascal Nordin.

      Her boss.

      The bottom dropped out of her stomach. Pascal had commanded she take a fellow intern of his choosing as her wedding date. The order stepped way over the employer-employee personal line, but so did everything about the past eight months of her life as an intern at GenShare. Her “date” might be a good friend and a sweet guy with genius skills as a cloud computing analyst, but she and Stuart as a couple? Tough sell. They liked the same guys. Pascal didn’t know that, or if he did, didn’t care.

      “Hello? Pascal?” She pressed the phone tight against her ear. No greeting came back. Calling her boss by his first name still felt as awkward as it had the first time he’d insisted she do so while in his bizarre ultramodern office with a fireplace. Who in Southern California used a fireplace? And at work, no less. At first, she thought him a progressive employer attempting to create an open, welcoming atmosphere but later realized it was a part of the con to make people relax around him.

      Maybe the call had been dropped, or the high level of ambient noise around her drowned out his response. Her tone notched up an octave. “Sir?”

      “There’s been a change,” Pascal’s smoke-worn voice croaked.

      “Where’s Stuart? I’m here. He’s not.” Please, please let Stuart’s connection in Colorado have been delayed. He would’ve texted if so.

      “He had a…” Her heart pounded through the pause before her boss said, “Loyalty conflict.”

      Stuart was dead.

      Morbid to jump to that conclusion. Maybe he’d been fired. How optimistic and full of rainbow unicorn bullshit was that concept. Loyalty conflict was code for game over. As in murdered or fake suicide or unusual accident. The terror of being next on the “loyalty conflict” list, of being scheduled for eradication by the global organized crime group who owned Pascal, paralyzed her into remaining in this crap internship. Well, that and going to jail. They had a video of her committing corporate espionage.

      Damn her pride for designing the dangerous program, and double damn her naiveté when they tricked her into using it. All she’d done was walk into the lobby of what she’d been told was a “sister company” for a benign test run. She’d opened the program and boom, GenShare was in their mainframe. They stole turbine designs critical for cutting-edge jet engines and sold the information to the Chinese. The U.S. Department of Justice had the breach under investigation. One little leak from GenShare with her name involved, and game over for her.

      “Where’s Stuart?” She swallowed through the lump lodged in her throat. Had Pascal gotten wind of their plan to escape his grip? Stuart wouldn’t whistleblow. That was guaranteed death.

      No one double-crossed Pascal or the mysterious underground eGaming kingpin who owned Pascal and forced GenShare employees to play on an illegal gaming circuit. Months ago, when they discovered her talent at video gaming, they shifted her away from software engineering  into gaming team training during the day to improve her performance on game nights. At first, she’d been flattered. Later, when her brother, Kaleb, had been sucked into the same gaming scenario on the opposite coast and murdered for refusing to cooperate, she realized she needed to get out.

      She should’ve been finishing her master’s degree at Berkley, not interning in Southern California for an “innovative” tech company—aka invasive spy tech—and forced into playing and gambling on an illegal eGaming circuit a few nights a week. This wasn’t fantasy football or poker. It was high stakes multi-player character online games.

      “Stuart had an accident on the way to the airport.” Pascal’s tone conveyed sadness, not that she believed it for a second.

      “What happened?”

      “New plan. You’re going to do what we planned for Stuart.”

      Her hands curled into her phone. “Is he…dead?”

      “Stuart’s gone.”

      “Why’s he gone?”

      “We’d just fired him. He was planning to leave us, so we figured we’d beat him to the punch. He must’ve been driving upset or something.”

      She shivered. They knew Stuart planned to get away from them. How? They’d been so cautious with their plan. They must know she was involved too.

      Pascal said. “You’re going to get close to Jake Allen. Be his wedding date.”

      “Jake Allen? You mean, the best man? I guarantee he’s got a date.” She wasn’t some sort of secret agent or super spy who could take orders to commit crimes on their behalf. Would she if they asked? Her hands shook to the point she struggled to keep the phone level with her ear. If she said no, she could end up in the same afterlife as Stuart or arrested by the Department of Justice for corporate espionage. A yes from her meant she’d hurt people she cared about.

      “Jake is at carousel six. We’ve taken care of things to create an opportunity.”

      He was here? Her gaze darted left to where the carousels increased in number. “I don’t need to be Jake’s date to be close to him. I’m the groom’s sister. I’ve known Jake for years.”

      “We need you to be very close to him. More details will come later.”

      “I can’t go as Jake’s date. He and I…” The line went dead. Don’t get along.

      The phone slipped out of her hands. With a lunge, she caught it before she shattered yet another screen. Score on a great catch, but to prevent landing on her face, her toe jammed into her rollaboard. Ouch.

      She shoved her phone into the front pouch of the carry-on and massaged her toe through her boot.

      Very close to him? As in flirting or an actual hookup? She and the relationship-adverse, one-night-stand aficionado, Jake, stood worlds apart on their concept of romance. They were so far apart that they usually ended up in a vicious argument whenever in proximity, which happened several times a year since her parents had accepted Jake as part of the family six years ago when he and her brother started a video game company. Her older brothers might think of Jake as another brother, but not her.

      Jake drove her batty to the point she usually ended up in a disagreement with him over trivialities. The fact he was hotter than a Carolina Reaper pepper meant she’d never label him a brother-type.

      Pascal wanted her to seduce Jake? Sweat broke out on her back. She didn’t know how to do that. She might not be a twenty-six-year-old virgin, but her one boyfriend—yep, one and only—in undergrad hadn’t been a romance superstar. As a fellow engineer, they’d spent dates playing video games or writing apps. Bedroom antics had been tepid at best. She’d been happy when he got a job in Canada after they graduated—perfect excuse to break up. The whole relationship had done zip to hone her seduction skills.

      Calm down. Pascal hadn’t said seduce Jake. He’d said get close. As Jake’s wedding date. The way he’d said wedding date implied she do a hell of a lot more than witty banter and drunk dancing at the reception.

      Her seduce a man like Jake who had regular liaisons with A-listers and supermodels? Impossible. Okay, maybe his preferred “dates” wasn’t the reason it’d be hopeless. As her brother’s best man and co-CEO, a huge neon sign flashed above him with the words off limits.

      Carousel six. Good Lord, the crowd around it was thick.

      She could not be considering following Pascal’s order.

      She was.

      No choice. She could handle a kiss or two with someone as hot as Jake to avoid jail…or death.

      A tall guy stood with his back to her gazing into the hoard of people crowded around the carousel.

      Who knew forearms could be so sexy as the guy lifted to push his sunglasses up into his lightly gelled, dirty-blond hair. The holy-crap-he’s-hot didn’t stop at the arms. Those wide shoulders, toned body… This guy deserved a few extra seconds of appreciation even amid her life implosion.

      An interwoven geometric design on his mid-forearm caught her eye. It looked like the emblem for Zoneworld Warrior, the first über-successful game her brother’s company, NJ Legacy, launched. The game made them an international success in months. Perhaps he was a fellow gaming enthusiast.

      Wait. She knew that particular tattoo. And those arms.

      His head swiveled. Caught her staring.

      She recognized the blue stare.

      Jake Allen.

      Target acquired. What a dolt not to recognize him right away.

      “Uh, hey.” She managed a smile to hide the nausea and stress rolling through her. Jake would assume she got stood up the moment she mentioned her date no-showed, which was a sparkly platter of gift-wrapped retaliation material. After she’d ripped into him for bringing one of his dippy one-nighters to her parents’ Christmas Eve dinner this year, he’d be itching for payback.

      Christmas. Eight months ago. The last time she’d been free of Pascal, GenShare, and illegal video gaming.

      Her phone dinged with an incoming message from Pascal: Get close.

      “Becca?”

      She jumped and snapped, “What?”

      “What’re you doing here?” His gaze dropped down her body, probably finding humor in her travel-rumpled sweater and jeans. Every time she faced Jake, he caught her at her worst, and right now she’d hit rock bottom. If she’d known he would be at the other end of the flight and that the gaming underworld she’d become an unwilling participant in was going to target him, she might’ve skipped the wedding altogether.

      When Jake’s gaze returned to hers, there was no laughter. Something sensual lingered.

      Her mind stalled out like a ’90s clunker refusing to turn over. Was it her imagination or might he be open to them as a date? A yes scared the hell out of her. She preferred his standard open hostility or disdain. Her fear was multifaceted, populated first by unwillingness to deceive him if she took part in Pascal’s plan, and second by the activation of a few off-limits fantasies starring Jake’s remarkable arms.

      Jake’s gaze dissolved into his standard coolness, although there was a hint of bewilderment.

      She rushed to say, “I just got in.”

      Obviously, he figured that out.

      His confused look deepened. “You’re here?”

      “I live in California. Had to take a plane to get here.” No change in Jake’s confused expression. “The wedding, remember? The same wedding you’ll be attending as the best man. My brother?”

      “Right.” His eyes returned to the crowd into which he’d been staring before. He glanced at his phone.

      “You okay?”

      “She was supposed to be here.” He scrolled through screens on his phone.

      “Who was supposed to be here?”

      His phone dinged with an incoming text. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He glanced up. “Nothing.”

      “Who were you supposed to pick up?” Dread twisted her gut.

      “My wedding date.”

      Who hadn’t showed because something happened to her. Please don’t let her be dead too.

      Jake typed on his phone. “She broke her ankle in a freak fall and isn’t coming.”

      “That sounds awful. The same thing just happened to me. Well, not the fall, but my date didn’t show.”

      “Your date bailed?”

      She rocked her head back and forth to signal sort-of. “He won’t be making it.”

      “That sucks.” Jake sent a text and blew out a long, agitated breath. “Guess you need a ride?”

      Her spine snapped tight. No way was she doing anything to get “close” with Jake when he used that tone. “I’m not your problem. I’ll get a cab.”

      “Your mother will chew me out if I leave you here. Come on.”

      “I’m good.” She pushed her glasses up her nose as if they were a shield. Although she should smile and accept his offer of a ride, she scowled.

      “Does everything have to be an argument with you?” He reached out to get her suitcase.

      She pulled it behind her, well out of his reach.

      “We’re going in the same direction. You need a ride.” He snagged her rollaboard’s plastic handle and pulled it to him.

      “You don’t want to give me a ride.” She tried to grab back her suitcase, failing.

      “I do.”

      “No, you don’t. It’s all over your face.”

      “I just said I did.”

      “No. You said you had to because you’re scared of Mom.” She adjusted her glasses again.

      He rolled his eyes and stalked toward the exit without replying, suitcase in tow. Given the set of Jake’s mouth, she wasn’t going to win the argument.

      She jogged to keep up with him. “Fine. Thanks. I’d like a ride.”

      He shot her an agitated glare as he jammed the elevator’s button.

      Once in the hourly parking lot, her eyes snagged on a silver supercar. Oh, my. That was a spectacular feat of design. It promised something too fast for this world. What a tragedy to leash the engineering masterpiece in city traffic. Who in the world would park it here and not valet it?

      Jake leaned over the supercar’s hood. He popped the trunk and shoved her suitcase inside.

      “That’s not your car.” His Mustang suited him, not this ultra-expensive supercar.

      “I borrowed her from a friend to test drive. It’s convinced me the city isn’t the right place for something like her.”

      She compressed her lips against the “Well, duh” that itched to break free. I must be nice to him.

      The date who didn’t show must’ve been something special if he borrowed this car to show off to her. She’d do anything for ten minutes on the interstate behind the wheel. “I’ll bet she’s fun to drive.”

      He flashed her a grin. “Can’t let you, not with your driving record.”

      “Two fender benders in POS cars and now I’m a criminal? Come on. I’m a great driver.” She leaned down to look in the window. Tooled red leather interior…gorgeous. “She sure is pretty.”

      “You should be illegal.” Something in his tone suggested he didn’t mean her behind the wheel.

      This was her imagination in overdrive. She didn’t want to hook up with Jake. Okay, that was a total lie. Any straight woman wanted at least a taste of what this man could offer. She wouldn’t hook up with him under orders from her boss though. Eww.

      “Oh, wait,” she said before he closed the hood. “I need something out of the bag.”

      She darted in front of him, her thighs tingling where they pressed tight to his legs. She unzipped the outer pouch to excavate her phone. A lacy thong fluttered out as she yanked out the phone. She’d forgotten she’d shoved it in there as an afterthought.

      “Oh, no.” She dove for the fugitive underwear, but it flew out of her grasp toward him, caught on a gust of wind from a passing car.

      Jake caught the runaway and dangled the black lacy fragment from a forefinger. His mouth twitched upward, but he compressed his lips against a full smile. “Quick underwear change on the plane?”

      Could this afternoon get any worse?

      “I forgot I’d put that in there.” His suppressed smile spurred her onto the defensive. “What?”

      Jake’s mouth trembled against his effort not to smile. “So, what exactly happened on your flight?”

      “Maybe I got it on in the bathroom with the hot guy seated next to me. I’ve always been curious about the Mile High Club.” As usual, Jake spurred her to needle him with dirty imagery. That kind of statement wasn’t her normal. Only with him.

      His eyes widened, eyebrows popping upward. Then his gaze dropped down her body again with heated interest he’d never openly cast her way in the past. “Got any details you want to share?”

      “Give me that.” She lunged forward to snatch the thong, but her boot heel caught the uneven pavement. He caught her arm, stabilizing her.

      Even Jake’s long fingers were sexy, the ones wrapped supportively around her arm. He might be a computer programming god, but he probably knew how to work a woman into the height of sexual frenzy and then some with those fingers. Her mind strayed way beyond the do-not-cross tape her brother had strung around Jake long ago like it did every time she got close to him. Well, like it did before he spoke and broke the spell. Every time they tried to be civil, they ended up arguing.

      Whatever vibe pinged between them right now had to be a figment of her overactive sexually deprived imagination.

      “Stop being a jerk.” She snatched the underwear and shoved it back in the pouch.

      He held open the door for her. The way he gently closed it suggested he didn’t want to hurt the car.

      His saunter around to the driver’s side was more of a swagger. Him a computer geek, like her, and a big-time video game CEO didn’t mesh with the package.

      A glance at her phone showed her last few calls. Her stomach cramped. How could she ask Jake to be her date? Ugh. The big question was how to avoid arguing with him long enough to convince him they could survive attending the wedding together without killing each other.

      She didn’t have to do this. She could tell Jake the truth. Maybe he’d figure a way out of everything in California. Hadn’t worked for her brother, Kaleb, when he told Noah he’d been dragged into the Stadium, the venue for the illegal eGaming events. Actually, Noah found Kaleb stealing technology from NJ Legacy for Symphis, and that’s when her brother spilled the truth. Like Becca, Symphis had sucked him in. Hearing this six months ago spooked her since she’d been pulled in at the same time on the opposite coast.

      She had to give the date thing a try. Her goal was to survive to next week when she could activate her escape plan, which was five months in the making.

      The drive into the city turned into a nightmare on a Thursday evening at the peak of rush hour. Jake maneuvered the car as if he were a Formula One driver. He zipped into an empty parking space to their right then zoomed in front of the car in the left lane. She hissed and grabbed the oh shit handle.

      Jake chuckled.

      “You think I’m a crazy driver?” she snapped.

      “She’s perfection. Scared?”

      She bit back a yelp as he wove a quick swerve around a turning car and hit the accelerator to speed through a yellow light. The car accelerated so fast that her head smacked against the seat.

      “I’m worried you’ll wreck this thing.” A scathing comment fought for escape when he gunned another yellow light, plastering her against the seat once more.

      He seemed disappointed when she didn’t snap at him again. Was he trying to scare her? He swerved and glanced her way with a smirk.

      “Oh my God. You’re doing this on purpose. Should I wave my hands in the air and scream like one of the Barbies you date who probably get a thrill out of the adrenaline rush?”

      He slowly smiled as he braked the car to a stop at a red light. His gaze scanned down to her chest. “There’s a lot to be said for adrenaline.”

      She crossed her arms, offended by his player tone. “I’m not one of your easy hookups who will giggle, lean down, and suck you off while you drive.”

      His eyes dilated, and his cheeks flushed. His mind totally went there. Based on his indrawn breath as his gaze dropped to her lips, he was on board with the imagery.

      Surprise, surprise. Jake wasn’t as immune to her as he acted. She liked it in a way that had nothing to do with being forced to be his date.

      His eyelids slowly shut and reopened as if processing information that didn’t compute. His eyebrows rose in question. “Have you done that before?”

      “What? Giggle at a guy who shows off by scaring me? Actually, I have.” She smiled, feeling naughty. “Or have I had my head in his lap while he drove?”

      “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” His gaze returned to the endless red light.

      “You were being a jerk on purpose.”

      “Maybe I was. But have you…while a guy was driving?” He glanced back at her.

      “He’d need to prove himself a highly competent driver before I…” She let his imagination do the rest. She cleared her throat of the desire thickening her vocal folds. “Do you know the hotel everyone’s staying for the wedding? Mom booked me a room there.”

      His gaze lingered on her lips for a few seconds too long before he answered. “Yes.”

      After a few more turns, he pulled into the valet area of the skyscraper hotel.

      Her hopeful hop out of the low-slung car turned into a clumsy contortionist move. No hope that looked smooth or sophisticated. She met Jake at the front of the car where he worked to remove her overstuffed suitcase.

      She cleared her throat to get his attention. “I have a problem.”

      “Yeah, your suitcase won’t come out of the trunk.” He tugged harder, dislodging a corner.

      She was still so close to him that his light cologne or aftershave or whatever he used to smell so addictive had her swaying toward him. On went her glasses as she forced herself to step away. “Not that. I need some help. But I’m…”

      “What’s wrong?” Her heart stuttered and tumbled over itself when his eyebrows drooped into a frown of concern, reminding her he used his player persona as a front to keep people at a distance. In truth, this man had a deep vein of intense loyalty and compassion for those close to him. She’d witnessed it in how he treated her brother. “Is it about being stood up? Whoever he was, he’s an ass. Forget about it.”

      She couldn’t do this out here. “Thanks, but will you walk me up to my room? I need to talk for a minute.”

      Alarm spread across his face. His eyes darted to the hotel and back to her. “In there? What do you want to talk about?”

      “Please.”

      “In your room? How about we talk in the dining room? Or I’m sure there’s a private lobby or bar. It’s just… I shouldn’t be in your room.”

      “This is important. Please?”

      With a deep frown, he nodded. He handed the keys to the valet. “You can keep her out here. Somewhere safe. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

      She checked in. Her heart pounded as they silently rode the elevator up. She stared at him in the mirrored walls. He avoided her gaze. Ask him to be your date. Hell if she knew how to broach the topic. She’d never had enough nerve to ask a guy out before. Most men in computer engineering or game design were too busy being jealous of her skills than being into her as a woman. She and her ex had never actually gone on a date before they considered themselves an item. They worked on a few projects, shared a few kisses, and boom, they were together. That was how college worked, unlike the real world.

      The shadows beneath Jake’s eyes suggested strain, perhaps lack of sleep, and probably too much work. She worried his workaholic nature pushed him to overdo it again. Last New Year’s Eve, he’d conked out on her parents’ sofa way before the ball dropped. Uncharacteristic. Noah wouldn’t let anyone disturb him, explaining Jake had been working nonstop for weeks on the holiday promos for some of the new computer games their company was launching. She’d wondered why he was alone on New Year’s.

      “So, how’s work?” she asked.

      “Busy.” His shoulders lifted and dropped.

      “You guys are always busy. Are you doing okay?”

      He rubbed his forehead and then his eyes. “Sure. Lots going on. Lots on the line.”

      She wanted to hug him, but his stiff stance made her hesitate. Instead, she touched his arm. “I worry about you overdoing it. Noah too. It’s okay to slow down once in a while. Take a break. Take care of yourself. NJ Legacy will go on without you if you take a vacation.”

      His eyes sparkled with emotion she couldn’t interpret. “We can’t slow down. We have momentum right now. If we don’t run with it, everything might crash. We might lose opportunities.”

      “If you lose yourself in the process, how’s that a win?” She dropped her hand from his arm.

      “How’s school?”

      After a so-so headshake and grimace, she stared at the floor numbers as they increased.

      “Problems? Is that what you wanted to talk about?” Relief washed over his face.

      “No.”

      Tension crept back into his expression.

      “I took a job that turned out not to be what I expected.” That sounded reasonable.

      “A work-study sort of thing? They do that in grad school?”

      “It’s intense.”

      “Why do it? You’ve only got another few months, right? Finish your master’s degree and then on to a real job. With your talent, you’ll land a job anywhere you want.”

      She blushed at the compliment, quite something coming from him, CEO of one of the world’s top three gaming companies. If I were graduating. If I were actually still in grad school.

      “Quit if you feel it’s too much. Do only what you want.”

      “That’s your sage advice for me? Do what I want? It sounds like a sneakers ad slogan.” She bit back a giggle.

      “Forget it. Go with your gut or whatever. Got a next step planned?”

      “Working on it. Nothing certain yet.” She ducked her gaze away from his.

      “Noah offered you a job with us last year. That offer still stands.”

      “I appreciate it, but I’m not sure gaming is where I want to end up. I also want to make it on my own, not because my brother gave me a pity job.”

      “I can respect that.”

      Silence descended again, uncomfortable. She chanced a glance at the angles of his face and then his lips in the elevator mirrored walls, wondering who he’d been kissing recently. “You seeing anyone?”

      Why’d you ask that?

      His gaze narrowed. “If I say yes, will you jump down my throat about one-nighters like you did at Christmas?”

      Crap. She hadn’t meant to bring up that explosive conversation. “Then you’re not seeing anyone, at least not the same someone regularly?”

      He folded his arms across his chest. “It’s none of your business.”

      “Well, as long as you’re happy…”

      He threw out his arms. “I’m happy. Okay? So fucking happy. I couldn’t ask for a better life.”

      She gritted her teeth into a fake smile. “Great. Then I’m happy for you.”

      “No, you’re not.” His stare didn’t waver from hers in their mirrored reflection.

      “Are you not happy? Are you looking for something different in your personal life?”

      “I never said that.”

      “You sounded like you said that.” Stop riling him up.

      “Why are we debating this?”

      The elevator dinged and stopped. Thank God. “This is my floor.”

      She led him into the two-room suite.

      After he arranged her suitcase on a stand, he leaned against the wall near the exit. Tension radiated from him, and he looked antsy for a quick escape. “So, what’s up? I assume I’m not up here to hash out my happiness.”

      Silence stretched between them until she felt her cheeks scorch. “So, there’s this thing I hoped you could help me with at the wedding.”

      “I thought you had a real problem.”

      “This is a real problem.”

      “Is someone threatening you?”

      Yes. “Uh, not exactly.”

      “Did someone hurt you?” He crossed his arms with a fierce expression.

      She chewed on her lower lip and pulled off her glasses, unable to lie to him. Finally, she spat out, “Will you be my wedding hookup?”
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      Becca did not just suggest they hook up. Or had she? Jake’s mind spun like an unreadable DVD. He cleared the roughness from his throat. “Come again on that?”

      “I meant wedding date, not…you know, hookup. We should go together. To the wedding. As in a date. Your date canceled. Mine canceled…”

      “What? Like some sort of secondhand date?” Wedding date implied possible after-the-date activity, and hell if she didn’t already put it out there.

      “If you don’t want to do it, do you know anyone that could fill in as my date?” A flush spread over Becca’s delicate face, sloped nose, and down her neck. Damn if he didn’t want to see how far south her blush traveled.

      Like hell, he’d set her up with someone else to be her wedding date hookup.

      Starting anything with Noah’s baby sister was a bad idea. Not just because of Noah. Not just because he didn’t want to screw things up with her family. When it came to this particular woman, she stirred something deep within him, a fascination that panicked him. Nothing about women scared him other than a hint of anything lasting longer than one night. He used to do one-nighters almost weekly, but he’d given up the lifestyle months ago when work ramped up.

      That was the lie he told others. Truth was, he got bored. There used to be a time when all it took was a sultry smile and a shapely body for him to be all in for the night. He wasn’t with a woman more than once because then feelings got tangled into the mix, not his. Never his.

      He’d endured enough shrink sessions to know his problem stemmed from his abusive shit of an alcoholic father and his mom who wouldn’t leave the bastard because she loved him. This wasn’t an epiphany. What sucked was that thousands of dollars later, he still resented his father.

      Becca didn’t bore him. That was a problem.

      Jake was the numbers guy and the closer in the computer gaming company he ran with Noah. He was the one who reminded Noah of the costs, of the budget, and how much risk they could take on with each new project. He was also a pro at calculating odds, a holdover from childhood when he’d ponder things like if his mother would take back his cheating father again. That prospect usually held fifty-fifty odds. Right now, he calculated the odds of screwing up when it came to Becca Harrison at about ninety-seven to one. Because she wasn’t programmed to do sex without strings.

      Get your eyes off her lips.

      “You got stood up. I got stood up…it works,” she said.

      “You and me at Noah’s wedding? As in going together and leaving together?”

      His gaze slid over her curves. This woman was the full package. Smart to the point of intimidating, even to him, who dealt with computer geniuses daily. Becca understood stuff faster and took it to the next level. He’d been awed several times by her over the years. Aside from brains, she was devastatingly feminine…beautiful, but not in the fake, made-up way. Cosmetics lightly highlighted her face just enough to bring out the gray-blue of her eyes. And curves in all the right places.

      No, no, no. Strictly off limits. He couldn’t…not with his best friend’s sister. That was Guy Code 101. Even if it weren’t, it wouldn’t be fair to her, given his relationship longevity potential registered in the negatives. “Do you need a ride to the wedding?”

      “I need a date. I’d like to go with you.”

      “Is this about some sort of blow to your ego after being stood up?”

      “No. I already knew that guy and I weren’t going to work.” She pushed her long auburn-highlighted hair over a shoulder in a flirty move that drew attention to her delicate neck.

      “You don’t need a date this weekend, and a weekend hookup isn’t your style.”

      “How would you know what’s my style?” She arched a shapely eyebrow. “You don’t think I cut it in the sexy department enough to be your date?”

      Didn’t cut it? Her dancing around a discussion of them doing an after-wedding night turned him on. Everything from her curvy body to her pink mouth with the deep indent on the lower lip tempted him. Drove him nuts. He’d imagined kissing up her long, smooth neck far too many times over the past few years. But he’d kept her at a distance. She had Long-Term Relationship stamped across her forehead, something he couldn’t offer her. The guy who stood her up was bona fide stupid.

      “What’s your plan? Are we talking you need a date for both the rehearsal and wedding? Or just wedding?” He wasn’t considering this ridiculous venture, was he?

      Jake moved a step closer, drawn by the faint hint of floral perfume unique to her. Something shifted in his chest. Something beyond attraction. He found himself riveted by everything that was Becca.

      She chewed on her lip, which had him shifting to accommodate his erection. “Two dates. With you?” She smiled. “Sounds like fun.”

      Who was this temptress?

      The body scan she subjected him to, and his body’s answering hell yes, made being in this room with her dangerous. He’d wanted her from the moment Noah introduced them during his junior year at MIT when Becca was in her senior year in high school. But he didn’t hook up with underage girls. That totally wasn’t his thing. And Becca had always been irritable toward him. Of course, he usually threw up a wall of defense the second she entered the room. Anything to throw her off suspecting how damned much he wanted her in bed.

      Lust pulsed through his body. A small part of his brain fired off a warning. But as her gaze moved from his lips to his eyes, his heart rate tripled. If they kissed, there was a 90 percent probability they’d end up on that small sofa or the bed. “We can’t. This is a bad idea.”

      “Maybe it is.” She moved closer. His body charged straight into an out-of-control spiral of need.

      Her lips parted. Her tongue darted out to wet them.

      Out of reflex, his arm went around her waist, pulling her close. She relaxed against him.

      He couldn’t breathe as her perfect breasts pressed against the thin fabric of his shirt.

      Her lashes fluttered shut.

      She expected him to kiss her. Nope. Can’t do it.

      Willpower to ignore the one thing he wanted most but had been denied for years failed. He leaned in but kept his mouth closed, chaste. His eyes stayed open.

      Doing good. Brain alert. No screwing up and taking this to the next level.

      One chaste kiss and then he was calling this a mistake. They weren’t going on a date. And he sure as hell wasn’t setting her up with someone else.

      She tugged on his neck, pulling their mouths flush. Her tongue flicked across his bottom lip. Oh, he liked that. His hands fisted the waistband of her jeans as he fought a titanic moral battle in his brain.

      Her eyelids popped open. Her gaze bore into his with a silent, I want you.

      He growled. Opened his mouth. Closed his eyes. And really kissed her. It wasn’t a gentle kiss or a sweet exploration. It was years of repressed desire wrapped into a drive to taste the one woman he couldn’t have. He wanted her hard and fast on the sofa, or against the wall with both of them naked and sweating until they ended up in the tub.

      Her tongue parried with his, hesitant, but then insistent. He took complete control, brushing his tongue across her teeth and over the roof of her mouth. His hand splayed against her cheek and glided down the arch of her neck.

      She moaned, melting into him. His legs spread. She pressed between them and leaned against his erection. Holy hell, this woman was dangerous.

      His cell’s ringtone identified the office calling. He jerked free of the kiss.

      Oh, shit.

      He’d kissed Becca. He’d crossed the forbidden line.

      Shit, shit, shit. That’d been way more than a kiss. That had been a full-throttle foreplay assault.

      “I have to answer this.” His voice came out ragged.

      She nodded, uncertainty and residual arousal in her gaze.

      “This is Jake,” he answered. He listened to his marketing manager’s crisis, barely registering his words. He rolled his watch. “I’ll be back in a little bit. Busy right now. It can wait.” His marketing manager started in again. “It can wait an hour. Traffic is a bitch right now.” He hung up.

      He gazed at her for a few silent seconds after he ended the call while he slid his cell into his pocket. “No.”

      “No to what? Finishing what we started right now, or no to being my date.”

      “No to both. We can’t…”

      “I need a wedding date. I’d be on board if you’re volunteering. Nothing has to happen after.”

      Another minute in this room and he’d make good use of every horizontal surface. A night involving alcohol, dancing, and the stress of her brother’s wedding lent itself to way more than a friends-only drive home.

      I just kissed Noah’s sister.

      She pressed on when he didn’t reply. “Come on. It’d be fun.”

      “Becca, be reasonable.”

      Her eyes narrowed, signaling an impending fight. Her fierceness usually both irritated and entertained him, but right now he wanted to fight. It’d put back the wall he kept between them. He needed the wall to make his escape.

      He cleared his throat. “I’ve got to get back to work.”

      “It’s almost six thirty. Isn’t your workday over?”

      “It’s never over.” He pivoted to leave, but she jumped in front of him, blocking the door.

      She crossed her hands over her chest. “I want an answer.”

      “You’re Noah’s sister.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “You couldn’t handle what I want.” Hadn’t meant to say that.

      Her eyes grew wide and dropped to his lips. “How would you know I couldn’t handle it? Don’t you want to find out?”

      He wasn’t about to answer that. He wanted to. Oh, Christ, he wanted to with a resounding yes. But if she agreed, as her gaze suggested she would, then her naked in this room right now might happen. He’d live up to his bad boy press persona and not refuse her. He’d known Becca for years. She didn’t do one-nighters or flings, which is what this would have to be. Then he’d break her heart and lose the only family he’d ever known. The Harrisons meant everything to him.

      Say no to all of this and get the hell out of here.

      She asked, “Were you into me?”

      Was she that clueless? Of course, he’d been into her. If he didn’t get out of this room right now, he was going to kiss her again. “I need to take off.”

      “I’m not moving until you answer.”

      He picked her up and changed positions, quickly stepping away to put a foot of air between them.

      “Were you into me?” she asked again.

      He yanked open the door and stepped into the safety of the doorframe. He paused to look over his shoulder. The vulnerability in her large eyes trapped him. “Yes. But I…”

      “You think hard on us going together. I’ll finish what you started tonight, but if you start this again, I expect you to follow through.” She shut the door.
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      Becca blinked at the hotel room door. What just happened?

      Whatever exploded between she and Jake had nothing to do with her boss’s order. Fear might’ve prompted her to push Jake to the place they’d circled for years. But the kiss had been real.

      You couldn’t handle what I want.

      His words circled inside her mind. Around and around.

      She collapsed onto the sofa and cradled her face. Pascal’s plan led to a bad place. She’d hurt Jake and the company he’d built with her brother. Neither would forgive her. She’d never forgive herself.

      She couldn’t do this.

      If Pascal released the video incriminating her, the shame would destroy her family. Her brother’s company might collapse as collateral damage because of what she’d inadvertently stolen.

      Survival of this weekend’s manipulations to live to next week remained her one goal. Then she could meet the elusive contact others whispered offered a viable exit option. She’d been chasing the contact to have an in-person meeting for six months—since her brother died. The moment she heard Kaleb OD’ed on heroin, she knew he’d been murdered. It’d shaken her to her core to discover Kaleb had been sucked into the same illegal eGaming hell as she—the Stadium.

      Tears burned her eyes. How she missed Kaleb’s goofiness, especially his obsession with ’80s pop culture. The two of them had been close, only a year apart. Losing him had torn away a piece of her heart.

      She had to get out. Few escaped once indoctrinated to the high stakes multi-player, multi-character video gaming and gambling. When videogames became a spectator sport years ago, the underworld started. As racing and other legalized gambling fell off, underworld video gaming skyrocketed into a multi-billion-dollar gambling industry. She, like other gamers, had gambled in the Stadium out of ego and lost. Debt was yet another way Symphis kept his players. According to Noah’s fiancé, Tori, who’d escaped the Stadium a mere few months ago and gone public to warn other gamers, Symphis rigged the games to make them unwinnable.

      Tori almost died to get out, but she said freedom was worth it. Tori might be the one person who’d understand, but Becca didn’t see how her soon-to-become sister-in-law could help.

      On her personal phone, she searched for articles on an accident involving Stuart in San Diego. Two popped up. Images of a horribly mangled car in a gulley turned her stomach. No other cars involved. Police speculated his car hydroplaned through a massive puddle caused by a faulty fire hydrant. The car ended up in a ravine.

      Oh, Stuart. Sweet Stuart. She wiped her eyes.

      Knock. Knock.

      She jumped and stumbled toward the door.

      Knock. Knock.

      Maybe Jake had changed his mind. Her heart thrashed against her ribcage. She didn’t even use the peephole before she wrenched the door open.

      A twenty-something brunette with a hotel name tag engraved with Kimberly, Customer Relations held out a standard UPS mailing folder. “Special delivery.”

      When Becca didn’t move to take the envelope promptly, Kimberly shook it. “You are Rebecca Harrison, aren’t you?”

      Whatever the cardboard envelope contained would turn her hurting Jake and her brother from an abstract possibility into reality.

      “You sure it’s for me?” Becca asked.

      Kimberly rotated the envelope to read the address label. “Says ‘Rebecca Harrison’ right there. That you?”

      “Yes.” With no choice, she took the envelope, closed the door, and sat on the bed staring at it. Would it be something awful like poison she was supposed to put into a drink? Murder, she wouldn’t do.

      Heart pounding, she tore the easy-open tab. An entry-level smartphone in a plastic bag fell out of the envelope along with a flash drive and a cable that would enable her to hook the drive into the phone. She clicked open the phone’s home screen. It scanned her fingerprint and opened. Nothing but a bevy of standard, boring apps appeared. The “special” app—the one she’d helped code—wasn’t an icon, but she found it.

      They wanted her to steal digital information. From Jake.

      Her real phone rang. Pascal.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      “We got an alert that you opened the phone. Use the app you coded to get into Jake’s computer and past the NJ Legacy firewalls,” Pascal said.

      “What are you trying to data mine out of his system?” A chill slithered down her spine.

      “We need all financial information from the past two months for NJ Legacy. Put it on the flash drive.”

      “Financials? That’s not going to be on his personal laptop. That’d be on the main server at the office. It means I have to get into NJ Legacy. I might not get a chance to go into the office this weekend. I’m only here three days. This is a wedding, you know. Besides, I’m not sure the app will be able to break through their firewall.” Stress rolled through her in hard waves to the point she tasted it.

      “This is why you need to get close to Jake. If you hookup, give him a blowjob or whatever, then he’d probably go wherever you suggested for seconds. I’m sure you can figure it out.”

      Disgusting.

      It also suggested they never intended Stuart to make this trip. Why force her to go with him as a date? Distraction, perhaps. They’d lulled her into a weird sense of security at the idea of Stuart along. If Pascal had told her ahead of time they planned for her to do this to Jake, she wouldn’t have gotten on the plane, regardless if it was Noah’s wedding.

      They used Stuart as a scare tactic. It worked.

      Maybe Pascal knew the two of them had been working on an exit plan. They needed her in particular to do this because she could get access. Once she did, she had to assume they’d make sure she ended up dead too.

      They couldn’t get this information without her.

      “Why do you want financial information and not straight game code or other technology?” she asked.

      “You don’t need to know. You need to do as you’re told.”

      “If I agree to your plan, what do I get in return? You’re asking me to hurt my family and steal something from my brother’s company that Symphis will no doubt use to hurt him, maybe even bankrupt the company. I get that Symphis holds a grudge against Tori and Noah after they teamed up with the FBI against him, but this is insane. I’m not feeling inspired to do this just over the threat of you releasing a video that might or might not get me into trouble with the law. With a good lawyer, I can probably convince a judge of the truth. You tricked me by telling me it was a sister company.” All bluff, but it felt good—damn good—to tell the asshole his threats weren’t enough to keep her in line anymore.

      When Pascal didn’t say anything, she forged on. “I want out of the gaming. Let me clarify. I do this, and if I’m successful, I want out of all gaming in the Stadium. Forever.”

      Silence.

      Finally, Pascal said, “I’m not authorized to approve that. I’ll have to get back to you.”

      “You do that, or I’m not cooperating.” She ended the call with shaky hands.

      She palmed the phone Pascal sent. Get it close enough to the target system and the program she helped write would worm its way in and could steal information or modify what was there. She’d been proud after twelve weeks to have perfected the program almost entirely on her own, but an idiot not to realize it wasn’t meant to be exclusive tech for the CIA as she’d been led to believe. Damn her pride for pushing her to beat out the other four men on the team to complete it first.

      Her real cell phone rang again. Her mom’s image popped up on the screen.

      “Hi, Mom. I’m planning to head over the house in just a bit.”

      “Becca, oh honey, I couldn’t remember exactly what time you got in. Don’t go to the house. I would’ve called sooner…”

      “What is it?”

      “Your dad had an accident. He fell and bumped his head.” She rushed to say, “He’s okay. I ran him into the ER. Nothing broken and only a little concussion. They’re keeping him a few hours to monitor.”

      “Oh my God. I’m on my way. Which hospital is it?”

      “He’s asleep. You know how he is about things like this. He wouldn’t want you to see him this way.”

      “You sure? I could bring you dinner, give you some company.”

      “You aunt’s here. Noah already stopped by. I think it best you stay at the hotel and we’ll visit in the morning at the house. They plan to release him soon.”

      “Has he been remembering things okay? Did this accident have to do with that?” Her dad’s early signs of dementia broke her heart. It killed all of them to see such a vibrant spirit go through bouts of utter disorientation.

      “He might’ve forgotten about the step down into the den since that’s where he fell. I don’t know. Getting old is awful. I’ve got to go. Doctor just came in. Love you.” Her mom hung up.

      Becca texted Noah: You already checked on Mom and Dad?

      Noah dinged back almost immediately: Yeah. He’ll be ok. Jake said he gave you a ride. That your date bailed.

      Becca: Yeah both our dates bailed.

      Noah: Sucks. I’m meeting Michael at 6 at Shanks. You in?

      Becca: Sure.

      She hoped it’d only be her two brothers, not Jake. He was like another brother… Well, to the boys. Not to her. Never to her. Especially not now.
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      What had he been thinking to kiss Becca?

      Oh, right. He hadn’t been thinking, at least not with anything above his waist.

      Jake was having one hell of a time paying attention to whatever the Harrison brothers were discussing. Noah’s mouth moved. Jake nodded but didn’t register what he’d said, partly because Shank’s was dim and noisy, even sitting a room away from the live band. And partly because Noah would castrate him for kissing Becca. Or for imagining what she’d done to finish after he left.

      Noah ran a hand through his dirty-blond hair for the umpteenth time in the past few minutes. That meant he was upset about something. Time to tune in. Jake picked up the topic: Noah’s mom mandated a no-sleeping-together-until-the-wedding decree for the three days before the wedding. The rule sounded stupid but came from a Harrison family belief doing so gave the marriage luck. The Harrison family observed all kinds of odd little good luck rituals all the time, like Noah’s mom’s insistence everyone kiss her grandmother’s locket on New Year’s Eve to ensure a year of luck, and Noah swearing by his green tie. He wore it before any business meeting when they needed things to go their way.

      Noah, ever the Boy Scout, would follow his mom’s edict, but his fiancée, Tori, wouldn’t. She’d do whatever the hell she wanted. Jake should probably point that out, but Noah’s sex life wasn’t high on Jake’s list of problems he needed to solve.

      What topped his personal list was figuring out how to act around Becca tomorrow.

      “You think I should do something special for the wedding night?” Noah asked Jake.

      Jake grunted noncommittally.

      “Like shave my chest or my balls or something?”

      Michael, Noah’s older brother, choked on his beer before dissolving into a fit of laughter.

      “I’m not having a ball-shaving discussion with you, man.” Jake glared at Noah, wondering if Noah had sucked down too much of Shank’s famous margaritas in the past twenty minutes. “Seriously not going there. Especially here. Hell, I’m not having that discussion with you anywhere.”

      “Women like it, don’t they? Do you get waxed or actually use a razor?” Noah wasn’t joking. The man legit seemed to want to do right by his girl.

      “You think I shave my balls?” Jake yelled to be heard over the rowdy group that had moved in next to them.

      “Hey, guys,” said a far too familiar feminine voice behind them.

      Maybe she hadn’t overheard.

      Noah’s face pinched tight like he’d sucked an entire lime slice up the straw that came with his margarita.

      Becca settled on the open barstool between Michael and Jake. The floral scent of her hair teased Jake’s nose. He could smell that all day. His thigh tingled where hers now pressed tight against his.

      “You wax your balls, Jake?” Her eyes glittered with amusement.

      Michael snort-laughed so hard that he sucked in air and lost the ability to make any sound.

      “My balls are my business.” Jake sipped his cranberry juice and stared at the baseball game on the widescreen over the bar.

      “Why’re we talking about manicuring privates?” Becca’s forehead crinkled when she glanced to Noah. She reached behind Jake, her breasts pressed into his side when she patted Noah on the back. “You swallow a piece of ice or something?”

      Noah’s face blotched red. “Didn’t think you’d get here so soon, Becca.”

      “You’re the one who wanted to know about…waxing?” A giggle escaped her. She leaned across Jake again, her arm balancing a whisper’s length from his straining dick. Her tone was low enough no one nearby could overhear, but Jake heard. “If Tori hasn’t said anything, then chances are she doesn’t care if you’re smooth as a baby’s butt or going au natural.”

      “You’re killing me. Both of you,” Michael choked out between laugh sobs. “God, it’s good to see you, Bec.” He pulled her against him in a one-arm hug while swiping his eyes to clear moisture with the opposite hand.

      “So, Jake, what’s your take on the shaving issue? Or do you prefer to wax?” Her eyes held challenge when they met his.

      Folding his arms, he remained silent. No way he was stepping into this discussion with her, not with the images his brain conjured at the mere thought of balls and her in the same context.

      Michael said, “I’ve tried it. Shaving, that is. Had this girlfriend years ago into everything being smooth and all kinds of kinky shit. She was a kickass gamer too.” He gazed over the bartender’s head as if remembering the experience. Michael might not be a part of NJ Legacy, but he was a leading video game developer in the industry at a competing company who had at least one big hit a year. Noah had dubbed him an honorary Game Lord. The video gaming public labeled Jake and Noah the Game Lords after their first game, Zoneworld Warrior, skyrocketed into an international success.

      Michael shrugged. “Interesting experience, but not sure you’d want to have, uh…chafing going on during the ceremony, bro. First-time shave’s a bitch.”

      Jake barked out a laugh at the imagery of Noah squirming out an itch in front of the pastor.

      Noah held up a hand. “Enough. Forget I brought it up.”

      Becca signaled the bartender and ordered a margarita.

      “Where’s your other half?” Becca asked Michael.

      Michael’s humor fled. He shrugged.

      “Trouble in paradise again?” Becca sipped her drink. “How many times until you break up with her for good?”

      Michael grumbled something Jake missed.

      But Becca hadn’t. “I never trusted her. I mean, come on. She cheated on Noah with you in the early phase of dating him. What kind of way is that to kick off a relationship? I’m shocked you guys made it almost a year, even if it wasn’t an all-the-time thing. If you think she’s cheating, she probably is.”

      Michael cast a furious glare at Becca before resuming his stare at the TV screen.

      Jake never got Michael’s relationship with Darcy. The woman was as warm as a block of ice. For a man who’d be open to shaving, she seemed like a straitlaced, one-position-sex kinda girl. Maybe that kind of thing rocked Michael’s boat.

      “Where’s Tori?” Becca asked Noah.

      “She and Emma are visiting with their mom, who got in this afternoon.”

      “How’s Dad been doing? Well, before the accident today.” She directed her question at Noah but glanced between all of them.

      “There’ve been a few bad moments.” Noah met Jake’s gaze. Mrs. Harrison made them promise not to tell Becca about last Sunday when Mr. Harrison went out to grab the paper and ended up wandering the streets for thirty minutes in his pajamas until their mom found him. “You should ask Mom.”

      Michael said, “Your date bailed, Jake? You pulling out your black book for a fill-in?”

      Not the direction he wanted the conversation to go. Becca’s gaze scorched into him.

      “Aw, come on, man. I need my vicarious hit of hotness.” Michael’s eyes glistened with interest.

      “Doesn’t a serious relationship mean you don’t look at women other than Darcy?” Jake asked.

      “Hell, no. Means I don’t hook up with anyone else. I can look. Your dates are epic.”

      Jake risked a glance at Becca. Bad decision. Storm clouds settled into her eyes, which meant trouble.

      “My date bailed, too, and I was thinking of finding someone else fill in.” Becca pointed to a standing-only table near the window. “I went to school with them. Got to go say hi. Never know where that might lead.”

      She picked up her drink and walked to the table. Her skintight jeans accented all her curves in ways he shouldn’t be noticing with her brothers here.

      Noah mumbled something and headed off to the restroom.

      Becca hugged the lone girl at the table and then got enveloped in a hug from one of the four guys, a tall fellow who looked like an off-the-clock bouncer. She laughed at something the hugger said, her hand landing on the guy’s chest. Did she realize she was coming on to him? The hugger was probably thinking his chances of getting laid tonight just went up.

      Jake pushed off of his stool to a stand, intent on pulling her away from the guy. What the hell was he doing? She wasn’t his problem.

      Resuming his lean against the bar, he gritted his teeth until they ached. The hugger had his arm around her waist now. Who the hell did that guy think he was?

      “She’s not a kid anymore,” Michael said.

      “No shit. She doesn’t seem to realize what she’s doing to that guy.” Anger pricked at him.

      “So?” Michael’s tone changed as if he suddenly understood. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      Jake’s head whipped around. “What?”

      “Don’t try to pretend.” Michael shook his head and chuckled. “You’ve got it bad for my sister.”

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Noah might not get it if you…with Becca, at least not at first, but I think he’d come around. I always thought there was more to it when the two of you went for each other’s throats. She couldn’t do much better than you.”

      “It’s not going to happen.”

      Michael was quiet for a long moment while he watched Becca laugh at something one of the other guys said. “Why not?”

      “I don’t even need to answer that. You know why.” Jake refused to think about it.

      Michael chuckled. “Figures the two most relationship-challenged people I know would be hot for each other. I love Becca to pieces, but my sister sucks at choosing guys. She’s only had that one loser boyfriend in college and a couple of dead end dates in high school.”

      Jake scowled. “Neither of us are…nope. Family means everything to me. I value you guys, your parents, and all of it too much. Becca and I would end badly. Like you said, relationships always go south for me. If that happened and you and Noah had to choose sides, you’d come down on hers. So, it’s a no.”

      Michael nodded as if he had a valid point. It hurt to know their loyalty only went so far.

      Becca’s laughter rang out over all the noise. The guy had his arm tighter around her waist.

      Jake stopped thinking. He pushed off the bar counter, but Michael caught his arm and leaned in. “She’s not serious about him. Not with the way she keeps eyeing back at you. Chill out. She’ll come back.”

      Jake sipped his cranberry juice, tempted to get it spiked. But he wouldn’t. No alcohol for him. Ever.

      Michael rose. “Ugh. Noah’s over there freaking out over a girl who’s hanging off him outside the restroom. The boy just can’t handle women hitting on him. It’s a miracle he ever managed to snag someone as cool as Tori. I’m taking him home and calling Tori. Can you get Becca back to the hotel without”—Michael glanced to Becca, who giggled at something the big guy said—“killing someone?”

      “Yeah, I’ll get her back. I thought Noah was under a no-sex mandate.”

      “Noah needs to get laid. Like tonight. It’ll go better for all of us tomorrow.” Michael typed on his phone as he stalked off toward Noah.

      Now the hugger had maneuvered Becca into a corner. Jake prowled to the corner and came up behind the guy.

      For a few moments, neither noticed he was there, but then Becca’s gaze drifted over the guy’s shoulder and widened. The guy turned around, his eyes narrowing in challenge when they met Jake’s.

      “Becca,” Jake said in a tone much calmer than the ferocity rolling through him. “Your brothers are headed out. Time to go.”

      “I just got here.” She stared at Jake, cheeks flushing.

      He glared, hoping she got the point he didn’t feel the need to explain himself. “It’s time to call it a night.”

      Becca pursed her lips into a cute pout. “It’s early. I just got into town. I’m not ready to leave. Chris, did you see if they dropped off my refill yet?”

      “She’s not for you,” Jake said to Chris. He brushed past the guy, wrapped his fingers around Becca’s arm, and pulled her toward the exit. No way in hell so long as he was alive would he allow some tool like Chris to make Becca his one-night-stand.

      He hoped like hell Chris wouldn’t push this. Miracles of miracles, Chris backed off.

      Outside, she yanked her arm free of his grip and tilted her head back to glare up at him. The move exposed her long, elegant neck. “Who shoved a stick up your ass?”

      “Becca…” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m sorry for earlier. I shouldn’t have—”

      “Don’t.” She held up a hand and marched up the street away from him, threading through the few people in her way.

      He jogged to catch up to her, latching her arm. “Hold up.”

      She pulled her arm free. “You made it perfectly clear how unattractive you find me.”

      “Whoa. This has nothing to do with that.” He rocked back onto his heels.

      “I know I’m not as pretty as your normal dates. Besides, you acted like you committed a mortal sin when you kissed me.”

      He compressed his lips to suppress a smile that he bet would escalate her anger to the next level. “That’s not how I acted. You know I don’t go to church, and I definitely don’t believe in mortal sins.”

      “Convenient excuse to justify sleeping your way through life with anyone who’s not me.”

      “That’s right.”

      Becca flinched.

      Damn it, not what he meant to say. But he needed distance the width of the Atlantic Ocean between them.

      “You can be such an ass.” She strode up the sidewalk.

      He should let her go. Let her hate him.

      But he didn’t.

      Jake caught her arm again and whipped her back around. “You don’t have a freaking clue.”

      She tugged to pull her arm free, but he held on this time. “About what?”

      “This has nothing to do with me not being attracted to you.” He pulled her into the alley between two buildings and pressed her against the wall, his body flush to hers. “Does that feel like I’m not attracted to you?”

      She swallowed hard and met his gaze but didn’t answer. The challenge in her eyes indicated she was turned on too. He leaned in.

      What the hell was he doing? He almost kissed her again. He stepped away. “We’re not doing this. Not because I don’t find you attractive. Not because I don’t think you’re good enough. We’re not doing this because this is one risk I can’t take.”
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      “Here’s the coffee,” Becca yelled as she pushed into her parents’ condo in Greenwich Village at eight a.m., balancing eight to-go cups.

      “Your mom said put them in the kitchen. She’s devising her master plan for today in the dining room, which scares me a little bit.” Tori greeted her in the entryway. She came off edgy and total badass with tattoos peeping out of the edges of her tight black shirt and her little silver nose ring. She’d pulled her long dark hair up into a ponytail. Becca couldn’t believe her brother, the guy who freaked out if a girl spoke to him, was about to marry someone as incredible as Tori. She was also more than a little jealous Tori had escaped Symphis’s clutches.

      Becca pecked her on a cheek as she relinquished four of the cups. “She scares all of us sometimes. Is Dad back from the hospital?”

      Tori nodded. “He’s asleep upstairs.”

      “Oh, okay. I won’t bother him. He seem okay?”

      Tori glanced toward the stairwell. “They were already back from the hospital when I got here. How’re you? How’re things out in California in the big bad life of a grad student?”

      She couldn’t meet Tori’s game. “Fine.”

      “That wasn’t at all convincing. Let me guess. Guy trouble?”

      Becca shrugged. “Busy. Really busy. Stressful. How’re you doing with everything happening with your game about to launch and the wedding?”

      “Hanging in there. Grateful that Noah’s a god in bed. He proved it last night, but don’t tell your mom.” Tori’s face flushed red. “You probably didn’t want to hear that about your brother.”

      “Not so much. That’s…eww.” She fake shivered. “But I’m glad you guys are happy. I can’t believe you only met six months ago. And you got out of the Stadium with Symphis…”

      “The swiftness of the wedding seems to be a popular topic today. I know what I want, and it’s Noah. I love everything about his geekiness and, well, everything. If given a chance, we’ll make it. Our rush down the aisle is about fear we might not get the chance to prove we can make it.” Her voice wavered on the last bit and then lowered as if worried about eavesdroppers. “That business with Symphis and the gaming… It’s not exactly over despite what we say publicly. Not even your mom knows this, but I still get threats. It’s like he’s planning something big and just wants to remind me he hasn’t forgotten that I screwed him over when I left. Scares me every time my phone dings with a text message. We’re worried if we don’t do this now, there might not be a tomorrow to get it done. The day Symphis retaliates is coming.”

      Becca swallowed past the dryness of her throat. She was pretty sure she played a big part in the impending retaliation. “I wish there was something I could do.”

      Did that sound as apologetic as she thought it did? Oops.

      Tori waved a dismissive hand. “This weekend is about celebration. Thank your lucky stars you didn’t get sucked into the Stadium.”

      She grimaced and checked her phone for messages to cover her look.

      Tori said, “I heard your date bailed. Screw him. You need to find a hot guy to make the trip worthwhile.”

      “Maybe.” Found one. But it’s complicated.

      “Speaking of hot guys, I heard you got a ride with Jake yesterday. How’d that go?”

      “Is Jake here?” Becca’s stomach fluttered.

      “Not yet. He texted your mom that he ran into you at the airport. I’ve heard many stories about the two of you having knock-down, drag-out fights.”

      “We’re not that bad. We just rub each other the wrong way sometimes. How’s Jake been doing without your sister as his assistant this week? I heard Mom commandeered her for wedding stuff.”

      “To see your mom butt heads with my sister over wedding details has been hilarious. You know my sister is all about perfection when it comes to organization. I can’t believe you and I will be sisters-in-law in two days.” Tori grinned, then chewed on her lower lip. “Heads up, there’s been talk about the bouquet thing. Do you have a plan?”

      “Bouquet?” Crap, she’d forgotten she’d caught the bouquet at her cousin’s wedding last year. Her great-grandmother predicted every Harrison woman who caught a wedding bouquet would either be engaged within a year or remain unmarried and alone forever. The family believed in the prophecy with a scary zeal. “I hoped they’d forgotten.”

      Tori stress smiled.

      “I need to find a date to distract my relatives.” Hadn’t exactly gone well last night. But Jake wanted her, and that was a start. Kissing him had been incredible. Much better than anything she’d dreamed of.

      Her face warmed.

      Tori’s eyes narrowed. “Did you devise a nefarious plan again?”

      “My plans aren’t nefarious.”

      “The last time… You remember sucking down those shooters at my bachelorette party last month while claiming they’d make all of us enjoy Vegas even better? I ended up puking my brains out the next morning. You ended up wearing some guy’s underwear and singing karaoke when it wasn’t even a karaoke bar.”

      Not one of her finest moments, but she had escaped gaming in the Stadium for the night. She also got docked three hundred dollars for doing so, pushing her gambling debt tab to over four thousand.

      “We had a great time, didn’t we?” Becca asked.

      “I don’t even remember how you got that guy’s underwear. Bad morning after.” Tori’s face broke into a smile. “But it was fun.”

      “No foolishness involving alcohol this weekend. Scout’s promise.” She held up two fingers.

      “It’s three fingers.” Tori laughed. “What’s your plan to thwart the bouquet insanity?”

      “I’m going to get Jake to help me.”

      “Jake Allen? The Jake who you can’t spend five minutes with without trying to kill? At least, that’s what Noah said.” Tori shot her a you’re kidding me glare.

      “I asked him to be my date, but he didn’t commit. He’s worried Noah will blow a gasket.”

      “You two as a date to my wedding?”

      “It won’t be a real date. Just an escort situation.” Her face scorched. “I don’t mean that I want to hook up with Jake. I only need someone to take me there and then get me home. Someone to keep the family off my back about the bouquet catch.”

      “A real fake date? Uh-huh.” Sarcasm oozed from Tori’s words. “As if anyone would believe you and Jake had something real going on. Everyone knows him, and they know you. Wait a minute, do you actually want Jake to be your date? What about the guy who was supposed to be coming as your date?”

      “Nothing was going on with Stuart. That was a fake date.”

      “You want to date Jake? As in a real date-date.” She compressed her lips against laughter. “Your face has gone so red. I’d say that’s a yes. But, Becca. You and Jake? The man seems to be a business genius and generally okay guy when he’s not being a hardass about something he wants done his way at work. But I’ve heard he’s got the worst track record with women.”

      “I’m not looking for anything real with him. No date-date. I need a real fake date to get past the bouquet business.” Their kiss blasted through her mind. Suddenly, the room was way too warm. She tugged at the edge of her blouse. “It’s a stupid plan.”

      “You being the sister-of-the-groom will be a problem.” Tori’s face scrunched up.

      “He already said no to me once,” she mumbled. She wasn’t sure how to further her be-my-date plan, not after he labeled her too high a risk. A flutter set up shop in the pit of her stomach. The nervousness now humming through her veins had everything to do with the scorching memory of Jake’s tongue in her mouth, not her potential failure to snag him as her date.

      Jake wanted her. Maybe she could make him jealous enough to say yes. Ridiculous idea. Maybe she didn’t need to forge ahead in the get-close-to-Jake order from Pascal. She hadn’t heard anything yet.

      She whipped out her phone. No new message.

      After selecting her coffee out of all the other coffees on the kitchen counter that she’d picked up, she checked her phone again, even though she hadn’t heard the ding for an incoming text.

      Nothing.

      “Becca, where are you?” her mom called out.

      As she strode down the hall and rounded into the main gathering room, her phone dinged.

      Pascal: Okay.

      Flummoxed, Becca tripped over the oversized decorative vase just inside the entryway to the dining room. She skipped a few paces before catching her balance. The vase hit the floor with a teeth-cringing shatter.

      “Becca!” her mom screeched.

      “It jumped out at me. I swear. Is it new?” She fell to her knees to collect the larger pieces of broken pottery. Okay to what? She was out? Couldn’t be that easy.

      “Are you hurt, honey?” Her mom stood above the shattered remains of the vase. Her tone conveyed mourning over the vase far more than concern Becca had been injured. “Did you forget your glasses?”

      “I’m fine. My contacts are in. I’m sorry. I didn’t see it.”

      “Leave it. I’ll get it later.” Her mom threw an arm around Becca as she stood and pulled her into a hug. She whispered, “Please try not to fall apart. I need you to keep it together for the next two days. That thing that happened at the wedding last year, catching the bouquet…don’t worry. It doesn’t mean anything.” Her tone conveyed otherwise. She smiled around the room. “We need mimosas. Did someone find the champagne opener yet?”

      “I can do it without some gimmicky piece of plastic,” Noah offered.

      Mom rounded on him with a scary glower.

      Noah’s eyes widened. “Sounds like we need to find that opener.”

      There were at least five other witnesses to Becca’s humiliation, including her brothers, her uncle, and Tori. They were all trying desperately not to laugh. Her face was going to spontaneously combust at this point from humiliation.

      She wanted to flash them the finger and shout an expletive, but Mom would break out in hives over such unladylike behavior.

      At least Jake missed it.
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      Last night’s ten p.m. text from Becca’s mom labeled this morning a crisis. Jake pushed inside without ringing the doorbell or knocking. No reason to announce his tardiness, even though he was only fifteen minutes late. The condo reflected a wealth he’d dreamt about as a child and had earned after years of hard work. Yet, his success teetered on the edge of failure over a few huge bets he’d made for the company. If things didn’t go well with the next game launch and with their new product, it’d be over.

      His gaze caught on the classic family picture of the Harrisons in the hallway when the kids were young, two of the three boys in braces and Becca in bulky glasses. A few photos down included a picture of Jake and Noah holding a package containing the first game they’d ever launched together. He respected Noah’s parents, both of whom spent decades building a thriving paint empire, which started with one store in Queens and grew to over twenty all over New York City. Now retired and the business sold, Noah’s mom remained an ever-active volunteer and general busybody while his dad had cut down on his activities since the dementia started.

      Jake adored them. They represented a parental stability he’d craved as a kid.

      As he walked the lush hallway runner toward the kitchen, he heard Becca’s laugh. Rich, happy, and everything he remembered from each time he’d heard the addictive sound over the years.

      Yesterday’s kiss slow-replayed in his mind. She’d been so responsive. The small sounds deep in her throat had tortured him all night with visions of what happened once the door shut.

      Them lip-locking had been a mistake. A mistake he’d enjoyed. Greatly. But he wouldn’t allow it to happen again, no matter how much she tempted him.

      He pushed into the kitchen right on the trill of another one of her laughs. Becca gazed down from her post, perched high on the kitchen counter. A guy he vaguely recognized from Noah’s bachelor party, one of the other groomsmen, gazed up at her. Noah had told Jake he knew this guy from high school, but he didn’t seem particularly chummy with him. The guy’s mother was a close friend of Noah’s mom. It proved how little weddings were actually about the bride and groom.

      Jake worried Becca would fall when she stood on tippy-toes in heeled boots to reach something high on one of the shelves. Her sweater pulled up to reveal the smooth skin of her stomach. Could those jeans be any more skintight? His heart raced, and not just out of fear she’d plummet.

      “I could’ve sworn Mom kept one stored… Aha.” Becca removed a small plastic device and held it up like a trophy. Her eyes slid to Jake’s gaze for an instant. She raised a challenging eyebrow his way and wobbled.

      He lunged forward.

      “Whoa there, girl,” the groomsman beneath her said and put his hand high up on her shapely legs to stabilize her. His fingers were inches from her ass.

      “Why would anyone keep a champagne opener way up here and not in a drawer?” She shook her head and rolled her eyes.

      The guy with his hand almost on her ass gave her a charming smile. The bastard planned to make Becca his weekend wedding lay. Not in this lifetime.

      She granted the guy a look of gratitude.

      Every muscle in Jake’s body tensed. Look at me, not this asshole, he silently ordered her.

      The focus of her gratitude reached up, placed his hands on her curvy hips, and lifted her down to the floor. Her soft laugh traveled across to Jake.

      “What’s got you all wound up?” Noah asked beside him.

      Jake flinched from the shock of Noah unexpectedly beside him but didn’t answer. He couldn’t look away from what was transpiring between Becca and the prick she continued to gape at as if he were a god incarnate.

      “Did Becca do something wrong?” Noah scowled at Becca, who now acted oblivious to their presence on the opposite end of the huge modern kitchen.

      “I just got here,” Jake mumbled.

      “Looks like she found the champagne opener. Good. Mom’s got a burr up her butt to make mimosas this morning.” Noah called out, “Reid, thanks for helping Becca find it.”

      A surge of competitive sizing-up had Jake evaluating the groomsman from his wire-rim glasses to the purple polo shirt. Jake could take him, break him, and make him think twice about messing around with Becca. Reid met Jake’s gaze. His eyes narrowed for a fraction of an instant.

      Game on, asshole.

      Becca gazed in gratitude at Reid one more time. The guy asked her something he couldn’t hear. She giggled. Jake wanted to crush the schmuck.

      Becca could not want to hook up with Purple Polo Shirt. But this was Becca. She didn’t give up when she put her mind to something. And he was not rethinking her wedding-date proposal.

      No.

      He needed to stick to his decision. But he sure as hell wouldn’t allow her to go with Purple Polo Shirt.

      Reid made her giggle again. The guy had user written all over him. Reid was wrong for Becca.

      And you’re right for her?

      She might think she wanted a hookup but she didn’t want a meaningless one-nighter. The girl fished to hook Mr. Long-term. He wasn’t biting that bait. Reid wouldn’t chomp that lure either. Becca wasn’t naïve, and she sure as hell wasn’t a virgin. The six months she’d dated that schmuck in undergrad had driven Jake insane with how wrong the guy was for her—too boring and starchy. Maybe she really was in it this weekend for a little short-term action.

      Why was he still debating this? He’d decided the answer was no.

      Noah asked, “Did you get held up by the call this morning?”

      “The German is being a bastard about merchandising. I got it figured out. I’m worried about the supplier for the goggles though. They’re still producing at a slower rate than they should.”

      Noah’s forehead crinkled. “I thought they were improving.”

      “They want another chunk of change to acquire a bigger labor force, even though I think it’s extortion.”

      Noah’s eyes flared wide. “We’re leveraged to the max. We can’t.”

      “I know.” His eyelids slid closed as the weight of expectation pressed down on his. “Damn it, I know. We’ll have them produce what they can by the deadline and hope there’s enough to meet early ordering demands.”

      “If the launch goes better than expected, then what?”

      “We can’t sell what we don’t have.” He glanced at the ceiling. “Never should’ve gone with this Malaysian company.”

      “Don’t tell Mom you were late because you were working. She thinks the next three days are sacred. Wedding business only.” Noah turned to leave. “It can wait until after the wedding. Until Monday. Let’s get through Mom’s crisis meeting. She’s holding court in what she’s labeled the Command Center, which is the dining room. I’m warning you, there are maps and sticky notes involved. This wedding has turned her into a mad woman.”

      “She commandeered my assistant forty-eight hours ago without even an apology.” Jake relied on Emma to keep him on schedule and field calls. She’d become an indispensible part of his workday over the past few months. He appreciated Emma’s assistant who tried to be as efficient and helpful as Emma, but she was nowhere close to Emma’s level of proficiency.

      “Emma’s been a godsend to help Mom, but why wouldn’t she be? She’s magical when it comes to organization. Sometimes I miss her as my assistant, but it’d be weird now being she’s about to be my sister-in-law.”

      Jake chuckled. “She still does half the work of your new assistant.”

      “Thank God for it.”

      Becca slid past them. The slight contact of Becca’s body bumping into him shifted his focus to her. Before he could say anything, she moved on. Purple Polo Shirt was hot on her tail.

      Jake stopped Noah before they entered the dining room. “Becca got stood up at the airport yesterday. I did too. She asked me to go to the wedding with her.”

      Noah’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

      “I didn’t commit. She seems desperate not to attend alone. I wanted to run it by you. I’d do it as a favor to you to keep her out of the hands of assholes like that.” His eyes darted to Purple Polo Shirt.

      “You and my sister?” Noah rubbed a hand over his face. “This must have to do with her catching the bouquet at my cousin’s wedding last year. There’s this family belief that the girl who catches either is engaged within a year or remains single forever.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      Noah’s exhausted gaze met his. “Not arguing it’s absurd. Hell, half the good-luck shit we’re doing associated with this wedding is ridiculous. I don’t have time to worry about her this weekend. If you go with her as a real-date-type thing and can manage not to end up in an argument, then okay. But you won’t end the night like you always do with your dates.”

      “She’s your sister. No way. Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      Total lie. He’d dreamed and would be dreaming. He’d do his best to keep it a fantasy though.

      “It’s weird, but okay. It might keep matchmaking relatives at bay for both of you.”

      As they entered the dining room, Carol Harrison smoothed her perfectly coiffed blonde bob and caught Jake in her sharp gaze. “You’re late.” She waved a hand. “No matter.”

      Jake moved a few feet behind Becca.

      Mrs. Harrison pointed at Jake. “I need you and Becca to go out to Long Island and pick up several printed items.” She handed Jake a map with several lime green sticky notes. One had a handwritten address and a phone number. The location would take them over an hour of driving one way.

      “You want me to go with him?” Becca glanced behind her to Jake. Her eyes narrowed when she met his gaze. She then glanced to Reid. “It’s just a pick-up.”

      “I need you to proof the menus, place cards, and programs. You know all the people on the list, and you’re familiar with the menu. If they messed it up, Jake will make them reprint.”

      Becca started, “He can handle—”

      Carol held up a finger, stopping her. “You will do this, Becca. And you’ll be leaving in a few minutes in order to make it back by two p.m. in time for us all to drive to the rehearsal together.”

      “Why are you waiting until the day of the rehearsal dinner to pick up printing?” Becca asked.

      Good question.

      “It’s when the printer said it’d be done.” Her mom cast her a stop questioning me glare.

      “What about the other guys?” Becca’s gaze passed around the room, resting none too subtly on Reid.

      Blood pounded between Jake’s ears. Her and Reid? Not in this universe.

      “No questions. I’ve got twenty-five errands and only six bodies. I got your father out of the hospital two hours ago. I’m running on three hours of sleep and coffee.” Mrs. Harrison whirled to Noah and commanded, “Open the champagne. We need a drink.” She pointed at Tori. “You and Noah have three magazine interviews in an hour. Don’t get drunk. Tipsy is tolerable.”

      Jake leaned in behind Becca and whispered into her ear, “You’re being too easy if the guy who helped you off the counter is your new hopeful for a wedding date. Play harder to get and be sexier.”

      She gazed up at Jake, startled, and pressed backward, pushing her curvaceous butt into him. Mistake or intentional? The pressure of her against his zipper was both exquisite and torturous.

      Carol issued orders to others and handed out maps. Noah mixed mimosas.

      “I’m making do since you’re not interested.” Her tone warned him she was up to something. “Do you have some hints for me, oh master of sex, to hook this date? I thought guys appreciated a girl making it clear she was available and willing.” Her eyelids dropped to half-mast, and her gaze focused on Jake’s mouth.

      Holy shit. This whole production was Becca baiting him into jealousy? It’d worked, damn it. “The only way I reveal sex secrets is if it involves me, and we’re both naked.”

      About a second after he said the words, he realized his mistake. A fierce, hot flush stole across her cheeks. Her eyes dilated. Now he wanted her in exactly that way. Not thinking about Reid anymore, at least.

      Unfortunately, his mind latched onto an image of unbuttoning her jeans and wrenching them down over her ass. Of touching her breasts and running his tongue up her neck.

      “What?” she choked out. The question’s delay reflected a high level of fluster. Now, this was more the Becca he knew. The confident temptress from last night had been a whole different species from the girl who preferred to argue with him.

      “We have an audience,” he whispered. He met Noah’s warning glare and grinned. Noah probably assumed they were trying to keep their newest argument on a lower level than normal.

      Jake cleared his throat. “We’ll get going and leave the mimosas to you guys. It’ll take us at least an hour to get there. Do we have lunch plans or are we on our own?”

      Carol pivoted their way and glared imperiously for a moment. She grinned, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “On your own. Back here two p.m. sharp. Be on time.”

      Jake saluted.

      Becca whispered in his ear, “I’m willing to negotiate to get those secrets.”
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      Endless minutes in Jake’s Mustang and all Becca could focus on was his words and her lame reply. She wondered if what he said had been a true offer of naked. The relatively inexperienced part of her was terrified if he took her up on it.

      Naked with Jake.

      Felt like he meant it. Oh God, she wanted it even though it intimidated the hell out of her.

      Her jealousy plan might’ve worked. Could she follow through on what she’d been ordered to do? Pascal…

      She sent Pascal a quick text, careful to keep the phone out of Jake’s sightline.

      Clarify the meaning of “okay.”

      She chewed her lip, heart pounding.

      “Who’re you messaging?” Jake asked.

      “Someone on the West Coast about things.”

      “What kind of things?”

      Pascal: Excused from gaming.

      It was a start, but it wasn’t an exit. Getting out would never be that easy. Back to her original plan. Live to next week, meet her contact, and see if that offered a credible solution for a permanent exit.

      She clicked off the phone with a shaky finger and glanced at Jake.

      “Bad news?” Jake asked.

      “Work crap.”

      After more silence, he suddenly demanded, “What’s wrong with this work-study job?”

      A topic low on her list of want-to-discuss. “It’s not the opportunity I’d hoped for.”

      “In what way? Is someone harassing you or something?” Jake glowered.

      “It’s…” Tell him the truth. Maybe he can help. Her mind calculated the risk of divulging, something she’d done a zillion times. If she told Jake or one of her brothers, they’d go nuclear and drag her to the police or FBI. Pascal and Symphis would retaliate by releasing the video of her stealing. Regardless of if she’d been fooled into it, her crime was real and had led to the victim company losing millions in stolen tech. Aside from that, other players told horror stories of their attempts to leave Symphis’s organization and the catastrophic effects on their families done by Symphis to keep them playing.

      Not worth the risk.

      Carefully, she said, “It demands a lot of time. Not sure it’s worth the investment.”

      “You didn’t answer my question if someone is harassing you.”

      Harassing? How about threatening? “I wouldn’t say I’m being sexually harassed beyond what you’d expect in a male-dominated workplace. I’m handling it.”

      “I don’t like it. Who’s this job with?”

      “GenShare.”

      He frowned as his gaze returned to the road. “I know them. Thought they were located down in Southern California, not up in Berkley.”

      Shouldn’t have given him the company name. Bad mistake. He might do research. “Branch office.”

      “Sounds pretty bad. I assume it’s an internship type of position. Our internship is usually pretty good for those selected. Sexual harassment isn’t allowed.”

      “NJ Legacy is different. You guys care about anyone you bring into your company, whereas with my internship they just want the work done for as cheap as possible.”

      “I think we’ve kept all our interns so far. Sounds like you need to walk away. Whatever job you apply for won’t care about some shit internship with GenShare, not with your skills. What’s your next step?”

      She picked at a hangnail.

      She glanced up, finding his gaze on her. His eyes held true interest.

      Desire to spill the truth ate at her. “I want to finish my master’s and get a job that pays. I’m not sure I want to stay in computer engineering though.”

      “Grad school burning you out? You don’t need to graduate to get a job. Most at our company don’t have degrees, myself included.” He zipped around a few cars on the highway. His radar detector beeped loudly, and he slowed with a frown.

      “Been caught speeding before?” She couldn’t resist asking. His resistance to changing cars, to keeping the original car he bought six years ago when he said he could first afford his own car, fascinated her. She’d asked him about it before because they both loved high-tech, fast cars. He claimed he had yet to drive anything he liked better.

      “I’ve been pulled over a time or two. The car is a cop magnet. I think because it’s red.” He flipped on the radio. A country song blared a twangy tune.

      “I didn’t know you liked country.” She hummed along to the familiar tune.

      “You’ve made lots of assumptions about me.”

      “Like what?”

      He shrugged and wove around cars. She almost grabbed the oh-shit handle but caught his smirk. Instead, she fisted her hand. He was driving like this on purpose to get a rise out of her.

      She snapped, “Assumptions like you’re a player since you bang a different girl every weekend?”

      Uh oh. She shouldn’t have said that. The last time she brought this up they’d had a blow-out that resulted in him stomping out of her parents’ house.

      He braked hard at a stoplight, throwing her forward and back in the seat. “Let’s get one thing straight, I won’t deny I’ve got a lot of experience. I don’t do more than one night. That’s what works for me. But I’ve never banged a woman.”

      “Semantics.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Every one of the women I’ve been with enjoyed the hell out of it. I never did it in a restroom or five minutes in a closet. What I offer takes time.”

      She’d hurt his feelings, but her pride kept the I’m sorry stuck in her throat.

      He didn’t take his gaze off the road. “I don’t like the Reid guy if he’s your new idea for a wedding date.”

      Reid? She’d only flirted a little bit because Jake had been watching, which paid off. Jake sounded jealous. “He’s not a techie nerd like us. He’s different. Differences can be interesting.”

      “He probably wouldn’t even understand what you do. So, what’s your plan with him after you’ve slept with him? Sex is great when the chemistry works, sometimes even if the chemistry isn’t there, if he’s good, which I doubt. But afterward?”

      “Who said anything about sleeping with him? I just need a date for the wedding and maybe tonight, although it’s getting a little late to organize it for tonight.”

      He granted her a double eyebrow raise of skepticism. “Wedding date? Implies…you know, afterward.”

      “Maybe for you wedding date implies automatic sex afterward. I haven’t heard that’s a thing. I’m sorry I misspoke and said hookup yesterday. I meant date.”

      She shifted uncomfortably, her body now hot and achy at the thought of sex with Jake.

      “Subconsciously, you want a hookup.”

      Maybe with you. Her face scorched.

      He met her gaze. “You’re not a one-night-only kind of girl, Bec. You’re the kind who plans a relationship with togetherness and intimacy shit. If you hook him and he’s in it for more than one time, and if he’s even okay with long distance for a while, then what? What are you going to do when he doesn’t want to sit through a Star Wars marathon until two a.m. or refuses to see the newest Avengers movie?”

      “Everyone likes the Avengers.” Were they still talking about Reid?

      Jake blew out a long breath. “Not everyone can stand Tony Stark or Thor’s hair, although he cut it in these past few movies, thank God.”

      “Oh, come on. Thor had amazing hair. And his arms…” A dreamy smile tugged her lips upward. “What about the Black Widow in tight leather?”

      “She’s not bad.” He grinned. “Not everyone wants to see Star Wars in super high def with surround sound.”

      She shot him an eye roll at the reminder of that night several years ago when Jake caught her watching Star Wars in her brother’s video game screening room at their office. She’d borrowed the jumbo screen with the badass sound system to get an authentic theater experience. “How do you know he doesn’t like Star Wars?”

      “Are you kidding me? He wore a purple polo shirt.”

      “Fine. He probably isn’t into Star Wars, but everyone can adjust movie taste. I’m not looking for long-term. I only need a date to go to the wedding. Maybe, if my date’s good, we’ll hook up.” She chanced a glance his way.

      His jaw tensed. “This isn’t like you.”

      “I’m not asking you for anything afterward. All I need is a date to the wedding.”

      “Uh-huh.” His phone directed their destination was up on the left. “There it is.” He pointed at a strip mall. “Looks like a small-time operation. Your mom must’ve really been doing a friend a favor to come so far out here. Let’s get this done.”

      She let him lead into the small printing shop in the rundown mall.

      Jake smiled at the middle-aged receptionist with fried blonde hair. “We’re here to pick up the Harrison wedding items.”

      In true Long Island fashion, she harrumphed as if he’d put her out that they asked she do her job. She plunked a huge box on the counter. “Harrison wedding stuff. It’s all there.”

      “We need to review it before we leave,” Jake said.

      Becca sifted through the place cards. “Oh, no. These are misspelled. They made the Kempers into Keepers. There are a lot in the Kemper family.” She placed aside twenty-two cards. Next came the menus. “This is bad. They forgot to put the dessert on the bottom. Tori will flip out. Yes, there’s wedding cake, but Tori also had the catering restaurant do a tiramisu.”

      Jake leaned onto the counter and smiled. “We need these re-done.” He slid the place cards and menus across the counter. “Becca is going to write down the corrections, and you’re going to have this fixed.”

      “Mr. Wade isn’t in until eleven. This can’t be ready until tomorrow.” The receptionist smacked her gum and flipped through a few screens on her cell phone.

      “The wedding is tomorrow.” Becca imagined her mom’s reaction when she got the news. It’d involve either a heart attack or nervous breakdown.

      Jake’s gaze flashed to hers, blazing pissed-off. He grabbed her hand and squeezed in what she interpreted to be an I’ve got this. He shifted focus to the receptionist. “Charlene, is it?” He pointed at her desk nameplate. After her nod, he said, “Charlene, you will phone Mr. Wade right now. He will reprint the items of issue and have them in this box within one hour. We will not pay extra.”

      “Mister, we don’t work that way. There’s a fifty-dollar reprint fee, minimum.” Charlene popped another pink bubble and licked it off her lips.

      Jake dropped his charming smile. He glanced down at the menus. “These aren’t engraved. They’re laser printed. I hope Mrs. Harrison is aware these aren’t engraved. Your boss needs to load the right paper into the printer and press print. It might take twenty minutes max. Let me explain why Mr. Wade and you are going to fix this mistake within the next hour and why it’s going to look better than this second-rate crap you’ve thrown haphazardly into the box. This is the Harrison wedding. As in Noah Harrison, billionaire owner of NJ Legacy Gaming whose wedding will be featured in not one, but three mainstream wedding magazines. Tomorrow’s multimillion-dollar event will be in every New York newspaper and on all Internet gossip sites. There’s a press waiting list to get in. You might’ve thought the Kardashian wedding was big, but it’s nothing compared to the Cinderella story of Noah and Tori and the gala they have planned. There will be A-listers from Hollywood to Broadway in attendance. Mr. Wade will not want the Harrison family to mention you guys messed up their printing and refused to fix it on the day of the rehearsal dinner.” Jake’s tone implied the printing company’s death. Scary.

      This must be how Jake propelled NJ Legacy to success. She loved her brother, but Noah was only a programming genius, not a people person. Noah certainly wasn’t a salesman. But Jake… Well, he did this. He got shit done.

      Jake examined the menu. “This isn’t even centered on the page. What kind of shoddy workmanship is this?” He tossed the menu into the box and dramatically rolled his silver watch to glare at its face. “We’ll be back in an hour.”
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      “Hollywood A-listers?” Becca laughed as he started the car. Felt good to laugh.

      He shrugged. “Charlene won’t know the difference. The rest is true. I hate the press, but they’ve dogged Noah and me for months about his wedding, ever since he got dubbed sexiest tech CEO by Wired magazine in January.”

      “Do you mind running over to the Electronics World while we’re waiting? I saw one across the street.” Becca pointed to a shopping mall. “I forgot to pack my cell phone charger. My phone’s running on fumes at this point.”

      She actually needed a cord to connect her cell to the one Pascal gave her. Then she could evaluate exactly what the phone was up to and perhaps do some reprogramming. She’d have to be careful though. They’d have a safeguard to know if she messed with it.

      “Sure.” Jake stared expectantly as if waiting for some sort of attaboy or you’re my hero. He had been amazing.

      “Thanks for setting the printer straight. We’ll see if it works.”

      His frown deepened. “They’ll get it done.”

      She smothered another laugh. He was so used to getting whatever he wanted from his people. A wicked part of her liked throwing a little doubt his way to make him squirm. “We’ll see. This is Long Island, you know.”

      As they entered Electronics World, she pointed at a section of cell phone covers. “Has to be there.”

      Of course, it wasn’t.

      “Let’s ask for help,” he suggested, not even making an effort to look for phone accessories.

      “I can find it.” She zipped up and down a few aisles. Nothing. Jake lagged behind her.

      “These places make no sense. They do it on purpose to encourage impulse buys. Let’s ask…” Jake trailed off as he plucked a game from the random display in the middle of the aisle. He turned the box over, rolled his eyes. “Cheap knock-off crap. Can’t they come up with their own ideas?” He waved the box in the air. “We should sue this company for rights infringement and plagiarism of our Zoneworld Warrior. Look, they even called it Warrior Zone.”

      “I’m sure it sucks, which is why it’s on sale for sixteen dollars. I can’t find the freaking cell phone cord section. How do you know they make things hard to find on purpose?”

      “I know their marketing director.” He shoved the video game back into the display rack and took a picture of the cover with his phone. He typed on his phone. “I’m sending this to my lawyer.”

      She zipped down a few aisles grumbling, “I could find one faster at a pharmacy.”

      She aha’ed when she found a small rack of cables and snagged the right one to connect the phones. Her gaze slid to a magazine display at the end of the aisle. “Holy cow. Is that you on the cover?”

      “No. Don’t—” He grabbed at the magazine as she yanked it out of the rack, but he missed. His cheeks flushed.

      “Sexiest bad-boy CEO?” She read, biting her lip against laughing. “Is this why you didn’t want to wander around?”

      He tried to grab at the magazine again.

      She twirled away and flipped to the full article on page seventy-two. “Oh my, Jake. You are bad.” Unable to stop, she read the first page of the article in absorbed silence, greedy for secrets about Jake. She flipped through the next three pages. “You’re a dating protocol guru? This even talks about texting rules, sexy tattoos, and—” She moved the magazine close to her face to read. “You even discussed aftershave?”

      His cheeks turned a darker red. “We discussed things other than dating and aftershave. I guess that’s all the journalist heard.”

      “This is a great picture of you.” She rotated for him to see the full page black-and-white of him leaning on a railing, his white shirt unbuttoned and hanging loosely on his shoulders with an exotic water location in the background. His brows were dark slashes framing his light-colored eyes. The black and white brought out his square jaw and that tiny hint of a dimple on his chin. She angled the picture to look again. Her gaze drank in the carved-out curves of his abdomen and the hint of a tattoo peeking out. “Where was this taken?”

      “Italy. I was at a conference.”

      “You felt the need to take your shirt off and get naked?”

      “I’m not naked in the picture.”

      “Okay, partially undressed.”

      “It was hot outside.”

      “Really?”

      A bashful smile tweaked his lips. “The photographer thought it’d be better for the article.”

      “It’s a great photo. Really gives off the vibe you were…hot.” She giggled. “What’s tattooed on your shoulder?” Examining the magazine within inches of her face didn’t help her make out the ink on his skin. She glanced up at him in silent question.

      “There’s only one way you’ll find out.” He grinned.

      “I offered you a chance.” Her heart pounded with anticipation at his reaction. She wanted to put it out there again and push him into talking about it, a wish that had nothing to do with Symphis.

      He glanced left and pointed to the gaming section. “Look. They’re demo-ing someone else’s virtual reality system using our game.” He grabbed the magazine out of her hands and tucked it back into the rack. “Let’s play.”

      “I’m getting my own copy,” she threatened. “I might even buy a whole bunch and distribute them at the wedding.”

      He leaned in close to her ear and whispered, “It’ll keep you hot and bothered when you’re alone at night on the West Coast.”

      She batted him in the arm. “You are a bad boy.”

      “Says so in the magazine. Must be true, then.” He strolled in the direction of the monitors and teenagers playing video games.

      She pointed at a newly vacated sofa for two. “Let’s play? The world’s sexiest bad boy against the world’s most desperate geek?”

      “I thought we were playing.” His lips lifted into a wicked grin.

      “Looks like they’ve loaded up the game.”

      “Let’s do it. We’ve still got a while until the reprints are done.” He threw her a controller.

      “I’m pretty good at this one.” The opening music elicited goose bumps. Touching the controller cramped her gut and sped her heart. She used to love this game and its sequel. Hell, she used to adore gaming one-on-one or in small groups. Now even the music gave her the willies. She’d been forced to compete on assigned, crappy teams in the Stadium in San Diego for months.

      Traveling to the Stadium was the worst. It required she navigate her way to a new location since it changed every time, usually in an abandoned building in a scary part of town. People both at her location and across the country, possibly worldwide, placed bets on the teams like a horse race.

      Becca tried to leave that first time she’d been “invited” to the Stadium, but Pascal insisted it was only once—an experimental experience. The second time took coercion, a mixture of threat with the video and implications for her future at the company. Gullible and naive, she’d played. Prior to her second time had been her moment to run, but she’d been gullible. It’d only gotten worse after that. Much worse.

      Jake punched through the opening screens of the game. “Ugh. We have to start on Level One. I prefer level fourteen to start.”

      He handed her a bulky virtual reality headset. They didn’t do VR in the Stadium.

      “I hate these bulky things. Cannot wait for you guys to launch your goggles.” She adjusted hers to a fit as best possible.

      “Pre-sales are doing well worldwide.”

      “That’s probably an understatement.” She lifted the headset to glance at him in time to catch his smile. The small goggles their company was set to release were compatible with any gaming system and so affordable that the invention was set to put their already thriving company on level with the big players in the computer industry.

      He clicked through startup screens to get to the opening of Level One. “It’s been a while since I’ve played.”

      “Ha!” she declared minutes later after they’d both high-scored out all previous players on the system, and she was one point ahead of Jake going into Level Two. She actually enjoyed the game for the first time in eons. To her left, a small group watched their game. Uh oh. Someone held the magazine with Jake’s picture on the front.

      After level two, Jake paused the game. “We should quit.”

      “Why? Because I’m winning and you’re scared of losing?”

      He smiled so wide a dimple formed on his cheek. “Maybe I’m letting you win.”

      “No, you’re not. You’re sweating.” She leaned forward and touched his damp forehead.

      “We’ve got to pick up the printing. It’s been almost an hour.”

      “Really?” One glance at her watch confirmed time had flown.

      “We also have an audience.”

      A huge group stood around them. She grumbled. “I still think you want to quit because I kicked your ass.”

      A man with a store nametag stepped up and held out his hand to Jake as he stood. “I’m the store manager. We’re honored to have you here, Mr. Allen. So psyched to watch you play your game. Wow.”

      Jake returned the handshake with a charming smile. “I’m sorry we monopolized this player so long.”

      “Would you mind posing for a picture with our team?” The manager bounced up and down with eagerness.

      “Sure.” There was no condescension in Jake’s tone. He shook hands with several other enthusiasts, smiling through personal recounts of Zoneworld Warrior highlights.

      Within seconds, at least twenty name-tag-wearing individuals surrounded him. Someone snapped a cell phone pic. Several female employees had Jake autograph the magazine and shoot some selfies.

      “Thanks for all this. Mind if I put the picture on Facebook?” the manager asked Jake.

      Jake shook his head. “Just don’t post the game score.”

      Becca suppressed a smile.

      “Your girlfriend sure is a good player,” the manager said.

      She opened her mouth to correct the guy’s assumption of them in a relationship, but Jake grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the checkout. He shot over his shoulder to the manager, “Thanks for letting us play.”

      As they waited in the short line, she whispered, “Why didn’t you let me correct that manager’s belief I’m your girlfriend?”

      “It wasn’t worth the gossip that’d come after that. Me out with Noah’s sister? They’ll post the pictures all over Facebook and Twitter. Big blow to my ego. Then we can only hope it doesn’t go viral. Jake Allen getting his ass handed to him at Electronics World.”

      “Good press, though.” Big blow to his ego? He didn’t want to be seen with her. That hurt.

      After they checked out, Jake’s phone rang. He yanked it out of his pocket and glanced at the image of a busty blonde on the screen. He sent the call to voicemail and shoved the phone into his jeans’ pocket.

      “Who called?” she asked as he walked to her side of the Mustang to let her in first.

      “No one.”

      Disappointment dug a hole in her stomach. “She looked pretty.”

      “You jealous, Becca?” He paused before opening the door.

      Her heart raced when he said her name in that low, caressing tone. “No.”

      “Stop looking at me like that. You’re killing me. What do you want from me?” His heated gaze burned into her. He was now so close she could smell his mixture of soap and deodorant.

      She wanted to scoot even closer, to immerse herself in his scent. Everything about him made her feel something far more important than sexy. Safe. “I think I made it clear yesterday.”

      He grasped the back of her head and pulled her into a kiss. His mouth opened over hers, his tongue demanding entrance, and she gave it to him. She melted, unable to resist the effect he had on her body. He kissed her until she was breathless, until her tongue was as wild as his, until she clutched his arms for balance.

      Then he let go.

      His arms dropped away from her. She threw a hand out to catch herself against the side of the car. Her eyes fluttered open and met his cool expression.

      He opened the door and helped her sit in the low seat. Dazed, she stared up at his frown.

      He leaned in above her. “This is the worst weekend for whatever this is to spiral out of control.”
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      Out of control? He’d swan dived off the cliff of sanity to kiss Becca again.

      Noah warned him this wasn’t allowed. Technically, Noah only warned him not to sleep with her. They hadn’t discussed semantics. Hell, having this conversation in his head was stupid. Noah meant a big fat no to everything.

      Kiss number two had been better than the first. He dwelled on her proposal he be her date and the possibility of saying yes. He couldn’t. They’d end up in bed.

      Jake hadn’t continued to discuss their spiral into crazy. He couldn’t. He might say something stupid. Such as yes to him and her tomorrow night.

      She remained quiet when they returned to the printer. Quiet Becca didn’t bode well. He waited for her to explode. He wished she would. Then everything could get back to normal with them arguing.

      He loaded the box of corrected printed items into the back seat, still stewing over the printer’s attempt to charge them a four-hundred-dollar emergency reprint free. Riding the crest of his tidal wave of frustration, Jake would’ve snapped if the printer hadn’t relented and taken off the charge.

      He cranked the car and flipped the air conditioning to high, shifting on the burning black leather seat. An incoming email indicated Germany wouldn’t be patient until Monday. Not good. He’d been working on this deal for special marketing in not only Germany but also all of Europe for months. The goggles had to sell big to make back all they’d borrowed to invest in production.

      “You mind if we pop by the office and have lunch there? I’ve got to take care of something that can’t wait.”

      “The office? Right now?” Becca’s eyes went wide. She nibbled on her bottom lip.

      Perhaps she’d been told about the no-work-this-weekend agreement he had with Noah. Maybe she resented him shutting down the kiss earlier. She had to understand the two of them couldn’t go where the kiss led.

      “We can order from Restaurant Laos. They deliver.” Please take my peace offering.

      “No one does Thai like them. It’s never a trip to New York without some Laos.” She flashed a small grin, but it didn’t erase her unease. Her statement lacked enthusiasm. She probably preferred they go to the restaurant in person.

      The dash clock indicated not enough time to do office work and have a sit-down meal. He dialed his temp assistant. “Kylie, I’m coming in for lunch in forty-five minutes. Order from Laos for delivery ASAP.”

      “What? Lunch? I thought you were out of the office today. Who did you say order from?” He heard shuffling in the background. Kylie had a pile of work to get through for him today. Was she screwing around because he wasn’t in the office? He despised employees wasting time on his dime.

      He held back an agitated snort over her unfamiliarity with his restaurant choice. “Restaurant Laos. Located around the block. Order the…” He almost said “normal,” but instead said, “The order we place for small business meetings. Oh, make sure to order the Kabocha chicken curry, and tell them to leave the mushrooms off the Pompano.”

      “Do you have a credit card for me to pay for this?”

      He ground his molars. Patience. She’s just a fill-in until Emma gets off wedding duty. “They have it on file.”

      “All righty, Mr. Allen. That’s Restaurant Taos. Enough for a business meeting.”

      “No. It’s Laos with an L, like the country. Place an order for a small business meeting. You can get the info on the restaurant from Noah’s assistant. Order now. We’re in a hurry today.” He hung up and pulled into traffic.

      “Emma’s fill-in not so great?” Becca asked.

      He swerved around several slow cars. “Kylie came on board last month. She’s not quite as efficient as Emma yet. Emma is one of a kind.”

      “Have you and Emma, you know?” she said in a suggestive tone.

      “What?” His head exploded with a fiery, are you shitting me? He gritted out his work mantra, “I don’t get involved with assistants.”

      “I heard you did. Once.”

      “That was a one-time mistake long ago. I drank too much, and she was at the club…” Why was he defending himself? He’d been barely twenty-two and stupid when it happened. Was Becca trying to provoke an argument on purpose? Wait a second. That was good. That’s what he wanted, right? Them arguing…not kissing.

      “So, you could be involved with an assistant,” Becca interrupted. “You might even be interested. You just haven’t in a while. Would you with Emma?”

      “No. I’d never get involved with Emma or Kylie or anyone at work.”

      “So, you only date tall, blonde, curvy, non-work-related women. Like the one who phoned you at the store? She’s your type?”

      “I don’t have a specific type.” Tread carefully.

      “Magazines and online posts only seem to print pictures of you with highly photogenic girls.”

      “They do.”

      “So, I’m right?” Her judgmental tone put him on the defensive.

      “Right about what? Why are you jumping all over me?” He zoomed around a car going only a few miles above the speed limit and hit the accelerator when a small gap opened up on the highway. Becca grabbed the door handle. Maybe crazy driving would distract her enough to end this conversation.

      She snapped, “Stop driving like a moron. I’m just trying to understand who exactly your type is.”

      You. He would not admit that out loud.

      Playing Zoneworld Warrior had been a huge turn on. Well, so had kissing her. He couldn’t remember playing a game with a girl he was attracted to since high school, and back then he’d been hot for the only girl who gave him even a bit of competition. No woman of the past few years had more than a marginal interest in video games. Besides, he hadn’t hooked up in months.

      Finally, he said, “Whoever is my type is my business. A lot of girls call me.” That came out wrong. His tone implied she wasn’t his type and he wouldn’t hook up with her. Very far from the truth.

      This isn’t bad. It’s great. Push her away.

      She crossed her arms and glared daggers at him.

      A half-hour of uneasy, silent minutes later he led Becca into his office. No food.

      Damn it.

      Food might be enough to get Becca to talk again. Maybe even smile. She loved Thai.

      A pile of haphazard phone messages and interoffice mail littered his desk. No one piled crap on his desk. That was a cardinal rule in his office. He had appropriate baskets on the side table for this. He threw the mail into the right baskets and organized all the phone messages. Three from Germany.

      Where was Kylie?

      He rounded his desk and clicked the intercom for Emma’s office, a few doors down. “Where’s the food?”

      “Not here yet. I just ordered, uh…about fifteen minutes ago.” She was still sitting at her desk? Her job was to know when he arrived—that meant appearing in his office, ready to work.

      He released the intercom with an audible, “Damn it.”

      His gaze met Becca’s. “Sorry.”

      Becca smiled as if entertained by his frustration.

      He fingered one of the phone messages and said into the intercom again, “The message from Renke from an hour ago…I need his phone number.”

      “I assumed you had it,” Kylie replied.

      “Did you write down the number?”

      “No. You need it? I can text Emma or something.”

      “I’ll take care of it.” He switched off the intercom. On his cell, he dialed Emma. She answered on the second ring. “I need Renke’s number…”

      Emma rattled off the international number. “Are you at the office?”

      That was a land mine. With his promise to Noah about work he didn’t want to put Emma in an awkward situation. She’d never rat him out on purpose. If Noah found out he’d feel like a shit. But this level of feeling like a shit wouldn’t equal that after the catastrophe of Noah finding out he’d kissed his sister.

      Still, he wasn’t defending himself to his assistant. “We’re eating lunch at the office. See you guys later.”

      “New chairs?” Becca shifted around in one of the designer white cloth and metal chairs positioned into a square around a coffee table in front of his desk.

      He nodded. The modern design chairs weren’t his choice, but their image consultant thought his office needed an upgrade several months ago. Its new streamlined look supposedly broadcast the rhythm of new century modern. He found the overpriced furniture stiff, impersonal, and ugly as hell, even if it was supposedly ergonomic. When he had time, he’d get the old stuff back.

      As with everyone who sat in the particular chair she’d chosen, Becca discovered it was unforgiving and hit her back at a funny angle.

      She settled onto the edge of the seat. He wanted to rip off those jeans and kneel in front of her. His tongue would slide past her underwear and lick until she lost control. He locked his jaw.

      No. A cold shower and your hand are the closest you’ll get.

      “So, what’s your guess on the ETA of lunch?” Her stomach grumbled loudly. She offered him an apologetic smile. “I skipped breakfast, and I forgot my coffee on my parents’ kitchen counter.”

      “I’m hoping soon.” His tone came out tight.

      “I’m sorry for the argument in the car. Let’s forget about that and what happened last night. Let’s have lunch and get to the rehearsal.”

      “Not sure forgetting yesterday or the parking lot will be an option.” He wouldn’t forget their kisses. His body clamored for contact with her. To kiss her again. To act out his fantasy with her in the chair.

      Her eyes dilated, and she licked her lips. Subconscious acquiescence of their attraction? She’d fight him if he tried anything right now. Or maybe not. One or two deep kisses, if he made them dirty kisses, considering the combustible nature of their chemistry, and she’d melt.

      His habit of spitting out odds kicked in. If he initiated, this was far more trouble than he needed.

      She scowled.

      He sighed. “I’ll make this call, and then we’ll have lunch.”

      “Great.” She gave him a tolerant smile. “You want me to grab some drinks from Noah’s fridge? If I recall, you never keep food or drinks in your office.”

      “I’ll take a water. Thanks.” He dialed Germany.
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      The flutter in Becca’s belly in reaction to Jake’s declaration he wouldn’t forget their kisses grew. Something about kicking Jake’s ass and laughing with him while playing the game opened a floodgate of flustered and bizarre emotion she couldn’t label. His unguarded moments this afternoon proved him a pretty daggone cool guy, one she could laugh with.

      But the flutter soured to pain. She didn’t deserve laughter with him. This was her moment to use the fake phone to connect with an office computer. She could do it in Noah’s office.

      She couldn’t do this.

      She had to.

      No, she didn’t.

      She chickened out.

      Becca scurried out of Jake’s office, taking deep gasps of air in front of the elevator. Breathing didn’t get easier on the ride up a floor to her brother’s office. Tears prickled her eyes as she walked the long hallway to Noah’s office. She swiped them away.

      She couldn’t do it. Failure settled in her stomach and spread out like a sponge. She shivered even though it wasn’t cold in the office and wrapped her arms around herself.

      Get drinks. Back to Jake’s office. Focus.

      She didn’t remember getting drinks or riding down in the elevator, but when she almost collided with a twenty-something petite girl carrying four extra-large paper bags, her haze cleared. Her nose alerted her lunch had arrived. The girl wore no makeup, and she’d pulled most of her frizzy brown hair into a ponytail. Tight workout pants for work? At her internship, Becca never dared workout pants. She wouldn’t be caught dead in public in workout clothes unless she was traveling between the car and gym, not that she could afford to belong to a gym. This girl exemplified hot mess.

      “Are you Kylie?” Becca asked.

      The girl’s eyes widened. She nodded.

      “I’m Becca, Noah Harrison’s sister. If you want, I’ll take the food to Jake. He’s… Well, he’s in a mood today after we just ran a wedding errand. Apparently, there’s some sort of marketing crisis he’s dealing with.”

      “That’d be super of you.” She handed over the bags. “I wasn’t expecting him to be in today. I’m just filling in for Emma, you know.” She smoothed a hand down her Yale T-shirt. “Emma is so put together all the time and today I… My boyfriend was in town last night and…”

      “Got it.” She flashed a girl-support smile, not really interested in what promised to be details of this girl and her boyfriend, details she’d probably never get out of her head.

      “Hey, can you tell him his marketing manager wants a few minutes today, if he’s got time?”

      “Sure. We’ve got the wedding rehearsal soon and dinner afterward. I doubt there’s time for a marketing meeting.” The food was heavy and tough to juggle with the four drinks.

      “Food,” she announced as she entered Jake’s office. She mouthed a silent oops and sorry when she realized he was still speaking into the phone.

      She arranged food on the coffee table and watched Jake as he switched speaking between German and English on the phone while scrolling screens on his computer.

      She could pull out Pascal’s phone and pretend to web surf, key in the sequence, and allow it to sync to his computer, which he had open. So simple. Yet, complex as hell.

      A reach into her small purse to grip the phone… She dropped it back into the purse.

      Jake said good-bye and hung up.

      He fanned one hand through his hair and glanced up. “Sorry about that. Call took longer than I expected.”

      “Food?” she choked out. Fear of the consequences of disregarding Pascal’s order buzzed through her.

      She tried to look hopeful about eating even though the concept of eating increased her stomach pain.

      “Fix me a plate. I’m going to wash my hands. Back in a minute.” He strode out.

      Now. This was her golden moment. Him out of the room.

      She gripped the phone tight again as she opened its home screen and clicked on the appropriate app. Four more button pushes. Click-click on the right and then the left. One final click on the right.

      No. Can’t do this. The phone fell back to the bottom of her purse, its home screen going dark.

      She removed the paper goods and plastic containers of food. Smelled great, but her appetite had disappeared. The quantity of food could feed six or seven people. Maybe they should invite Kylie to join them, and anyone else in the building.

      When he returned, she’d barely gotten out the containers. She opened a few to assess their contents. “How was your phone call?”

      “Done.” He didn’t sound pleased. He took over arranging the food, filling a plate. He handed it to her.

      She glanced down at the selections. All the right choices of items she loved when she wasn’t on the brink of committing corporate espionage. He’d even ordered the Pompano fish dish without mushrooms. “How’d you know I would’ve chosen these?”

      “Good guess. We’ve eaten at Restaurant Laos before together. Thanksgiving two years ago, remember?” He shrugged.

      She rolled her eyes heavenward. “Ugh. I will never volunteer to cook the turkey again. Never. Ever. Ever.”

      “The turkey was…” His eyes sparkled with suppressed laughter.

      “Raw.” The bird had been in the oven for at least eight hours before they realized the temperature was too low.

      “Remember when your mom freaked out after finding Michael’s dog in the kitchen, licking some of her side dishes? That was the same Thanksgiving.”

      Becca smiled. She’d declared all the food saliva contaminated and chucked it.

      Jake released a dramatic sigh. “All of her deviled eggs in the trash.”

      A snort laughed escaped her. “You hate eggs.”

      He nodded.

      “Laos saved us.” She couldn’t believe he remembered what she’d eaten two years ago.

      She leaned in a grabbed a fried sweet potato, beating his slow-moving hand to the prize. His hand brushed hers as it descended toward the tempura container, unleashing a wave of tingles up her arm. He scrutinized the other fried vegetables, perhaps in search of another sweet potato.

      She held her claimed sweet potato between them. Her eyes met his, and both of them froze. She pushed the sweet potato into his mouth. Why had she done that? It’d been spontaneous, a gut reaction.

      She’d never fed a man before. It seemed almost unbearably intimate. As he drew in the morsel, he flicked his tongue across her finger on purpose.

      She gasped and pulled her hand away. What’d she say after that? She didn’t even have a good explanation for why she’d even done it.

      “Tasty.” His tongue flicked over her lips.

      She didn’t know if he meant the sweet potato or her finger. The lightness in his gaze indicated he was teasing and enjoyed her unease. Her mortification vanished.

      She giggled. “You really are very bad.”

      “Magazine-certified badness.” His confidence alluded to a haven of safety, a refuge from everything so far out of her control.

      A shiver worked its way down her spine. To hide what he might read on her face, she ducked and took a bite of rice.

      “Thanks for grabbing the drinks.” He unscrewed a bottle of water. After a swig, which emptied half the bottle, he devoured his plate of food. Afterward, he released a contented sigh.

      She nibbled on a sweet potato. “They don’t do it like this in San Diego.”

      “San Diego?” His face scrunched up with confusion.

      Oops. “I meant when I visited down there for Comic-Con I went out for Thai, but it wasn’t like this.”

      He continued to eat in silence without comment. Had he bought her coverup? She needed to distract him from further questions.

      “More?” She waved her hand over the multitude of barely touched boxes.

      “No, I’m good. I’ll have Kylie see if there’s any staff around who might enjoy it.” He drank the rest of his water and unscrewed a second water.

      “Why didn’t your phone call go well?” She unwrapped one of the mints at the bottom of the bag and handed one to Jake.

      He reclined back against the chair and sighed long and hard. He squished the plastic wrapped candy between his fingers. “It’s complicated because there are six different groups involved in the launch of the goggles in Europe and Asia. Everyone has different ideas. No one wants to cooperate. Dates aren’t convenient for everyone. It’s minutiae. I’ll make it work.”

      “Sounds like something you could delegate. You have a whole marketing department.”

      “You’d think they could deal with it. Our marketing manager is good. I tried having him deal with this a few days ago, but these Europeans treat anyone other than me like shit. My marketing guy flipped out on the German. It wasn’t pretty.”

      “That doesn’t sound like the best marketing guy.”

      “He’s an old friend and a good guy. You’re right. We may need to shift him to another department.”

      Not fire him? Jake was such a loyal, good guy at heart. “Why do you even deal with these people if they’re this difficult?”

      “A necessary evil.” He smiled, but it looked forced.

      She fiddled with the top of her soda bottle. “You sounded like you were pretty good at what you do when on the phone. Noah’s lucky to have you to deal with this for the company. He sucks when it comes to diplomatic things. Noah’s overall a pretty great person, but he has no patience for playing nice when someone isn’t doing what he wants. Trust me, I know from back when he’d negotiate in popsicles and M&M’s for my participation in his and Michael’s space wars games.”

      Jake laughed. “M&M’s, huh?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I demanded a lot of peanut M&M’s to be the helpless Princess Leia every single time. And my brothers wouldn’t ever give me a weapon. The real Leia always had a weapon.”

      He reached across the coffee table for her hand. In a playful yet serious tone, he said, “That must’ve been tough.”

      “Scarred me for life, obviously. I hoard M&M’s.” She remained locked by his blue gaze, which promised the kind of pleasure she wasn’t likely to recover from. The kind she’d had a taste of twice; she craved the whole sundae, not just the toppings.

      “What would it cost for you to play Leia these days, Becca?” She couldn’t define how the way he said her name made her feel, but never in her life had a man saying her name felt so sexual.

      “I’m sure the price could be negotiated, but it won’t come cheap.” Tingles shot up her arm where his thumb caressed the palm of her hand. Her heart thumped hard.

      “I’d enjoy that negotiation.”

      A bolt of lust blasted through her veins as heat poured into her core. A tremble rocked her body.

      Her cell phone dinged the herald of an incoming text. She jumped, ripping her hand out of his. Ice shuddered through her as she excavated her phone from her bag. She didn’t want to look, but she had to.

      “Who is it?” Disappointment flared in his gaze when she glanced up.

      Pascal: Tick tock.

      “Nothing.”

      “Whatever it is ruined an interesting conversation.”

      “We have to get going.” She busied herself clearing the table, but she couldn’t keep her eyes off the angles of his body.

      You are in so much trouble.
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      Jake maneuvered through the intense city traffic. Something wasn’t right with Becca. She kept chewing on the inside of her cheek and checking her phone.

      Her phone dinged with another incoming message. A quick glance her way found her clutching the phone and pale.

      “Everything okay?” he asked.

      She typed for a moment before glancing up. “What?”

      “Bad message? Was it from your mom or something?”

      “Mom?” She glanced at the phone in confusion. “No. Other stuff.”

      He pulled into the valet circle of her hotel and cleared his throat to get her attention. “We’re here. What would make the most sense is if you run up and change while I wait.”

      “Don’t you need to change too?” The valet opened the door for her.

      “I’ve got my suit in the trunk. I’ll change at the church.”

      “Come up and change in the room. It’s not a big deal.”

      Yes, it is a big deal. The intimacy of changing clothes in proximity to her, of partial nakedness, wasn’t a game plan he could handle. Sweat broke out across his back. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Grab your stuff and valet the car.” She cocked her head.

      “Yesterday…we can’t go there again.”

      “You think I’m suggesting we have a quickie before the rehearsal? We’re already pressed for time, and you’ve made it crystal clear you think us involved is tantamount to the apocalypse.” She rolled her eyes and got out of the car.

      “That’s not what I said. Today and yesterday we shouldn’t have—”

      “Stop,” she interrupted. She leaned into the car to glare at him. “We kissed. It was hot. I won’t lie about that. I don’t regret it. If anything had happened, it might’ve been pretty good. But at this point I get it. We’re not going to do anything about it, and we’re not going to the wedding together because you have hang-ups. There’s no reason you have to be seen with me more than is necessary for this wedding. You know what, don’t wait for me. Go on. I’ll take a cab to the rehearsal.” She slammed the door.

      “Whoa. Wait up, Becca,” he called as he hopped out of the car. She didn’t pause her march into the hotel. He popped his trunk to grab the suit bag and threw his keys at the valet. He grabbed the valet ticket and jogged after Becca, catching her before the elevator doors closed.

      She punched the button for her floor and moved to the far end of the car, putting as much space between them as possible. The elevator car headed upward.

      “What’s going on here?” he asked her.

      “Forget it.” She stared at the mirrored walls, not meeting his gaze.

      “Look, I shouldn’t have kissed you last night or today. I’m trying to be decent about it. The two of us…it’s out of control.”

      “Kissing me both times were mistakes. Got it.” She plucked at the strap of her purse.

      “Neither should’ve have happened, but I didn’t say I regretted it.”

      The elevator opened on her floor. She stomped to her room and swiped the key. It lit up red. She did it twice more, getting red each time. “Come on. Open then hell up.”

      He grabbed the keycard out of her hand and swiped it slowly. It lit green. She elbowed him out of the way and pushed into her room at a speed suggesting she hoped he’d get locked outside in the hallway.

      He threw his suit bag on the sofa, grabbed her arm, and whipped her around.

      “What?” Her cheeks flushed.

      “I thought I made it clear last night that this has nothing to do with me not wanting you. This is a bad time for whatever this is between us. Really bad time. There’s something going on here, Becca. There’s always been something.” He pressed her against the wall, his body flush to hers in all the right places, indicating just how turned on he was.

      Breath rushed out of her. “Is this you trying to prove a point and then walk away again?”

      He dipped his head to lightly nip the depression behind her ear. She gasped. His lips moved lower. “You drove me insane today. Absolutely insane. I wanted to do this all day.”

      Her head fell back, leaving exposed the smooth skin of her neck. Unable to resist, he kissed a path up the smooth arc of her neck. His hand fell to her hip, digging into the denim of her jeans to hold her in place.

      “There are so many reasons I know I shouldn’t.” He kissed her deeply until he had to pull back for air. “I want you, Becca. I have since… God, forever. It’s wrong though. We both know it.”

      “Maybe you think it’s wrong. I don’t.” Her hands kneaded from his ass to his lower back, pushing his shirt up to touch him. Her hot fingertips dragged across his back, sending tremor ripples through his skin.

      He pressed his thigh into the V of her legs, pushing her legs apart. She gasped at the pressure against her core. “We shouldn’t do this because of me. Because of Noah. Because I’m part of your family.”

      “I don’t care,” she said hoarsely. “Let’s do this and not analyze.”

      “This is crazy.” He kissed her again, unable to get enough of her taste. Her body melted into his, and the world around him ceased to exist. He planned to strip off her insanely tight jeans and press her against the wall. Or lean her against the bed and lick every wonderful inch of her body.

      His hand trailed to her breast, and he felt its hardened peak. Her body trembled as he rolled it between his fingers.

      Stop. Before this turns into a catastrophe. He could have her now, but he couldn’t keep her. He didn’t deserve her. She came from a family of everything right and good and would end up with the whole fairytale one day. Whereas he wasn’t Prince Charming. He came from Shitville, a shit family, and shit genes programmed to drag to hell any woman with which he attempted permanence.

      There could only be a right now. She needed to understand that if they kept going. But touching her became as necessary as breathing.

      “You are so tempting…so beautiful.” His fingers pulled her shirt over her head so he could see the soft swells he’d been imaging. He cupped a breast, losing a little more of his self-control, and brushed his thumb over the hard peak.

      Another breathy moan from her shattered through him. He unbuttoned her jeans and teased the edge of her underwear.

      “Please, Jake…please.”

      His head dipped to one breast, his tongue flicked out, and he drew her into his mouth. Her skin was so soft. The taste of her was incredible.

      His fingers teased along the saturated edges of her sex. He might’ve done this a hundred times, but with Becca everything was different. She mesmerized him with her responses.

      She was so trusting and yielding in his arms. So damned perfect.

      His phone rang. She tensed.

      “That was yours, right? Not mine?” she asked.

      He jerked away, dislodging his knee from between her legs, but he caught her before she fell.

      His phone rang again. He yanked it out of his pocket and read the screen. “It’s your mom.”

      Her gaze passed from shell-shocked to fear. She muttered, “Your phone rang. Not mine. Wasn’t mine. Couldn’t do it.”

      What the hell did that mean? She expected a call but didn’t want the call. Perhaps, she meant she couldn’t do what just happened between them. He agreed with that. But he’d never seen her look so terrified.

      “Your mom doesn’t know what happened, and if she did, she probably wouldn’t be that upset.”

      “Mom?” Confusion clouded her eyes.

      “What’s going on, Becca? You know I’d never push you into anything you don’t want to do.” His phone resumed its ringtone again.

      “Just answer it,” she said. Her head fell back against the wall as she gazed at the ceiling.

      “This is Jake,” he said gruffly into the phone.

      “Where are you two? We’re leaving for the church in minutes. Never mind coming with us. Too late now. We’re in the car already. You’ll have to meet us there. Did you get everything sorted out?” He could hear some shuffling noises in the background.

      He cleared his throat. “There were some kinks with the printed material, which we had corrected. It took them a while to fix the mistakes. We’ll pop by the hotel, change, and be there on time.”

      “Good.” The phone call ended.

      “Becca, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Let’s dress and get to the rehearsal before my mom has a conniption fit.” She unbuttoned her jeans. They hit the floor as she walked away.

      Holy shit. His stared transfixed at the minuscule black thong separating two perfect globes of her ass. Hoarsely, he said, “I’ll just change in the bathroom or something.”

      How the hell was he going to keep his hands off her now?
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      Becca was strung tight. As Jake pulled into a parallel up the street from the church, she blurted, “Are we going together as a date or not today?”

      Why even ask? It didn’t matter anymore. She was about as close to Jake as she could get, not that it mattered. Being close was supposed to facilitate an opportunity to steal information. When presented with the perfect opportunity to do exactly that, she’d chickened out.

      “We’re driving in together. I’ll give you a ride back to the hotel.”

      “All right. Whatever.” She fiddled with her earring.

      “What the hell is going on with you?”

      “We’re going to be late.” She whipped out of the car and jogged to the church’s side door.

      He beat her to the door and held it open for her. Her mom rushed them before he could push his question further. Based on the storm clouds in his gaze, he wasn’t done pressing her.

      Mom wrapped her tight and squeezed. She effused in a tone that sounded like she’d jacked herself up on three espressos and a bag of jellybeans, “I’m so glad you guys made it in time.”

      Becca hugged back. “I’m glad you sent Jake along. They messed up some things, but he…” She met Jake’s gaze momentarily while she stepped away from Mom. “He got tough and made them fix it. I couldn’t have done it without him.”

      A high-pitched laugh escaped her mom, but her face didn’t express joy. “Everything’s going to be great.”

      She couldn’t interpret Jake’s expression before he turned away and headed to where Noah stood with the other guys. Her mind tormented her over what just happened between them. One minute they’d been arguing and the next she’d been close to shattering. She’d forgotten everything in those few moments, which had been wonderful.

      Her mom babbled about the caterer. Something about the wrong cheese dip, but Becca couldn’t fully understand her other concerns.

      “Let the wedding planner do her job, Mom.”

      “Never hurts to triple check things.” Her mom whispered, “You’re worried about catching the bouquet at your cousin’s wedding last year, aren’t you? No one here will judge you.”

      You’re judging me. “They’ll all be thinking about it.”

      “They might. Noah mentioned something about you and Jake going together as a date?” Her gaze was too bright.

      “That hasn’t panned out. You know the two of us tend to argue.” And end up kissing. Her gaze found Jake chatting with Noah.

      “Oh. That’s too bad.” Her brows drooped.

      “Mom, really? You tried to fix me up by sending me on that errand with him. How could you?”

      Her mom waved a dismissive hand.“You’re a smart, career-driven woman. At your age, that’s where you need to be. Career first. Your generation settles down when they’re older. Times are changing. A bouquet catch doesn’t mean anything anymore.”

      “Wasn’t it great-grandma who made the prediction about bouquet catching at your mother’s wedding? Hasn’t she been right since? You caught the bouquet at your cousin’s wedding and met Dad within a year. She was right three other times too.”

      “Coincidence. That’s all.” Mom’s troubled gaze indicated she believed in the prophecy, more like a curse, and thought Becca would end up alone for the rest of her life. She didn’t need the additional stress this weekend of everyone asking about the bouquet catch in sympathetic tones. “Look, hon, I’ve got to run. They’re screwing up the buffet. If things change and you and Jake can manage to not kill each other and go together, as in really together-together tomorrow then let me know so I can sell the hell out of it to the rest of the family.”

      In a blink, she was fussing at the caterers.

      Mom used the h-word. Mom didn’t cuss. Like ever. This wedding really was making her crazy.

      Her father marched up and pulled her into a bear hug. “Hey, Becca. Sorry I couldn’t catch up on your shenanigans on the West Coast last night.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Bit bumped up, but nothing’s broken. At my age, that’s what matters.”

      “I missed you.” She hugged him tight. She wanted him like this always, remembering the past and recognizing her. But his doctor had warned them his dementia would worsen.

      He whispered back, “If you can nail him down, Jake is one hell of a catch. You could do better, but he’ll do.”

      Not him too.

      “Da-ad.” She hit two syllables with her reply as she glanced around to see who’d overheard. No one nearby. Her mom had flitted off to micromanage the bridesmaids, who hovered near a monster flower display at the front of the church. Becca tugged her hair to cover her flaming face. Her dad probably said it on purpose.

      He belly-laughed and shot her a gotcha finger point.

      “We’re not a thing. We had to do an errand together. Mom assigned us the task.”

      “Your mother mentioned you asked him to be your date to the wedding. She seemed all jazzed about it.”

      “It’s not going to happen. All we do is argue.”

      Her dad glanced dramatically to where Jake stood. “Maybe he wants you two to be a thing. With the way the man keeps eyeing you… That boy has always eyed you in ways that tempted me to have a fatherly sit-down with him. As luck would have it, you always seemed oblivious. You preferred arguing him into annoyance.”

      Her gaze wandered to Jake, where he laughed with the groomsmen. “He checks out anything female.”

      “Well, he better not be checking out my wife.” He waved at Mom.

      “Of course, he’s not checking out Mom. He’ll never see me as anything other than Noah’s little sister.”

      Dad chuckled. “That boy never saw you as just Noah’s sister. He might believe he should think of you as Noah’s sister though. I offered him a beer a few Thanksgivings ago, but he turned me down…you know the kid never drinks.”

      She frowned at him, wondering if his dementia had kicked in. The logic in thought progression made no sense.

      “I’m not losing my mind right now.” He winked at her. “Hear me out. I hoped a drink might loosen him up and get him talking. He likes you, but he fears he’ll turn into his drunkard father. I met Jake’s father once before the abusive bastard kicked the bucket. Good riddance. The man did a head job on Jake. Made the kid think he’d be a relationship screw-up for the rest of his life. That’s why I think Jake bed hops. For you, though, I’m pretty sure he’d consider not falling into old habits, and it scares the hell out of him.”

      “Dad, stop it.”

      “What? Jake’s father was a drunken, abusive bastard to the boy. There’s a hell of a lot of fear in him. He needs a strong woman to show him he’s not his father. Someone like you.”

      She covered her face with a hand. “Oh God. This is not happening. We are not talking about me and my brother’s best friend dating. This is the end of this conversation.”

      “Hey, Becca. Is Dad being…Dad?” asked Michael while pulling her into a one-arm hug.

      She gazed up into Michael’s face. The few lines around his face looked deeper than last year. “He’s doing the unwanted advice thing again.”

      Her father grinned and walked off.

      “So, how was the day with Jake?” Michael asked, concern in his tone.

      What is this? A family conspiracy to set me up with Jake? “We only fought a little bit. He made the printer fix some mistakes. All in all, we survived.” She couldn’t meet Michael’s gaze. He’d know they didn’t just fight.

      “That’s it. Nothing else happened?” His brows rose with the fake innocence he only cast when he knew something. Had Jake and he spoken about her?

      “Like what?” She pinned him with her gaze.

      Michael gave a half shrug. “Hey, you okay? I mean, this morning when you tripped over Mom’s vase thing, you seemed off.”

      “Jet lag. Where’s Darcy?” She glanced around.

      Michael grimaced. “We broke up last night. You were right. I caught her texting some other guy. This time it’s really done. Our thing has gone on as long as it could.”

      She covered her mouth with her hand and jumped forward to hug him. “Are you okay? You guys were together, well on and off, for a while.”

      “I’m glad I found out before… I can’t believe I was thinking marriage might be in the future. What’s worse is that I work for her father. I’ll be putting in my notice next week.”

      “That’s awful.”

      “Don’t stress it. I always land on my feet. It’s actually a relief. Managing IT for his hedge fund company bored me.” He grinned his go-to lazy smile despite the pain in his gaze.

      “I’m sorry and wish we could talk more, but I’m being summoned by Mom.” She waved back at her mom. “Let me know if there’s anything you need. Shoot. I’ve got to see what she needs right now.”

      The phone in her purse buzzed. Her real phone. Incoming call.

      Pascal.

      She would not be answering.

      Text from Pascal: Haven’t received the info yet.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jake chugged a bottled water like a dehydrated man after three days on a boat at sea. He snagged another bottle from the refreshment station. His body remained on fire from the auto-replay in his mind of Becca in the thong.

      Even so, something had been off with her when the phone rang. He hadn’t missed the slight tremble of her hands and the way she nibbled on her lip. Maybe it had to do with the job she alluded to that sucked.

      No intern should be under that kind of stress. Maybe her boss was pressuring her into… his mind spun with disgusting possibilities. He speared at a grape with anger riding high and broke the toothpick.

      He cast aside the defiled grape with a curse and froze when he found himself under scrutiny from Noah who stood on the other side of the table of copious food items.

      “Thought you were going to be Becca’s date today?” Noah asked.

      “Maybe tomorrow. I don’t know.” Jake grabbed a sandwich with some unidentifiable pink meat and white cheese. Guilt dug a hole in his stomach about the episode less than a half hour ago with Becca as he bit into the caloric concoction. If Becca’s mom hadn’t called, they’d have been very late to this rehearsal. He met Noah’s gaze despite his best effort at avoidance.

      A struggle played itself over Noah’s face. “What’s going on with you and my sister?”

      Shit. His use of “sister” seemed intentional. “I had to drag her out of the bar last night. Then we were stuck together for half a day. That’s probably what’s going on.”

      Noah’s gaze slid to the broken toothpick and grape. “Uh-huh. Well, she’s giving you some funny looks. Are you leading her on? Did you two…?”

      “No.” He pretended interest in the fruit assortment, picking up a few grapes without use of a toothpick. “We had a long morning. A few arguments. I guess I better warn you we got caught at an Electronics World playing Zoneworld Warrior. Pictures were taken. There were probably social media posts. We were wasting time for the printer to fix a fuckup, but a manager at the Electronics World recognized me.”

      Noah grinned. “Did the magazine article blow your cover?”

      “Haha. Very funny.”

      “Who won the game?”

      “She did.”

      “Good for her. Maybe it’s gloating she’s throwing you, then.”

      “Something. I have no idea what your mom was thinking to force us together today.”

      “Ah, Mom.” Noah’s shoulders lifted and dropped. “Here are the rings. It’s your job to watch ’em now.” He excavated a small box from his suit pocket and passed it over the food table to Jake. He looked relieved.

      Jake popped open the box to see the twin platinum circles. “Did you get them engraved?” He plucked out a circle, shifting it in the light to see the inside only finding a maker engraving.

      “Not yet. We can’t figure out what to say. No rush. We’ve got time to figure out the right thing, at least I hope so. Can you do me a favor tonight?”

      “Sure.” Jake shoved the ring box into his inner suit jacket pocket.

      “Since you’re not Becca’s date can you keep Reid away from her? That guy…I’ve known him since high school. He’s a jackass. Not the right kind of guy for her to tangle with. Becca becomes unpredictable with a few drinks in her.”

      Jake tensed. “All right. Sure. I’ll keep Becca away from the jackass. Er, keep the jackass away from Becca. Can do.”

      “And don’t lose the rings.”

      “These are tough tasks.” He grinned. “I’ll do my best.”
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      The rehearsal ran a lot longer than expected. Now Jake watched Becca from across the reception entryway as she flipped through a photo album of the wedding couple. Sadness flashed across her face. She glanced up at an approaching guy he recognized as a reporter. She smiled, said a few words. The guy laughed. They flipped a few pages in the memory book together and chatted. Becca had a natural charm that put others at ease and drew them in. Some lucky bastard would enjoy that someday.

      He arched his feet to alleviate their persistent ache. New shoes. Stupid. Standing through the minister’s never-ending lecture on fidelity in the middle of the ceremony practice run-through hadn’t helped.

      Reid had vied for Becca’s attention throughout the rehearsal in a way that made Jake itch to punch him. The guy had cast her various funny faces in attempts to make her laugh. The schmuck seemed interested in her, but based on the way he’d eyed one of the other bridesmaid’s spilling-over cleavage, his plans were flexible. An any-girl-will-do guy wasn’t good enough for Becca.

      Noah clapped him on the shoulder. “What’d you think of the rehearsal?”

      “Great practice ceremony.” He aimed for a supportive smile but suspected the grin sucked.

      “You’re a shitty liar.” Noah laughed and grabbed a glass of wine from a passing waiter. “It was boring as hell.”

      “Please tell me you asked the minister not to do that particular speech tomorrow.”

      “He’s one of Mom’s friends. I think they do a book club together or something. I realized a few months ago that I have little control over this entire fiasco. Once Emma was recruited to help, the wedding became a debacle of epic proportions. You will not believe the extravaganza we’re in for tomorrow. The minister? I’ve sat in his office four times in the past three months. I think the guy likes to hear himself talk. He’s obsessed about his couples avoiding divorce. So, no. I have no clue what he’ll drone about tomorrow, and I can’t stop him. I suggest you tune it out.”

      “I had flashbacks to Bible school.” Jake shuddered. “But if there’s one couple who’s not headed for a quick end, it’s you and Tori.”

      Noah chuckled. “My goal at this point is to survive this event until the plane is off the ground and we’re on our way to Fuji. Sunday morning. Me, Tori, a private beach, and clothes optional for five days. I plan to drink too much tonight since I can’t— Since Mom won’t let Tori anywhere near my place until tomorrow.”

      “I’m sorry, man.”

      “I’ll survive.”

      Jake nodded in Becca’s direction. “Reid’s an asshole.”

      “Agreed. He’s a dick.”

      “I’ll beat the shit out of him if you want. I don’t like him.”

      Noah cast him a funny look “Nah. He’d look bad at the wedding, and Mom would never forgive you for ruining her photos.” Noah blew out a long sigh. “I can’t put Becca on my list of worries tonight. I’ve got fifty relatives I need to visit with. Shit, the thought of Reid trying to…with her… I can’t go there. But Mom’s half of the family has been pushing single guys at Becca all night. If she drinks too much… You should hear what happened at the bachelorette party when she got toasted on shooters.”

      “What happened?”

      “I couldn’t really get all the details, but it ended with Becca singing at the top of her lungs wearing some guy’s underwear.”

      “Was she naked in his underwear?”

      “Now that is a disgusting image. Eww. I don’t know. God, I hope she wasn’t. Ask her yourself, but getting more details on the event is like trying to crack the code of the secret sisterhood.”

      “I got it tonight. No worries. I’ll make sure Reid isn’t successful without beating the crap out of him. I’ll be her designated get-home-safe person.” In my bed though? No promises. An image of Becca under him, naked and writhing, flashed in his head. The room suddenly felt stifling with too many people. He tugged to loosen his tie.

      Noah said low, “Thanks. It might actually be a good idea if you were her date tomorrow.”

      Shit. “If you need your parents distracted during this thing so you and Tori can have a few minutes alone, let me know.”

      “Maybe.” Noah’s gaze settled on his soon-to-be wife. He shook his head and pinched his nose. “No. That’d be wrong. Too many people watching. There are at least three press people around here somewhere.” He glanced around. “I can’t wait for this to be over.”

      “I’m going to save Becca from that reporter. Later.” Jake stalked to the memory table. “Hey, Becca.”

      The reporter beamed at him, as expected. “Jake Allen, I’m from the New York Times.” The guy’s gaze darted down to Jake’s chest and then back up. The reporter’s eyes gleamed with the offer of any sort of sex.

      “Yes, that’s me.” Jake sipped his cranberry drink, although he wanted to gulp it. Be nice to this guy. Be charming. Press persona. His gaze darted to Becca, who had resumed perusing pictures of Tori and Noah in the album on the table.

      The reporter said, “I saw the cover article on you out this week. Great pictures.”

      “Thanks. It was an enjoyable shoot in Milan. Becca and I were just going to see her parents, if you’d excuse us.”

      “Of course.” The reporter politely backed off.

      Jake latched onto Becca’s elbow and steered. He whispered into her ear, “Smile, please.”

      She followed his lead with a grin and whispered back, “I thought he was going to ask you out.”

      “Me too.”

      “He was sweet, even if all he did was ask about you. It was kind of a relief to have a single guy who wasn’t nudged by a relative to ask me out. Do guys hit on you often?”

      “Yes, especially at events. Reporters can get vindictive if I’m not nice when they’re interested in more than an interview. It’s a tough line to walk.”

      “You lean both ways?”

      “No. I don’t have anything against it. It’s just not for me.”

      She paused at a photo collage of Noah at the entrance to the banquet hall. She pointed to the middle of the collage. “Noah will die when he finds out Mom used his prom photo.”

      “The braces are classic. I’m getting a photo of that.” He pulled out his phone and clicked a shot. “It might make an appearance at our next staff meeting.”

      “He’ll die.”

      “Well worth it to see him squirm. He keeps showing an embarrassing shot of me in cycling gear in a before-the-fall and after-the-fall scenario. I call this payback.”

      She sobered. Her eyebrows snapped together. “He makes fun of your accident?”

      Laughter shot out of him. “What’re you going to do? Beat up your brother for being mean to me?”

      “I am fully capable of kicking his ass, even if he does have a hundred pounds on me. I know his weak spots.”

      “It’s all good. I kind of miss cycling. But I was too competitive and kept crashing. After a broken wrist and collarbone, I decided the gym was less life-threatening.”

      “I would’ve liked to see you in one of those spandex outfits,” she mumbled so low he almost missed it. She pointed at a picture of Noah as a kid with a dog and smiled. “I remember Bill. He and Noah were inseparable.”

      “So, when will we be doing all this for your wedding, Becca?” He couldn’t believe he’d asked that.

      She stared at him in silence. He prepared to laugh it off, but then she said, “I don’t know if I’ll ever get married.” So soft he almost missed it, she muttered, “Or live that long.”

      Was she sick? She didn’t act ill, but maybe that’s why she hadn’t been herself since he ran into her at the airport. “Is there something wrong?”

      “What? No.”

      He wanted her happy. Becca wouldn’t be happy if she were alone for the rest of her life. She needed kids and big Thanksgivings and worrying over kids’ college funds. “You’ll find the right guy someday. There’s another sci-fi geek out there who’ll rock your world.”

      “I don’t need your pity.”

      “I’m not pitying you. It’s the truth. Why are you so upset? You’ll have all this someday. Big wedding, kids, and the whole shebang.” Why did the words feel like acid in his throat?

      “Maybe you’re right. I think relatives pointing out I’m old and alone is making me nuts.”

      “That’s total bullshit. You’re not even thirty. What’s really going on here? Are you okay?”

      Her eyebrows rose into a quizzical frown.

      “You have something wrong?” he asked.

      “I’m not sick.” She moved to turn away.

      He grabbed her arm and rotated her to face him. “What’s really wrong?”

      Her eyes flashed fear and sheened with about-to-be-shed tears.

      “Don’t cry. Please.” He ushered her out of the banquet room into a dark hallway. He brushed the hair away from her eyes. “Please tell me what’s going on.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s something.”

      “There’s all this crap back in California. Then you and me. Then the bouquet thing…” She gazed up as if that explained everything. “I’m fine.” She swiped at her eyes to clear residual moisture. “This is wine on an empty stomach talking. I’m sorry.”

      Her gaze locked onto his lips. Her eyes rose to his, dilated and full of an emotion that shot his oh-shit meter to critical danger.

      “What?” he managed to force out.

      Her eyes gazed at his lips. Her tongue darted out, moistening. Preparing. The small move was all the invite he needed. “Kiss me.”

      Before he could obey her command, a throat cleared nearby. “Jake, stop monopolizing Becca.”

      He jerked away from Becca to find his assistant and the bride’s sister, Emma, giving him a raised eyebrow what the hell.

      Emma reached around Jake to grab Becca’s arm. “Tori wants all of us bridesmaids together for a toast.”

      Jake asked, “Enjoying your days off, Emma?”

      “Apparently, I understand the concept of actually taking a day off, unlike you.” Emma’s gaze narrowed for a fraction of a moment before she smiled. She knew him too well. Any time he cornered a girl like this in the past, the woman was going home with him. But Becca wasn’t a conquest. She was Noah’s sister. He was comforting her, right?

      Keep telling yourself that crap.
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      Becca joined the circle of four bridesmaids and Tori, disgruntled she couldn’t slip away to finish what almost happened with Jake.

      Emma raised her glass, “To the two hottest nerds. Tori and Noah. May they be able to keep their clothes on in public but not in private, or at least until they say their vows.”

      Tori blushed. She batted playfully at Emma. “Seriously?”

      Emma shrugged. “Hey, sis, everyone knows the two of you have a bit of a problem staying dressed when you’re together.”

      “Noah is just so… Okay, it’s a problem.” Tori flashed a guilty smile.

      Becca took a large sip of wine. “This is my brother you’re talking about. No details, please. I think if I hear anything involving him naked, I’ll be scarred for life.”

      Everyone laughed, Emma and Tori began discussing honeymoon plans, and the group broke apart. She didn’t know if she should wander over to her parents or talk to her aunt, who was in line at the bar.

      Becca’s cousin plumped her cleavage in her low-cut sundress and asked her, “How in the world did you lock down Jake Allen so fast? I’d give my left arm to snag him.”

      “What?”

      Emma and Tori stopped their discussion and focused on her. Tori’s eyebrows shot upward.

      Now she’d have to hash out what was going on with her and Jake publicly. Not ideal. She hadn’t thought through the ramifications of Jake as her date. “He just… We spent the day together. Doing errands.”

      Tori glanced Jake’s way. “I hear he’s amazing in bed. I wouldn’t know, obviously. There was this friend of Noah’s who wouldn’t stop ranting though. I think she was pissed he doesn’t do repeats. It might be really fun to test drive him.”

      “Is the bride giving me the green light to sleep with the best man this weekend?” Becca swallowed more wine.

      Tori shrugged. “You being Noah’s sister is tricky and might make for some future uncomfortable moments.”

      The other bridesmaids giggled and headed to the dance floor. Emma got waylaid by Becca’s mother for something about the seating arrangements for tomorrow.

      Tori said softly, “You see Jake over there throwing you that look?”

      “What look?”

      “I’ve never seen him do that kind of look before.”

      “What kind of look are you seeing?”

      Tori faced her with her back to Jake. The seriousness on Tori’s face caused her gut to clench. The wine soured in her empty stomach. Becca peeked around Tori and caught Jake’s gaze. His brows dropped low, concerned. His look was a big question if she wanted him to save her. He really was a nice guy deep down.

      Becca angled to avoid Jake’s gaze and said to Tori, “He’s only concerned or whatever because I’ve known him for a long time.”

      “Emma said you seemed to be getting along better than fine minutes ago when she found you two. Did he take you up on your date proposal?”

      “Nope.” Becca finished the glass of wine and snagged another. Slow down on the alcohol. Empty stomach equals low tolerance.

      “He stopped sleeping around about six or seven months ago. I don’t know why. He’s been different. Not dating or anything, as far any of us have seen. Noah was worried about it at first, but he seems to have put all his focus on work. They’re stressed about the product launch coming up.”

      Jake stopped his one-nighters? Six months ago would put it about Christmas. Their argument over his lifestyle happened then. It was egotistical to think he’d stopped hooking up because she’d called him out on it.

      Becca’s phone dinged with an incoming text.

      She whipped out the phone.

      Pascal: ???

      Tori touched her arm.

      Becca clicked off the phone, jamming it into her purse before Tori could read the message.

      Tori asked, “How much do you owe?”

      “Four thousand.” Oops. Becca glanced up sharply.

      A line etched between Tori’s brows. Tori snagged her elbow and towed her to a dark, quiet side of the banquet room. “How long?”

      “I can’t talk about this.” Becca pulled her arm free.

      “Of course, you can’t. They’re holding something over you. Something likely so bad you’d keep all this from everyone even though the Stadium killed Kaleb. And they’ve targeted your other brother’s company. How long have you been in?”

      “I’m almost out. I swear. Drop it. Forget we even talked about this and let it be.”

      Tori’s expression hardened. “You’re never out. Not until the entire organization is stopped. Don’t you get that?”

      “You got out.”

      “Like I said before, the asshole reminds me from time to time that he can still hurt us. He does little things, psychotic things to fuck with our heads.” She paused. Her face closed up. “They’re texting you while here…what are they up to?”

      Poker face. Show nothing. “Reminding me I got these three days off, but I have to be back and play Sunday night. They dock me money for any night I miss in the Stadium. You have to believe me when I say I am almost out.”

      “Becca, if you hurt Noah or his company…”

      “He’s my brother. I swear on my soul I’ll never hurt him.”

      “How’s it going, ladies?” asked a male voice.

      They turned to face a handsome thirty-something Asian in a dark denim jacket and gray jeans.

      He stuck out his hand to Becca. “It’s Quan. Remember, we met last year? I used to play with Tori on the team.” As one of the three in the internationally ranked Dynasty gaming team back when Tori was playing in legitimate competitions six months ago he knew as much about gaming and the Stadium as she and Tori, not that Quan ever set a competitive foot inside. He worked on a task force against illegal gaming for the NSA. Or maybe it was the FBI. She couldn’t remember.

      “You helped Tori out of all that mess earlier this year.” She glanced to Tori, who remained pale. Maybe Quan could help her.

      “What are you two gossiping about over here?” His easy smile teased an answering grin out of her.

      “Surviving life. You been playing recently?” Tori asked.

      “Only for fun. We’re in the market for a third on the Dynasty since Tori quit. We haven’t found the right person, so no big competitions for us. We’re doing tryouts in a few weeks and thinking of going to four on the team. You want to try out, Becca? Heard you were pretty good.”

      Panic spread through her. “I don’t play. I definitely don’t want to compete.”

      “Any new news on the hunt for Symphis?” Tori asked.

      Quan glanced around and lowered his voice to a hushed whisper. “This is between us. Newest is we think he might be a she.”

      Tori’s eyebrows popped up.

      “Really?” Becca asked. Probably should’ve kept her mouth shut.

      Quan cocked his head and subjected her to a penetrating stare. “Everything okay on the West Coast?”

      She swallowed hard, worried she’d given too much away. “Yep. Everything’s great.”

      His dark brown eyes softened. “We should get together sometime. Talk over coffee or something.”

      “You asking me out?” His body language didn’t indicate sexual interest.

      He reached into his jacket and drew out a card with the NSA logo across the front and pressed it into her hand. “Call me if you want.” He nodded to Tori. “Beautiful event. Thanks for inviting me.”

      Becca chewed on her lower lip.

      Quan granted her what came off as a reassuring smile before leaving, but she felt chilled to her bones.

      “He might be able to help,” Tori whispered.

      “If things don’t go well next week…” She squeezed the business card tight in her hand, its edges cutting into her skin. Had she told Quan she could play video games? She didn’t remember. Maybe he presumed everyone in the Harrison family could play, not a wrong assumption. “You’re getting married. Don’t stress about me. I think Noah’s waving for you.”
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      Jake watched Becca stagger as if she were a few glasses of wine beyond tipsy. He couldn’t keep track if she’d had one or four drinks in the past hour. If she didn’t slow down, she’d crash right into a toilet-hugging morning, which would make the wedding pretty damned miserable. He had to stop her. She laughed a little too effusively at something a woman said.

      Jake grabbed the drink out of her hand and set it on a table. He whispered in her ear, “Come with me.” He took her hand, not giving her an option. At the bar, he ordered her a Sprite and slid it her way. “You’ve had enough.”

      “I’ll say when I’ve had enough. I’ve only had a few glasses.”

      “It’s enough.”

      “Who are you? My dad?”

      “Your father would tell me to stop you. Want me to go ask him?”

      “He left an hour ago.” She sipped at the soda. “It’s a wedding rehearsal party. Drinking is what we do, right?”

      “Not me,” he said softly.

      “No, you never do.” A few tears leaked from her eyes. “No drinking. One-night stands only. No hooking up with Noah’s sister. Yeah, you have principles.”

      He snagged her hand and pulled her out of the room.

      “My purse,” she protested.

      “It’ll be fine for a few minutes.” He led her to the deserted hallway they’d been in earlier.

      “Why don’t you want to go to the wedding with me?” she asked in a small voice. Her luminous hurt-filled gaze met his.

      “I never said I didn’t want to. I said I couldn’t.” He lowered his head and dirty kissed her, his lips hard and his tongue diving in. Her fingers curled into his shirt. She fell against him, going soft like she had the last two times they’d kissed. It turned him on. Big time.

      He pulled away to make sure she was on board with this. That this wasn’t just him pushing her.

      “What?” she asked, her eyes glazed. “Why are we stopping?”

      He resumed kissing her while he skimmed his hand up the smooth skin of her thigh, pushing her skirt up until he reached the lacy edge of her panties. He felt her slick wetness on his finger.

      He shouldn’t do this. She was tipsy, possibly drunk.

      She released a groan as he teased her. He eased a finger inside her, into the tight clutch of her body and watched her body bow with startled pleasure.

      “Should I stop, Becca? Or do you want more?” He stopped moving his finger.

      She rested her head in the crook of his neck, her rapid breaths ticking his skin. “Don’t stop. Please.”

      He added a second finger.

      She sucked in a startled moan. “Oh, God…” Her dilated gaze met his. “I’m won’t…not here like this.”

      “You’re beautiful.” He leaned in and kissed her, his fingers not giving her a break. Her body clenched around him.

      “Jake…?”

      “I’ll catch you.”

      He swallowed the rest of her moan with a kiss, allowing her to ride out the storm until she exploded.

      He shouldn’t have done that. Although, damned if she didn’t go off like a rocket every time he touched her. Such a temptation to see how high the Becca rocket could fly.

      There wasn’t one damn thing wrong with her—gorgeous, smart, and responsive. Except, something was going on that she wouldn’t tell him about.

      She wobbled. He helped her catch her balance. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m not drunk.”

      “Maybe not on alcohol…” He grinned.

      She giggled and batted at his arm good-humoredly. “You really are bad.”

      “I’ve had a lot of practice at being bad.”

      “My good luck, then.”

      “You want to watch the first Hobbit movie tonight on my widescreen?” Not very smooth, but he didn’t want to leave her alone tonight. That was a lie. He wanted her with him, even if he would attempt to keep his pants on no matter how much he wanted her naked.

      A smile transformed her face. No more tears. Genuine happiness. Success.

      She said, “That sounds like fun, but is this code for spending the night? Computer code I get, but I’m not good at sex code. So, I need it straight.”

      “Sex code? No. This is an offer to watch a movie only.”

      She wrapped her arms around his waist, locking them at his back to pull his pelvis into hers. Huskily she asked, “What if I want more?”

      “Bad idea, Becca.”

      She looked downcast, as if he’d robbed her of something.

      “Hell.” He let out some of his frustration with a deep breath. Everything he’d ever dreamed about was in his arms, but the only thing he could do was let her go. “You deserve better than what I can give. You need someone to love you, not screw you and leave the next day.”

      She pressed herself against him. “You wouldn’t do that to me.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” He couldn’t turn away, couldn’t let her go. Sweet Jesus, he wanted her. He leaned forward and pressed his face into her hair. I don’t want to lose you and the only family I’ve ever had.

      The truth from him surprised him.

      “I know.” She reached up and touched his face, moving her palm over the roughness of his cheek. “I’m not looking for monogamy and long-term. I want the sex god to show me what it’s all about. One night. And based on that taste…”

      “This will be about a movie,” he interrupted, although her proposal shot a zing of hell yeah through him. This was alcohol talking, not Becca. He put an inch or so of air between them. “No promise for anything more.”

      She bit her lip. “Okay. It’s the best offer I’ve got for the night. I’ll take it, but I think you better drive.”
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      Jake tossed a popcorn bag into the microwave and set the timer. What was he doing? A slightly tipsy, too-sexy Becca sat on his sofa. The unfamiliarity of a non-sexual experience with a woman at his apartment spooked him as if he teetered on the brink of breaking some unwritten law.

      Who was he kidding? There wasn’t anything platonic about him wanting her here. One signal from her and he’d take them right into his bedroom and the sunken tub afterward.

      Behave. She’s almost drunk. He didn’t take advantage of almost-drunk women. Ever.

      Moments before he’d been fiddling with the four remotes to get the sound system, DVD, and TV synced without success. He’d declared them all a piece of shit. She’d grabbed them out of his hands, did some sort of magical button pushing, and everything worked. Ego buster right there.

      He rounded back into the living room with a plastic bowl of popcorn and two bottles of water.

      No Becca.

      Gone?

      His heart pounded. Had he said something wrong? Had she freaked out and left?

      He hadn’t heard the chime of the front door opening, not that he could hear much over popping popcorn.

      The door to his private office sat ajar with the light on. Oh, shit.

      He usually locked it whenever he had company, especially women. With a toss, the water bottles landed on the sofa. He dropped the popcorn on the marble coffee table so hard that it spilled everywhere. He didn’t care as he strode to his office.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      Becca found his shelves. His collection.

      She touched one of his models. Her wide gaze met his. “Is this really an original vintage Boba Fett? And, that’s a 1970s original in-the-box Vader?”

      “Yes.” His face couldn’t get hotter. To most, collecting toy paraphernalia at his age was juvenile.

      She moved to his pride and glory. On bad days, one pretend fly around the room made him smile.

      His breath hitched as her hands caressed the Millennium Falcon, both in reaction to fear the model might fall and shock she appreciated it.

      “I always wanted one of these when I was little. An original, not one of the newer, cheaply made ones.” She faced him. “This collection is incredible. This ship is amazing. It’s not anything like the plastic models in stores these days. It almost feels metal.”

      “It’s an original movie model. They used it to film scenes.”

      “No way. Is this the ship you purchased after you and Noah won the programming competition back in college? Your first big win freshman year?”

      He nodded. Okay, any girl who even recognized the authenticity of these items was too cool for words. Embarrassment fled. “It took me a long time to find all of these.”

      “I’ll bet. eBay?”

      “One of them. Hard to authenticate the items when buying online prior to purchase. The majority of these items are from private collectors and a few conventions.”

      “Noah wanted an initial payment on a car after you guys won your first competition. He couldn’t believe you blew your money on a vintage toy.”

      “It’s not a toy.”

      She held up her hands. “Oh, I agree with you. I remember him saying something about not being able to drive a toy.”

      She walked to the box labeled as Captain Phasma but had the figurine of Kylo Ren; an apparent packaging error placed the wrong villain in the box. “I heard about this marketing snafu. I can’t believe you got one.”

      “Let’s watch the movie,” he said gruffly.

      “Sure. Sorry to invade your space.” She touched the Millennium Falcon one more time. Chills coasted down his spine. “It’s an incredible collection.”

      “Few have seen it other than Noah.”

      “I bet he’s jealous.” As they exited the office, her cell phone beeped. She scrolled the screen and texted. “It’s Tori. She’s making sure I’m okay.”

      “Did you tell her you’re here?”

      “You don’t want her to tell Noah. He will be at your front door in a millisecond. If he got wind we were doing The Hobbit without him, he’d be pissed, especially since Mom put down a no-Tori dictate until tomorrow night. If he were here, we wouldn’t know if he was chaperoning or taking advantage of your sound system.”

      “Noah has a great sound system at his place. I know because I helped him install it last year. He might need the distraction tonight though.” If Noah were here, they’d stay in the no-touching zone. He clicked the remote to start the movie. The opening theme boomed around them.

      She patted the seat next to her for him to sit. “Right now, I’m ready for some Bilbo and Thorin action. Noah can find his own entertainment.”

      He stared at the spot she indicated on the sofa. Images of her naked flickered through his mind. Her tearing off his clothes. Her straddling him on this sofa.

      No. Think of her as a sister.

      That didn’t work. He didn’t have any siblings, and there was nothing sisterly in the way she’d just checked him out. Still, he sat, wedging the popcorn bowl between them on the suede sofa.

      The movie riveted them for a half hour. She constantly chimed in with jokes or comments, which made him laugh to the point he added his own joking commentary. The popcorn bowl kept them safe. Separated. A whole person could fit between them. Yet, he wanted to wrap his arm around her and pull her tight to his side. He dug into the popcorn for a handful.

      Tension had them both shooting sporadic glances at each other. He felt like an inept teen who didn’t know how to initiate the moves. He wasn’t that. His mind screamed, stop thinking about it. Movie only. Keep the popcorn bowl right where it is.

      Then the popcorn had been eaten. Empty bowl. Bad, bad. Very bad. They were into the slow phase of the movie with a lot of talking. “Want me to pop more popcorn?” Say yes.

      “Nah. I’m good.” She drank from her water bottle. Delicate, feminine sips. Her tongue wiped a droplet from her lips.

      Hoarsely, he asked, “You all right? Still feeling the alcohol?”

      “The buzz is almost gone. I’m sorry I broke down at the reception.”

      “Your relatives seemed pretty intense about the bouquet catch prophesy.”

      “Thanks for doing this tonight. I know it cramps your style to have me at your place, but this night would’ve been so much worse if I was sitting alone in the hotel. All the girls made bets on who you’d target at the wedding to take home. Then you went home alone.”

      “I didn’t come home alone.” He slowly grinned. “Who’d they think I’d choose?”

      “Me.”

      “Ah.” Unexpected.

      She gazed at the TV screen. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe you and I are too complicated.” She paused as if waiting for him to confirm her assertion, which he didn’t. She plowed ahead, “I think what happened between us was…maybe it was a mistake.”

      “I already said it wasn’t a mistake. That doesn’t make it right. It happened. Let’s leave it at that.” He’d spent the past hour trying to hide his arousal. His reaction to her was a first for him—to lose his mind every time he touched her. Usually, he could manipulate and direct the whole encounter with a woman, but when he touched Becca, his notorious control flew out the window. Maybe that’s what fascinated him about her.

      Aha! This had to be about novelty.

      “Can I ask you a question?” she blurted.

      “Shoot.”

      “Why did you stop dating a few months ago? Tori mentioned it.”

      Not the question he’d expected. He swiped his hand across his face. “Work got busy.”

      “What made you decide to stop? I mean, really? You always work too hard. That’s not new.”

      He shrugged.

      She frowned. “Did some girl hurt you?”

      “Nah, it’s just me. Taking time off the dating scene.”

      “But you don’t really date, do you?”

      He shrugged.

      “Why are you averse to being with the same person for a while?”

      Not this again. “Are you going to chew off my head if I don’t give you the answer you want to hear? Like at Christmas?”

      Her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t back off. Instead, her eyes narrowed.

      Shit.

      She moved the popcorn bowl onto the coffee table and angled his way. “What about finding someone you love? That’s why people date. Or at least try going out more than once.”

      Visions of what love cost his mother flashed in his head—a highlight reel of the worst moments of his life. Every time his father beat the crap out of her, she begged the bastard to forgive her, as if she’d done something to warrant the abuse. Jake would never allow one stupid emotion to make him so desperate he’d endure anything, even scraps, to be acknowledged. On the flip side, he was a ticking time bomb of aggression, destined to detonate. The day he stood up to his father, the last time he’d been in that toxic house at eighteen when he’d forced his mother to leave, was the first time he’d exploded, the only time in his life. His father had laughed while Jake punched until his dad passed out. The asshole had been proud of his son’s behavior. Years later, the last words his father spoke to him before he died of liver failure warned he could suppress, but he couldn’t exorcise his genetic predisposition.

      He stared upward. “This is a fucking crusade with you, isn’t it? Is it just me you try to fix, or is it everyone around you? Maybe I want to be alone. Maybe I get bored easily and like variety. Maybe I’ve never met a girl I wanted to spend more than one morning-after with.”

      “Perhaps all that’s true. But you’re not a hermit who keeps everyone at a distance. You’re social. You care about those around you. This anti-relationship thing is a problem. Have you talked to anyone about it?”

      Yes. Not that he’d admit it to her. He glowered.

      “What do you have against commitment?” she asked.

      “I’m not opposed to commitment. I respect those who want it, like Noah and your parents.”

      “You have to believe love is out there for you. That you can have it. That you deserve it.” She needed to stop the little touches. And the fucking psychoanalysis. Both were driving him berserk.

      “Enough.” He closed his hands around hers and put them in her lap while scooting a few inches away from her.

      Her spine stiffened. She jolted to her feet.

      Now he felt a twinge of guilt, but chasing that was a buttload of defensiveness. Most women would hightail it out of here when he was in this mood, but, of course, Becca would dig in and fight.

      Goddamn it if he didn’t like her even more for it.

      She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear as they gazed at each other. A knock-down-drag-out fight was coming. He couldn’t wait.

      She leaned over him, shocking him with a flash of the tantalizing view down her tight dress. Her fingers bracketed his chin to force eye contact. “You want to fight. Not tonight. I scare you, don’t I, Jake? Why is that?”

      “You’re the one who should be scared. I’m at the end of my restraint chain. Go back to the hotel. If you stay, you won’t be sleeping alone.”
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      Becca’s heart had kicked into high gear well before Jake declared he wouldn’t be sleeping alone. A heart attack or faint might’ve happened if she hadn’t force herself to keep breathing.

      She’d pushed him hard to give answers, and she felt a little guilty about it. For a moment, she thought he’d open up, but he’d shut down, as usual. This conversation wasn’t finished, but it wasn’t going anywhere at this point.

      Light reflected off the TV, which gave a heated intensity to his gaze.

      She swallowed. Initiating this filled her with an exhilarating blend of anxiety and excitement. What flared between her and Jake every time they kissed might consume her. It’d definitely leave a scar.

      He didn’t pull himself out of her gentle grip on his chin. “Leave.”

      “That’s not what you what.”

      He slid his hand to the back of her neck to palm the back of her head, bringing her lips a breath away from his. “Last warning, Becca.”

      Unable to maintain her balance, she released his chin and leaned into him until her knees rested on his.

      “I think you’re capable of a lot more than you think.” She closed the distance. His mouth claimed hers in a burning rush as he drew her onto the sofa, bending her back against the onslaught. His tongue tangled with hers. She clutched his shirt, wrenching it upward, desperate to feel his bare flesh. When he didn’t help, she reached down to feel the hard length of him pressed against her abdomen. He shuddered against her touch.

      No way in hell she was stopping now. Not when he was finally saying yes. “Help me take this dress off.”

      He unzipped her dress and drew it up over her head. Then he kissed his way down her neck, slowly unhooking her bra. When he smoothed his hands down her arms, they trembled. His hand clenched her hair. The prickly stubble on his chin rubbed over her forehead. She flicked her tongue across his exposed neck, drawing out a groan from him. He pulled her head back and put his lips to hers.

      Holy mother, he’d kissed her before, but not like this. His essence surrounded her, invading deep into her senses. His tongue touched hers. It teased. Until he pitched her into the driving need to take this to the next level. She wrapped her still heel-clad feet around his waist, grinding again. He felt huge.

      The kiss deepened. Without breaking it, he scooped her up and carried her to a bedroom. Actually, she didn’t notice they’d changed rooms until she landed against a pillowy comforter. The bed was haphazardly made. Workout clothes were strewn over a chair and on the floor. A few dress shirts hung on hangers off the top of closet door.

      He pinned her with his weight and ran a hand slowly down each leg to unbuckle her shoes. “Imaging you in only this thong has been driving me nuts.”

      She wiggled.

      “Don’t make this harder than it is,” he mumbled with a smile.

      She chuckled as she massaged his crotch. “I’m making this hard?”

      “Becca, I’ve been hard since the moment you dropped your jeans in your hotel room. Hell, long before that.”

      She unbuttoned his shirt and pushed it off his shoulders. She traced the complex, intricate ink pattern over his left shoulder. “It’s beautiful. What is it?”

      “Tribal geometry.”

      “You think you’ll get more work?”

      “Maybe.” For a moment, he stood to yank off his shirt and pants.

      She sat up on her elbows, drinking him in. Planes and angles in all the right places. Her head spun, and it wasn’t from the wine she’d had earlier.

      He buried his head on the smooth skin of her belly and kissed. His fingers teased the edges of her thong.

      Oh, no. He was traveling in the wrong direction. Downward. She’d never considered Jake would want more than a straight get-it-done scenario. In her experience, most guys were thrilled to skip the prelim, especially the down-south part. Well, her ex had never liked it, and the one time he’d tried had been a disaster, an exercise in futility.

      Noah placed the flat of his hands on her hips and massaged her hips bones. He lifted his head, his face filled with concern. “What’s wrong?”

      “I just… Can we skip that part?”

      “What part? The part where I get to have my mouth on you and finally taste you?”

      “Yes, that part. I’m not good at that.” Her face burned.

      Damn him. He had the audacity to smile and actually show teeth. Cocky didn’t begin to describe the look. “I promise you’ll enjoy it as much as me.”

      She couldn’t help squirming as she tried to wriggle her body lower and get his head higher on her abdomen. Do not panic.

      Jake moved immediately to bracket her with his arms, but no longer touching her with any part of his body. His face lost all semblance of joking. “What’s wrong? Seriously, Becca. We’re not doing anything you’re not entirely on board with.”

      She couldn’t meet his gaze. Her face burned. “Maybe it’s better if we don’t, at least down there. You’ll like it better.”

      He touched her chin to lift her head to meet his gaze. “Did someone hurt you?”

      She drowned in the concern deep in his eyes. “I want this. So much. I’ve never wanted anyone this much, although I probably shouldn’t tell you that since it’ll only inflate your ego. But I’m just… I was told afterward I’m not good at…that I’m not responsive enough or something when we did that.”

      “So far, you’ve been pretty damned good. I recall at least three times in the past forty-eight hours when we kissed, and I completely lost control. That doesn’t happen. Ever. How about we make a deal? We’ll only do what feels good. If you don’t like it, tell me, and we’ll stop. We’ll move on to something you do like. For once, take advantage of my experience.”

      She chewed on her lower lip. “Okay.”

      The light from the other room gave her scarce illumination to watch, but enough. His lips trailed slowly down her throat to her breast. She wanted his mouth there. At least she had worn one of her sexier bras. Should she have taken it off already? Maybe when he took his pants off? She was no freaking good at this.

      Jake hooked his finger under the bra fabric and tugged it down until her nipple slipped free. When his mouth touched, a moan ripped out of her throat in reaction to the shocking sensation. Holy cow.

      His knee slipped between her legs, and she gripped it tightly with her thighs. He sucked, alternating between gentle and demanding. His hand moved down her abdomen to caress near her belly button. The muscles tensed tight.

      He lifted his head and gazed at her face. “Okay?”

      She nodded.

      He unhooked her bra in an effortless move, speaking of eons of experience, and transferred his attention to her other breast. The tips of his fingers slipped lower. Lost in sensation, she let her legs fall apart, allowing him access and also needing him to go wherever he wanted so long as the magic didn’t end.

      He teased her folds beneath the thong with his fingers. With a gentle push, one finger entered her body. Her internal muscles quivered.

      “You are so beautiful,” he murmured and resumed kissing her breast.

      Her skin throbbed against the invasion. His mouth moved lower.

      Oh, no, no, no. He was going there again.

      He pushed his finger deeper. Sensation spun her head, silencing any further protests. She watched his head lower, those powerful shoulders wide and taut with tension while kissing her stomach. His fingers left her, and he removed the thong.

      Then his fingers returned. Ah, relief. A finger stretched her wider, and he took one leisurely trip with his tongue over her swollen clit. She moaned and bucked to suck his fingers deeper.

      Gently, he used his fingers and tongue. With each sweep, stronger and stronger each time his tongue made the journey, she spiraled higher.

      “Oh God, Jake—”

      “You taste amazing. I can’t wait to be here. To have you around me. I’m feeling selfish. Tell me if you want me to make you come this way, or if you want me inside you.”

      “Please,” she whispered. “You inside me.”

      He smiled, somehow understanding he’d pushed her to the brink of her comfort with his mouth there.

      He removed his fingers and kissed his way back up her body.

      “Need you,” he whispered. He retrieved a condom from his nightstand and deftly put it on.

      He shifted his thighs between hers. Propping himself upright on one arm, he gently positioned himself. “We need to go slow. You’re tight.”

      Her face flushed hot. Oh God, he was so large. Her hand shot to his hip as she gasped. Her body, slick from before, accepted him.

      “Becca, it’s what I was afraid of. Too good. Too fucking good.” Inch by inch, he moved inside her, taking possession.

      Her eyes widened as he filled her, stretching in a way she’d never experienced. “Jake,” she said desperately. “There’s so much of you.”

      He chuckled, a vein popping in his neck. “You’re killing me with stuff like that. Are you doing all right?”

      “I don’t know,” she confided.

      “I don’t know either. Just tell me if anything’s wrong.”

      “You feel so good.” She ran a hand down his chest and around to his back. Her hand lightly tapped his ass.

      On a moan, he slid all the way in.

      She cried out and arched as pleasure and pain melded.

      He leaned in and kissed her deep until she thought she couldn’t breathe. He pulled away. “You have to stop pushing me like that.”

      Stop? Her lips tingled after the kiss, and her breasts ached. She could barely think. Yet, there was only one answer. “No.”

      “Hmm…” He’d shattered everything she thought she knew about this. He began to move inside her, quickly gaining in pace and strength.

      She couldn’t concentrate. Sensations rose in her.

      He lifted her thighs. “Wrap your legs around me.”

      She obeyed but had to nibble her lower lip to keep from screaming when he slid deeper, shooting off a ripple of sensation. As if he couldn’t resist, he leaned down to taste her lips. He kissed her with slow, thorough possession. His breath shuddered, and his muscles trembled. She stroked her hands down his back, enjoying the feel of his skin and the sheen of sweat on his body.

      Nothing had ever been as good as this.

      She arched against him, taking everything he had—the strength and power.

      Becca slid one hand around front to feel him entering her. He slowed and let her play with him as she touched him.

      “Christ, that’s amazing, baby, but I’m not going to last much longer.”

      She smiled, impatient to watch him lose control.

      “Let go,” he told her, pulling back slightly.

      She nodded, unable to speak.

      He drew her hand between her legs. “Touch yourself, baby. Let me watch you get there.”

      Could her face burn any hotter? Oh. My. God. She locked gazes with him, almost releasing a bashful denial. But the intensity burning in his eyes drove her.

      She touched herself and bucked, too sensitized.

      “Go easy,” he whispered, making tiny motions with his hips.

      She circled her clit while he watched intently. The faster she went, the more of him she received. The incentive worked, but he wouldn’t give her all of him no matter how much she begged, and she did hear herself begging.

      Sensation built, rapid and forceful.

      “I feel it, Becca. Feel you shivering around me. Come on. I’ll give you everything.”

      “Jake…”

      “Not yet, not yet…”

      The coil of pleasure snapped inside her, flinging her over the cliff. At her first shattering cry, he gave her everything. Every powerful thrust, every animalistic growl she needed to hear. This was enough to fuel her fantasies for years.
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      He slept restlessly. Jake woke around midnight to Becca crawling over him, taking him into her mouth and kissing him to full arousal. She sucked him to a devastating climax. He brought her to another shattering release. This time she let him use his mouth to take her all the way there.

      He woke a little after two a.m. to her dozing across his stomach. Her small hand rested limply over his arm. He stroked her silky hair, enjoying its texture.

      Everything with this woman awed him. He wanted it all over again but halted initiating when he realized with cold dread that he wanted them in bed again tomorrow. He wanted next weekend, and contemplated flying to California for a long weekend on the excuse of a business trip. There was an incredible collectible store in L.A. she’d appreciate. He wanted so much more than sex. He looked forward to finishing the Hobbit series with her. He wanted to talk about some of his ideas for integrating their VR goggles with new technology, which had his mind churning with possibilities.

      Cold fear overshadowed pleasure.

      He’d never wanted a woman to stick around beyond one or two nights. Of course, his chosen bedmates usually didn’t engage him beyond quick physical release. What little they packed upstairs they made up for in looks. He usually gave nothing of himself in conversation and very little emotionally to those encounters. The ladies always seemed okay with that.

      To Becca, though, he’d given everything. He’d delighted in every throaty moan and each release. He’d liked when she wrapped herself around him in a tight hug afterward as if she didn’t want to be separated from him even for an instant. Usually, that made him claustrophobic, but he’d enjoyed it.

      She’d drawn him in with the temptation of intimacy.

      He didn’t do intimacy. He would not let his father win and turn into the genetically predisposed abusive asshole.

      Carefully, he disentangled himself from her and padded to his kitchen. He popped open a protein drink and guzzled.

      This had been a mistake. A huge mistake. Noah and Michael would kill him. Becca was going to hate him forever. He’d lose the Harrisons.

      What the hell was he going to do about this?
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      Becca woke with a satisfied yawn. She should be in a great mood. A gorgeous man made her feel beautiful last night. More than that. He’d sailed her on a wave of orgasmic bliss yet enabled her to retain a feeling of power. That was talent.

      The bedside clock registered four thirty a.m. But Jake wasn’t next to her. His side of the bed wasn’t even warm. Bad sign.

      The room was cast into low light that emanated from beneath the adjoining bathroom. The only hints of personality in the room were a few photos in frames on his dresser and the items of clothes strewn about. Like the rest of the apartment, everything else was picture-perfect as if selected by a designer—beautiful and high quality but impersonal.

      Becca pulled on his abandoned shirt and buttoned a few buttons. No Jake in the bathroom or TV room. She checked her phone out of habit.

      Pascal: Time’s ticking. We need results.

      She gripped the fake phone tight. His office might still be unlocked, but his computer might be off. All she had to do was turn it on and see if it integrated to the mainframe at work. Didn’t even need to have it password opened.

      Movement in the kitchen. Now wasn’t her moment.

      “That you, Becca?” he called out.

      “Yeah.” If she had this kitchen with its marble countertops and dark wood cabinets, she’d die happy, especially with its gas range. How she’d dreamed of cooking with gas instead of the electric POS in her California apartment. Electric never held temperature quite right. Her eye caught on an old-fashioned apple timer on the stove, so out of place in this kitchen. Perhaps it was a carryover from his childhood?

      Jake remained absorbed in his laptop computer screen, scrolling as he leaned into a counter, shirtless, wearing only PJ bottoms.

      Her fingers wrapped the phone from Pascal. The laptop probably wasn’t connected, although he might be connected right now.

      Bile churned in her stomach. She didn’t want to hurt Jake or her brother or sabotage the company they’d slaved to make an international success.

      To do or not do—either way led to someone getting hurt because of her.

      Jake wasn’t paying attention.

      She clicked to turn on the phone and pretended absorption.

      A swipe over the appropriate app. The right sequence of clicks keyed in, and she was into his system. The cool part about this tech, even though it was scary invasive, was that the user actually on the computer had no clue she was probing around. Jake was already online, in his mainframe and looking at some document. Took a bit, but she found financial information. Not much, but something. A swipe and it’d been copied onto the phone. Later, she’d send it to Pascal.

      Oh God. She shouldn’t have.

      But she had. Phase one, breaking into NJ Legacy mainframe and stealing files, was done.

      “You okay?” He glanced up.

      She dropped the phone. With a swipe, she picked it up off the floor and closed its home screen. She swallowed hard against bile working itself up her throat and swiped sweat off her forehead. “You working?”

      “Mmhm.”

      She peeked over his shoulder at the screen. A document. In German. “How’d you learn German?”

      “My grandmother was German. I spent a fair bit of time with her while my parents…worked through issues when I was a kid.”

      He twisted and kissed her. She didn’t deserve this kiss, not after what she’d just done. As if picking up on her stress, he smoothed a hand down her spine, the act both soothing and sexy.

      Daggone, this man could kiss. His hands roamed her sides and slid into the shirt and around her naked waist. The kiss deepened, and he lifted her onto the counter.

      He broke the kiss, frowned, and lifted her down. “We need to talk.”

      “Talk?” Did he know what she’d just done? No, he couldn’t. She prayed he wouldn’t quiz her on why she was freaked out.

      “Yes, now.” He pressed a kiss to her forehead. Chaste. Odd.

      He moved to a barstool height chair at the counter and pulled out the other one. “Now, I can concentrate. Have a seat.”

      She moved on autopilot to the designated stool.

      Tension lined his face.

      She rushed to say, “Let’s not talk.”

      His face went into emotional lockdown. “I want you again. Don’t think there’s anything wrong with you. There’s not. That wasn’t easy to stop. I want you naked for the next twenty-four hours, but we have other activities scheduled for today.”

      “Okay.” Where was this going?

      “You want me too.” His lips curved up at the corners.

      “Not denying it.” She wanted this talking done so they could get back to being naked, so he could make her forget the rest of the world for another few hours.

      “I care about you.” He leaned forward and wrapped her hands in his large grip. “There’s only one option in all this.”

      “All right.” No clue to what he referred.

      “Great. You agree, then.” He relaxed. “Because we both needed this to work off what had been building between us. Once the sun comes up, things can go back to normal with us arguing and evading each other. This thing between us will be over, and no one else will ever suspect we, you know, had this night.”

      She almost nodded agreement because she was so entrenched in her fantasy of them naked in the kitchen. Then his words sank in. Dread cooled her skin. “What?”

      “We can have a bit more of a great time. Then, go back to normal.”

      “Normal?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled as if relieved.

      A numb feeling seeped into her skull. Normal should be good. Once he found out what had been done to his system, put two and two together, he’d hate her. But the woman in her who, apparently, had read far more into their evening than she should’ve was offended. The part of her struggling to stay alive and not have a mental breakdown urged her to avoid the fight and leave.

      He leaned toward her to place a soft kiss on her lips with a smile, a gesture so seemingly gentle and caring. His mouth moved down her neck, placing small kisses.

      He was trying to put her into the same box he did every other woman in his life. Short-term, no emotional investment, and fleeting. Now he probably planned some smoking hot good-bye sex, and then he’d magically move on to the next girl.

      Her brain seesawed. Hot sex might distract her from reality. Dignity demanded she fight, even though they didn’t have a future.

      Whatever they’d shared last night had been unique. Special. She’d never connected with a man like she did with Jake, and not just sexually. Perhaps he hadn’t connected. Maybe he was just talented in bed, like everyone said. She was the next dippy one-nighter overwhelmed by his skills. Her chest stung like someone ripped it open and a poured alcohol in there.

      Damn it, she had far more feelings for this man than she realized. Or wanted. That was a lie. She’d known. She hadn’t wanted to recognize it might lead to this moment with her all in emotionally, and him not so much.

      She deserved this pain for hacking his system.

      “Back to normal? Fine.” She stood straight and took a step away from him, balling her fist to avoid slapping him. “If you want to live up to your reputation as a one-night man, then so be it. Last night was okay. But we’re not doing it again.”

      He stood and stepped close to her. “It was way more than okay. I’m not saying you have to go right now. Only that we can’t have more than this night, because Noah would kill me if he knew.”

      “How do you know what Noah would or would not approve of?” His blank look communicated a chasm of fear he wasn’t willing to cross for her. Okay, that hurt more than anything else. “I don’t care what Noah thinks. I don’t need his stamp of approval on who I sleep with. But have it your way. The easy way. It happened. Now it’s over.”

      She stalked into the television area and grabbed her discarded dress and purse. Then she headed to the bedroom and ripped off the borrowed shirt, slightly mollified by the sound of buttons hitting the hardwood floor. She yanked on her clothes but couldn’t find her thong. After a brief search, she gave up.

      A glimpse in his bathroom mirror proved there was no fixing her morning-after shame. Stubble burn highlighted both cheeks. Her face was just a little too red. She’d have a devil of a time with makeup to mask this.

      Jake stepped into her path before she made it to the front door. “Becca, I thought you understood.”

      Her head dropped onto her chest. Shoving her personal freak fest to the periphery, she tried to focus on what was going on. “You’re right. This is best.” She placed her palm against his cheek gently. “I’m sorry. For everything. More sorry than you’ll ever know.”

      He reached out for her arm as she stepped away, catching her as before she touched the doorknob. “What’re you talking about? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      She forced a smile. “I’m not one of your random one-night girls you need to soothe before you shove out the door. I’m walking out. We can never have the normal you want. We never had normal before. We’ll just move on. You do what you do best, which is run.” Softly, she added, “It’s better for you, anyways.”
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      That hadn’t gone as planned. It might’ve if he’d stuck to his plan, which had been not to jump into bed with her. Jake wanted to run after her and make this right. Or at least figure out what the hell she’d been talking about. It’s better for you, anyways. It almost sounded like she was warning him off.

      For the first time in his life, he didn’t have a premeditated next step. He didn’t know what to do to make it right. He didn’t know what he wanted from her other than her back here, smiling and in his bed. Did that mean he really wanted a tomorrow? And a next day? What was he supposed to do?

      Come on, you always know.

      The next step with a woman in the past always came to him as an obvious move, almost second nature for him. He knew exactly how everything would play out. Except with Becca.

      It could be why was she the only woman who messed up his game. Actually, he had no game when it came to Becca. Years of experience and all of that knowledge amounted to exactly jack shit when it really mattered.

      She mattered. To him. He didn’t want to be enemies with her, at least that was one small fact he recognized. Beyond that, he remained confused as hell.

      How could he have messed up so badly?

      An hour later, Jake sat in his car in the parking garage. He checked his phone for the fifth time in the past few minutes. No message from her.

      He’d texted Becca twenty minutes ago to make sure she made it back to the hotel.

      The last thing Jake wanted was to hurt her. Yet, he’d done it anyway. He was the worst asshole ever.

      He shouldn’t have promised Noah they’d go for a run this morning. The absolute last person he wanted to face right now was Becca’s big brother. He texted Noah: In traffic. On my way.

      If only he were in actual traffic. He shoved the key in the ignition and grabbed a can of Red Bull out of the cup holder. He chugged the nasty stuff, needing a turbo charge to do this run. Jogging on little sleep and ramped up on caffeine seemed like a pretty bad way to start this big day.

      Now he had to get his mind straight to hide from Noah what happened. During the drive, he played out scenarios to smooth things over with Becca. All held low odds of working.

      Two miles into their jog, Noah reached out and grabbed Jake’s arm, stopping him. Noah rested his hands on his legs, panting. “What’s up your ass today?” He rolled his watch and whistled. “We just did a nine-minute mile. I haven’t done a nine-minute mile since high school. Are you trying to kill me before the ceremony? Or prove I really am Superman?”

      “Sorry. You okay?” Jake hadn’t realized he’d been moving so fast. He’d been trying to erase the picture of Becca’s disappointment from his brain.

      “Hurts my ego you asked, but I’m not a sprinter.” He pulled upright with a deep breath and stared at Jake critically. “It’s a girl problem, isn’t it?”

      “I don’t have girl problems. I drank Red Bull before I came.”

      “You’re a mess today. Your socks don’t match. You showed up late. You weren’t aware of how fast you were running. You only drink Red Bull on emergency days when you didn’t have any sleep. Red Bull makes you nuts. No sleep and morning stress…yeah, girl problems.” His face darkened. “Did you and my sister…?”

      “I kept Becca out of reach of jerks last night like you asked.” Just not me. He hated lying to Noah. He’d never been this deep is mistruth. But you didn’t exactly lie, at least not yet.

      “You better sure as hell not’ve last night…”

      “I worked late on the Germany marketing issue. Woke up around two or so and worked. Got jacked on Red Bull.” That part was true.

      “You work too hard. I benefit, but take a break once in a while.” Noah clapped him on the shoulder. “Promise me you didn’t lose the rings.”

      “Got ’em.” In his tux bag in the trunk of his car.

      “Did you finish your best man speech?”

      Shit. No. Supposed to finish it last night. He faked a smile. “Yes.”

      “Liar. You may be able to bullshit your way through any public talk, but this is my wedding.”

      “I’ll come up with some embarrassing tidbit about you.”

      “Don’t use the thing from undergrad that involved the cheerleader and a dare. That was awful. I’ve had some serious crash-and-burns, but that one wins. Best we leave that in the long-ago past. How’d it go getting Becca back to her hotel last night? Any battle scars?”

      “Nah. We survived.” Don’t look at him. Jake stretched. His mind granted him a montage of images of how he’d “helped” her.

      Noah frowned. “What’s wrong? What happened?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Maybe a few small battle wounds, then?”

      More like a colossal kick in the gut for being an asshole. “Did you know Becca took some sort of job or internship that’s treating her like shit?”

      Noah shook his head. “That’s weird. I thought she had a full ride for her master’s degree. They begged her to come to Berkley and offered her everything under the sun, including housing. She’s brilliant behind a computer, you know.”

      “I don’t get why she’d take a job on top of school, at least not without letting you or your parents know. She also said something about being in San Diego and not Berkley. It was a slip-up she tried to fix, but…I don’t know.” He massaged his forehead. “Something’s not right. Something beyond the two of us being at each other’s throats.”
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      Good job.

      The two-word text sent Becca to the toilet, puking until she dry-heaved.

      She’d filled up the flash drive with as much financial information as she’d been able to get.

      She swished mouthwash then stumbled out of the bathroom to the starchy edge of the hotel bed. She needed help, and not just a makeover miracle to hide her lack of sleep and the fact she’d puked her stomach dry. She wished to have anyone she could confide in without worrying they’d end up hurt.

      The phone sat on her still-made bed. A toss against the wall hard enough to shatter it into a zillion pieces tempted her. But not yet.

      Pascal: Pickup for phone and zip in a few minutes.

      A hotel staffer picked up the flash drive full of financial information and the phone.

      She wondered again why they needed the information copied to a flash drive when Symphis or his peon could excavate it from the phone. They hadn’t wanted it emailed, careful to avoid an electronic signature.

      She nibbled a nail, considering possible motives for them to want this information. The one that won: revenge.

      Symphis, whose real identity no one knew since he managed the Stadium remotely, despised Noah and Tori after Tori facilitated an FBI hit on the Stadium in New York a few months ago. The need for payback undoubtedly ran deep. He planned something to end NJ Legacy. Blow them apart. But what?

      No clue.

      The honorable move would be to come clean to her brother about all of it, or at least warn him about the stolen data, not that she knew what he could do. This was up to her.

      Next week, she could meet the person who might offer her a way out. She’d found out about the woman from an ex-boyfriend of Stuart’s who had escaped without dying a few months before they started. Rumors of him as the intern who got away floated around GenShare, buoying hope. At first, she’d dismissed it as mythological bullshit perpetuated by Pascal to keep them fooled into having a reason to persist. Later, Stuart confided their relationship had been pretty serious. The guy had been the reason Stuart took the internship and declined a higher-paying job in Silicon Valley. To escape, the guy had to disappear—as in ghost out of existence—forever. In that one communication, he’d given Stuart an online gamer codename: Stardust. Months of detective work and now they had a meeting at Comic-Con. Becca and Stuart had planned to meet her together.

      Quan’s suggestion Symphis was a woman scared her. Maybe this whole thing was a setup manipulated by Symphis to catch her trying to escape. Regardless, it represented her only lead.

      She cradled her face in her hands with her elbows on her knees. The fallout from all this would be her fault.

      Her phone rang. Becca answered.

      “What stupidity did he do?” Tori asked.

      “It’s seven thirty in the morning. Who’re you talking about?”

      “Jake. He’s a panicky idiot when it comes to dealing with feels, especially early in the morning. You left with him last night after my sister saw the two of you practically removing each other’s clothing in the hallway. You drank way too much, which we all know ends up in you doing something crazy. Chemistry plus crazy equals you two in bed. Guaranteed it’d end in him freaking out.”

      “He’s sort of your boss since you work for NJ Legacy, and he’s Noah’s best man. Aren’t you supposed to be on his side and defend him?”

      “God, no. He’s clueless when it comes to important life stuff.”

      “This isn’t important life stuff, more like life shit.”

      “He did do something dumb this morning. Come to my apartment. We’ll caffeinate before we meet the other girls for brunch.”

      “I don’t want to put you out. You’ve got a busy day ahead.” I don’t want to have a lecture on getting sucked into the Stadium. Or, worse, you force me to tell Noah. Becca trudged toward the bathroom.

      “Get over here. I want to talk about him and…the other thing.”

      Becca’s tension level rose. “Let’s not address the other thing today. Please. I made sure everything will be okay this weekend.”

      But had she? Or had she screwed her brother and Jake?

      “All right. Girl support only,” Tori said.

      After a shower and a stinky cab ride, she entered Tori’s apartment, which smelled of coffee and cinnamon. “Smells amazing in here. How do you keep it smelling so good?”

      Tori fingered the hoops lining her left ear. “I have a thing for air fresheners; the expensive ones that don’t smell like bus bathrooms.” Tori led into the kitchen and poured each of them an extra-large mug of coffee. “How do you take it? Sugar? Milk?”

      “Bit of milk, please. I’m surprised you haven’t already moved into Noah’s place. It’s cavernous compared to this.” Tori’s whole apartment consisted of a micro-kitchen and one room that served as both dining room and bedroom with a futon in front of a screen.

      Tori pushed coffee her way. “The lease is up in two months. I’ve never had a place of my own, and even though my time here was short, I liked feeling as if I’m finally making it in the world enough to have my own place. I’ll be living with Noah as of next week.” Her brows drooped. “I’m worried as hell about you and whatever’s going on in California. It’ll kill your brothers and your parents if you end up like Kaleb.”

      She released a long sigh and covered her face. “I know. I have nothing new to say. I need you to believe I have a plan.”

      Tori stared at her long and hard. “I had a plan, too, an idea on how to get out. It didn’t work. They don’t care about getting repaid the amount you owe. They just want you and your skills doing their bidding. Don’t go back. Stay here. Tell Noah.”

      “They’ve got their hooks in deep. If I tried to walk away by simply not returning, Symphis would hurt all of us. I know someone who did get out. Like, free and clear of it all. I’m following his same path. It might mean I have to disappear for a little while, as in off the grid, at least until someone else brings down the whole organization. Any progress on bringing it down and finding Symphis?”

      Tori shook her head. “I’m not in that loop anymore. Sorry.” She gazed at Becca for a few long, silent moments. “All right. I trust you. You’re smart enough to know when you need to reach out for help. So, what’d Jake do?”

      Becca sipped coffee. “Mmm. This is good. We had an argument, as usual. I’ll get over it. So will he.”

      “I need details to gauge how much of an ass he was to you. That way, I can feel no guilt about choosing your side.”

      She laughed. “We were watching a movie last night. I think he really meant for everything to stay friends only. One thing led to another, even though I don’t think either of us meant for it to lead to…that. Then this morning he said we had to pretend nothing happened and go back to normal.”

      “He gave you a heartless morning-after speech? What an idiot.” Tori shook her head. “What exactly did he say to you?”

      “Just that we had fun and now we have to go back to normal. Essentially, he doesn’t want Noah to know.”

      “He freaked out, then. Big time.” Tori sipped her coffee, looking contemplative.

      “He handles difficult situations all day at work. You’d think he’d be good at handling things that stress him out in his personal life.”

      “Yes, he’s pretty darn smooth in the office, but Emma told me when he’s not at work, and there’s a woman involved, he has the social IQ of a middle schooler. He’s had a fair bit of experience with hookups, which you’d think would make him good at sticky situations. If he detects something is getting serious, if he feels something, then he falls apart. He’s had Emma deal with quite a few clingy women for him. Drives her nuts. He becomes that guy who hides behind his desk or behind a file cabinet while sending Emma in to clean it up. You’re nothing like those girls though.”

      “In what way? I’m the newest idiotic ditz who hooked up with Mr. One Time Only. The guy changes girls like he changes T-shirts.”

      “You’re not a ditz, and you’re certainly not an idiot. You’re smart. You’ve known each other for years, which makes you different. Very different, at least from his typical date, who is air-headed and a complete stranger. Do you like like him?” Tori glanced over her mug as she sipped.

      Becca’s cheeks scorched.

      “You do.” Tori’s eyebrows shot upward. “I thought so.”

      No hiding it now. “Momentary lapse of judgment on both our parts. Bad timing.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with you. Let’s not forget Jake just broke his long dry spell to be with you. Based on his behavior around you, I think things are different for him where you’re concerned. He probably realized he felt something different and panicked. Or it might have to do with the fact you’re Noah’s sister.”

      “I don’t want Noah to know about last night. He and Michael are always a bit weird when it comes to me dating. I can’t even mention sex to them. I did once. It didn’t go well.”

      “My brother is the same.” She waved a hand in the air. “Deep breath. We’ve got a big morning at the spa. Let’s relax and forget about last night.”
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      Hours later, Becca giggled next to Tori as they perused a gossip magazine’s opinion of the worst dressed movie stars attending a movie premiere. Becca never read these magazines, but the stories were so ridiculous they were funny. She sipped her mimosa and pointed to a red feather dress.

      “The dress makes the poor girl look like a red pigeon.” Tori laughed so hard she dabbed her eyes. She wiggled her electric blue painted toenails. “Wonder if they’re dry yet?”

      “That color…” Becca laughed.

      “Hey, you only live once. Why not?” Tori tested a finger on the paint and made a face.

      Emma swatted at her hand. “Fingers off. Another few minutes.”

      “Oh my Lordy Lord,” one of the other bridesmaids announced, waving a magazine in the air. “Did you guys see this?” She rotated to display the magazine featuring Jake half dressed in Milan.

      “Yeah, I saw that one,” Emma said with an eye roll. “He tried to keep it out of the office last week. No luck on that.”

      Tori chuckled. “It was plastered all over the NJ Legacy break room. Noah couldn’t stop laughing.”

      Becca stared at the cover, which reminded her of playing Zoneworld Warrior with him.

      The girl flipped to the article. “Listen to this: Part Chris Evans and part James Dean, Jake Allen seems set on revolutionizing the gaming industry while dressed like James Bond on a mission. There’s usually a Bond girl on the elbow of this digital maverick, with no indication his bachelor days will end soon.”

      “I think that’s overstating it a little bit,” Tori interrupted. “He seems so different at the office. So serious. I’ve heard he’s taken a lot of girls home over the years, but, knowing him now it’s hard to imagine he’s one of those player guys.”

      Emma said, “Jake likes to think he’s a player. Deep down, he’s not. He’s commitment phobic, which is different. The man wouldn’t know he had something great with a woman if it bit him in the ass. He’ll never realize it until he loses her forever.”

      Becca frowned at Tori, who only grinned back.

      “I didn’t know you were philosophical, Em. Especially not about your boss.” Tori smiled. “Do you have a crush on him?”

      Emma’s eyes went wide. “Hell, no. I’d kick him in the nuts if he laid a single finger on me. He’s not my type.”

      “Becca, you’re lucky you nailed him down,” said the bridesmaid with the magazine. “He’s so hot.” She rotated to show everyone the two-page spread of Jake. “I just want to tear off that shirt and get a look at the tattoos.” She fanned herself with the magazine.

      “We’re not an item. Seriously. Definitely, not a thing,” Becca gritted out, even though her mind granted her a thorough visual replay of his sexy ink.

      Tori picked at her nails and bit her lip against a smile. “I think my toes are finally dry. Time for hair.”

      Thank you, Tori, for ending this conversation.

      As they exited the nail room, Tori leaned close to Becca and whispered, “Thou doth protest too much.”

      “Oh, shut up,” she whispered back. Her cheeks flamed hot.
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      Who the hell chose the bridesmaid dresses? Jake stared at Becca in a pale green dress with a neckline that dipped so low he could see the top of each breast. She usually wore her hair down, but it’d been professionally done up in a way to show off her auburn highlights. Sophisticated. The look was far more elegant than he’d ever seen her. Her heels added several inches to her height and accentuated the sleekness of her legs. He remembered kissing up those smooth legs. This wasn’t the Becca he knew. This wasn’t the Becca he’d stripped and kissed, devoured and burned with for hours last night. This was, however, a Becca he wanted to taste.

      There’d be no repeat. Last night he’d lost his mind. It shouldn’t have happened.

      The only thing he needed to do with regard to Becca was figure out what was going on in California.

      Her gaze met his for an instant, widened, and bounced away. She helped fix a shoulder strap on one of the other bridesmaids.

      He didn’t know who he wanted to curse more—himself for letting the night happen and fucking it up this morning, or Tori for choosing that as a bridesmaid’s dress. He wanted this woman in the flowy green number both with it on and then again after he’d ripped it off.

      Noah nudged him. “You’re gaping at my sister’s chest.”

      Jake yanked his gaze off Becca. “The dress…”

      “Yeah. I know. I’m not sure who voted for a neckline that low.” Noah frowned.

      “Is the wedding dress as provocative?”

      “Don’t know. It’s been top secret. I sure hope so.” Noah grinned.

      Jake smiled back. The guy really was over the moon nuts about his future wife. Jake was happy for him. Tori was pretty awesome.

      “Gotta go. Dad’s calling.” Noah wandered off.

      Jake didn’t even realize he was striding toward Becca, who now stood alone, until he smelled her distinctive perfume. Her eyes widened. Then narrowed to slits.

      He bent his head and whispered, “You doing okay?”

      Her eyes darted around as if seeking an excuse to ditch him. She faked a smile and waved to Michael. “We’re done, Jake. Go hit on one of my cousins to be your evening entertainment. Leave me alone.”

      He caught her arm before she moved away and laced his fingers with hers. “We’re here as a date, as in together. I got the green light from Noah for us to do today as a date.”

      “Oh, well, if Noah says it’s okay, then great.” She pulled her hand from his.

      “You know what I meant.” Noah called out Jake’s name. Jake waved at a rapidly approaching Noah. Jake whispered, “We’re doing this.”

      “We don’t work.”

      “Not what I remember,” he shot back before Noah closed in.

      “Need you for a minute, man. Excuse us, Becca.” Noah steered Jake into the arriving crowd, introducing him to a dozen people. Cousin this and Aunt so-and-so. An uncle started telling wedding jokes, which were so outrageously bad he found himself grinning like a fool. Noah looked more relaxed than he’d been minutes ago. Good.

      Aunt so-and-so dragged Becca into the jokes. Becca also laughed hard and added her own couple of terrible jokes.

      Surrounded by the Harrison family, his chest tingled with the familiar warmth he got whenever at their family functions. They enjoyed their togetherness. They laughed, they trash talked, and they competed. All good-naturedly.

      Family.

      The idea of a tribe and of belonging, as usual, opened a well of pain in his chest. He’d never had anything close to this cohesive familial bond. As the single child of a toxic marriage, he’d been on his own. He’d never had Fourth of July barbeques or Christmas dinners. Or big wedding events. He recalled one family event when they visited with his aunt from Florida in an abysmal weekend at Myrtle Beach, which ended in a dramatic fight with items thrown. His mother had dragged his father out of the rented beach house before anyone got hurt.

      Someone yelled for Becca. She spun. His eyes dropped down the back of her dress, which plunged into a deep V. So low. Too much tempting smooth skin. He wanted his mouth there as he unzipped the mere few inches above what promised to be another sexy pair of panties. Was she even wearing a bra? Unlikely.

      Once wasn’t enough with Becca. He’d speculated this before last night. It’s why he’d resisted dipping into the Becca Harrison sensuality well.

      Noah clapped him on the shoulder. His eyes narrowed in warning. Caught gaping at Becca again. Shit.

      Noah laughed in response to another very bad joke. His grin didn’t diminish as more people entered. More hands were shaken. Noah’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Jake found himself grinning, too, as he was introduced to yet another cousin.

      He wondered about Noah’s impatience to get down the aisle, exchange rings, and get on with life. Kids, holidays…the whole shebang. Maybe that wasn’t such a bad future.

      Oh, hell, no.

      Wedding madness had infected his brain. He didn’t do this kind of forever shit, the kind Becca deserved and wanted.

      A small voice nagged inside his head, asking, “Why not try?” He should talk to Becca. At least smooth things over a bit and see if she needed someone to talk to about her stressful job. Maybe all she needed was a push to quit the job.

      There’d be no do-over of last night. He’d end up hurting her. Okay, already done that, at least emotionally this morning. Physically? He’d never touched a woman out of anger in his life. That’d been his father’s M.O. Heightened emotions led to crazy in his family. The only time he lost it, on his father, scared the hell out of him because it’d felt natural.
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      Becca stood by Michael, preparing to walk the aisle to the beat of the Pachelbel’s Canon in D played by a piano and cello duet. Her right middle toe burned with the development of a monster blister. This was what she got for going for beauty over comfort when selecting heels. Yet she smiled and disregarded her foot pain. No limping allowed, a dictate her mom laid down when she offhandedly mentioned to Emma her toes were killing her in these heels.

      Michael whispered, “You look beautiful.”

      “Thanks. You look pretty handsome yourself.”

      He winked and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “I’m proud of Noah. He did well.”

      “That he did.”

      “You okay? You seem off. The whole catching the bouquet thing last year doesn’t mean anything.”

      “I’m fine. It’s not such a bad thing to be unattached. Maybe I’ll start dating again soon. If I find someone, but we don’t get married right away that’s a loophole in the prophecy, isn’t it?”

      “You think Mom won’t drive you nuts for a wedding too?”

      “She might, but it’s not her decision. She just wants grandkids. She won’t care if we’ve got rings on fingers.” She raised her eyebrows meaningfully at her brother.

      “Don’t be giving me that look. I’m not ready for kids. I just broke up with my girlfriend.” Michael shuddered.

      She patted his hand. “I’m so sorry about all that. We’re up.”

      Cameras clicked to the side of the church, at least two photographers were from big-name magazines, and there was the official photographer. Michael dropped her off on the bridesmaid side. She nodded thanks.

      When she found her spot in the bridesmaid lineup, her glassy eyes met Jake’s for an instant. He smiled.

      Guilt hit hard. She glanced away.

      This moment wasn’t about them. This was Noah and Tori’s moment. Like her, maybe Jake was caught up in the beauty of the music, the decorated church, and the hundred or so guests who’d packed in to see these two tie the knot.

      If only the minister would behave himself today and not go on forever about some arcane topic.

      The bridal march. Everyone stood. Tori’s dress was spectacular—a stunning fairy princess gown. So perfect. The fit was just right for her. Noah beamed. Becca wanted that kind of love—the kind that could barely contain itself to have the rings on the correct fingers and be on the plane to the destination honeymoon.

      About an hour later, Becca shifted on her feet while the minister blathered on and on and on. Come on, enough. Let’s get on to the party. His speech reviewed the sanctity of marriage, a reprise from yesterday, and tossed in the importance of family and friends. All excellent topics, but her foot pain had now progressed beyond toes to the entire arch of her foot. Her mother’s warning echoed in her heard. Keep your shoulders straight and stay still. People are watching.

      Jake trapped her in his gaze again. He maintained a professional, concentrated look, but something in the depths of his eyes flared hot. She shot him a when will this ever end wide-eye.

      His lips twitched but didn’t break into a full smile.

      Long minutes later, the minister said, “As you exchange the vows, which will start your journey together, know that the love and support of everyone here today goes with you.”

      Yippee. Finally, the vows.

      As soon as the ceremony ended, the wedding party was herded outside for pictures. Press lined the periphery, clicking photos. Security kept them at bay behind a taped-off fence. The guests poured down the street to reception at a restaurant with a huge backyard party space.

      Her mom fussed with her purse, and her dad argued quietly with her.

      She overheard her mom say to her dad, “I can tell you prefer to be at home, Connell. I want what’s best for you because I love you. If you give me some time, perhaps I can figure out something. In the meantime, we’d really love to have your company for a while longer.”

      As they walked out to the back of the church into the flower garden, she leaned in to whisper to her mom, “Is he having a hard time today?”

      Stress lined her mother’s face. “I don’t think the party is going to happen for him, honey. All these people. He’s had a few lapses today that really threw him for a loop, and I think he’s in a lot more pain than he claims after his fall. He needs the familiarity and routine of home.”

      “Do you want me to take him home? I’ll stay with him tonight.”

      Her mom bit her lip and stared at the wedding party. Laughter and clapping surrounded them when Tori and Noah kissed again. Her mom finally said, “Let’s see how pictures go.”

      After a few pictures, her father twitched with agitation. His face turned blotchy red, and his voice began cracking.

      “Please, Mom. Let me take him home,” Becca whispered to her mother.

      Her mom batted away a tear. “No, I should be the one to go with your father. I don’t know what’s wrong. He’d been doing so well these past few weeks, but in the last two days… You go to the reception so you can dance and eat cake.”

      “You’re needed here and at the reception. Noah needs you. I’m not essential. Really, it’ll be fine if I go.”

      Gratitude passed through her mom’s gaze. “Are you sure?”

      She’d miss the party, but she’d be tortured all night about what she’d done, being there and seeing Jake and Noah. “Yes, Mom. No one will even know I’m not there.”

      “Okay. I’ll see if I can send someone to take over for you after a while, or I’ll come home in a bit to allow you to go to the reception.”

      Jake pressed close behind her. She jumped when he bumped against her.

      “I’ll drive you and your dad home,” he said low so both she and her mom could hear.

      “How’d you overhear?” Becca whispered back, hoping no one else would pick up on the crisis. Her heart pounded at his closeness. He smelled amazing. She stared at his lips, remembering yesterday, but yanked herself out of the distracting memories of last night. She wanted to cross the line and fall for the temptation of Jake again.

      His gaze smoldered as if he knew exactly the effect he had on her. Damn him.

      He said, “Let me help.”

      “We won’t fit in your car.” Her voice came out a higher pitch than normal. Up-close-and-super-personal with Jake right now wasn’t a good idea, not with her emotions still at the boil over point from this morning in combination with disappointment at potentially missing all of the reception.

      “I’ve got Noah’s car. The Toyota SUV. He drove us here, but he’s going to the hotel in the limo after the party.”

      She glanced at her dad. He looked like he was in a lot of pain. Relief surpassed her anxiety. She didn’t want to do this alone, but Jake couldn’t babysit too. He had to give the best man speech. The party. The press. Then whoever he hooked up with afterward.

      “I’m driving you, Becca. No arguing. Let me tell Noah what’s going on.” Jake stepped away.

      After Jake spoke softly to Noah, her brother cast her a worried look. He whispered to Tori. Tori whispered to Emma, who came over to Becca and pulled her into a hug. She whispered, “Thank you. Noah said to call if you needed anything.”

      “It’ll be fine.” Like hell, she’d call Noah on his wedding night. She cast Noah a tight smile she hoped convinced him all was great.

      “Hey, Dad, why don’t we go home for a little while,” Becca suggested to her father. She hooked her arm through his. “I’m so tired. I could really use a rest. Maybe after a bit, we can see if we feel like coming back.” She forced a smile.

      His glazed stare broke her heart. He finally said, “Well, if you’re feeling tired. Then, that sounds like a good idea. I could handle being off my feet a while.”

      Jake wove through traffic in the silent car. Noah had purchased it only a few months ago, and it still smelled new. What a wonderful smell.

      Finally, Jake said, “Beautiful wedding.”

      Her father grumbled, “I thought the minister would never end his blabbering. Couldn’t even understand what the hell he was talking about.”

      Jake smothered a laugh. “Yeah, me too. My feet were killing me.”

      “You weren’t the one in heels,” Becca said from the back seat.

      Once inside her parents’ place, Jake helped get her dad settled into his favorite lounge chair in front of the TV. When her dad got distracted flipping through channels, she stepped to the front door with Jake.

      Jake’s cell phone dinged. “I’ve got to return. They’re doing the dinner first, which means speeches. I wish you’d be there, but…can I bring you anything?”

      “Can you have someone record the speeches and send them to me tonight?” She smiled through her disappointment.

      “This isn’t fair,” he said. “I’m sorry, and not just for you missing the party tonight. I want you there. I know Noah and Tori want you there. I’m also sorry for what happened this morning. I was an ass, and I feel lousy about it.”

      Her heart pounded so hard between her ears that she could barely think. “Jake, I…”

      Hunger shown in his eyes. Familiar heat swirled between them. The world narrowed as if only the two of them existed. She wanted to kiss him again.

      Hoarsely, he said, “I gotta go. I don’t want to leave, but I have no choice.”

      An hour later, Mom texted: Want me to come back?

      She replied: Stay there. Dad’s asleep.

      Her cell phone rang a short while later. Tori said, “I miss you. Wish you could be here. You doing okay?”

      “We’re watching reruns of Big Valley. Dad fell asleep after ice cream. All is good.”

      Tori cleared her throat. “I was just thinking. Well, watching Jake tonight. He’s solemn. If I didn’t know better, I’d say he’s broody because you’re not here, but that might just be me being wishful. His speech was pretty great.”

      “He’s not angling to hook up with one of my bustier cousins, is he?”

      “It doesn’t seem like he’s in the game tonight.”

      Becca’s heart flip-flopped. “Are you having fun?”

      “We miss you.”

      “Wish I was there,” she admitted in a small voice.

      “If no one catches the bouquet when I throw it, I’m giving it to you. Maybe it’ll buy you another year’s grace to find your guy. It’ll be fate or something because you deserve all this next.”

      If I survive long enough. “Have fun for me. I’m taking off tomorrow morning and may not see you again…for a while.”

      Tori’s tone changed from humor. “You will call me before you go. I want to know your plane landed okay tomorrow.”

      “I’ll try.” She hung up before she started truly bawling.

      “You okay there, Bec?” her father asked.

      She patted his arm and smiled. “I’m good. This is the best night ever. How long has it been since just the two of us got to hang out?”

      “Ages.” He relaxed back into his chair. “Good to have you home, Bec.”

      Her heart nearly stopped with how much she missed him and this.

      Her mom arrived two hours later. “Honey, you sure you’re okay? You look really tired.”

      “Probably jet lag.”

      With a huge hug, her mom whispered, “Thank you for tonight.”

      She whispered back to avoid waking her father, “I wish I could come home. I miss you guys. We might not have him as the remembering him for much longer.”

      Her mom crumpled, and she wiped at her eyes. She hugged her again.

      “Don’t cry, Mom.”

      “I’d be glad to have you here, but I want you to live your dreams, honey. You said last year you couldn’t find your dreams here.”

      “Nothing in California is my dream. I’ll try to come home as soon as I can.”
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      She’d barely changed into a T-shirt and jeans at the hotel when someone knocked at her door. Now what?

      A peek through the peephole. Oh, no. Did he find out she’d done something? She wouldn’t open the door. He’d go away eventually.

      “I can hear you staring at me,” he said.

      She pulled open the door.

      Jake held up a paper to-go bag. “I brought you dinner and cake.”

      “That was thoughtful.” Her heart flipped over itself as she gazed at the bag. A melting sensation started in the dead center of her chest. You will not fall under his spell again, no matter how thoughtful this gesture may be.

      “How’d it go at your parents’ place?”

      “Big Valley rerun heaven.”

      “Now I feel like a jerk. We celebrated while you were in Big Valley hell.” His lips trembled against a smile.

      She shrugged. “Dad needed to be at home. I think he hurt from the fall more than he let on.”

      “Come back to my place. You can watch the speeches. I even have wine. The wine tonight was good, but I’ve got better.”

      “We’re not doing a rerun of last night. Me and alcohol leads to bad life choices.”

      “I’m not here seeking a rerun. I felt bad you couldn’t be at the reception. Everyone missed you, but Noah was thankful you could be with your dad tonight. I think that meant more to him and Tori than anything.”

      “I would like to see the speeches…”

      “We can put it on the big screen at my place if you want. We’ll watch after you eat. Then I’ll drive you back here. Really, no ulterior motive.” He held up his hands, bag in one. “Swear.”

      She didn’t want to be alone. Yet, she didn’t want to be there when someone at NJ Legacy discovered the server breach and exploded his world. What came out of her mouth was, “Okay. My flight leaves at noon tomorrow. Got to be back on Monday morning.”

      Becca followed Jake through the lobby, arms wrapped around herself, trying to get a grip. She was shaking but had no idea why. Was it her heart melting at his kind gesture of cake and food while feeling guilty? Maybe the trembles were over desire for them to explore an ulterior motive. The fact she was tempted to say what the hell and jump back into Jake’s bed scared her.

      That assumed he actually wanted them in bed again. Something Michael said years ago flitted through her mind. Guys only hang around, Bec, if they’re interested.

      She should say goodbye here at the hotel entrance, cry it out in her room, and order a huge bottle of wine.

      Jake opened the door of Noah’s SUV and helped her up.

      She took a few deep breaths, trying to clear the jitters from her brain while Jake walked around to the driver’s side.

      His hot gaze raked down her T-shirt to the jeans before he started the car. He might as well have touched her. She fidgeted and pulled at her shirt, hoping he couldn’t see the peaks of her nipples through the cloth. She fought the urge to cross her arms.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his hand resting on his thigh as he drove. How she wanted him to touch her. If he did, she’d be lost.

      “It was a long night without you there,” he said so softly she almost missed it.

      She picked at her nails. Her bottom lip quivered. She hoped it didn’t signal the onset of tears. Too late. A few leaked. She had wanted to sign the guest book and see the first dance, which she’d heard so much about from Tori after weeks of practice. There were a few cousins from Missouri she hadn’t spent time with in years who she’d wanted to see.

      “Don’t cry. I know you wanted to be there.” He touched her cheek. “We should’ve known your father couldn’t make it through the event, not after the fall.”

      “I’m fine.” She forced a smile.

      “Every time you say that convinces me of the opposite.” His large hand gripped hers and tangled his fingers with hers. “You wouldn’t have liked the media. They cornered all of us for interviews multiple times.”

      A smile tweaked her lips. “Did you lose your shirt again during an interview?”

      He let go of her hand to maneuver the SUV into a parking space in the deck for his building. “No. The last thing I wanted was to upstage the wedding.”

      Once parked, he didn’t exit the car. He turned to face her. “I’m sorry for this morning. But, before we get out, I need you to tell me the truth. What the hell’s going on in California with this job that you shouldn’t have?”

      She struggled to hide her fear before she met his gaze but couldn’t stare at him for more than a second. “I can’t do this. Don’t ask me. It’s been a long day. I’m here for cake and to see the speeches. If you’re going to get like this, take me back.”

      He tilted her chin to meet his gaze. “You’re scaring the hell out of me.”

      “I don’t want to do real life right now. You and I are back to normal, which means we don’t do this. Can we leave it at that?”

      He gazed at her, searching her face as if she puzzled him. His turbulent eyes mesmerized her. After a few seconds of staring, she wanted resolution.

      Either kiss me, let’s get out of the car, or drive me back to the hotel.

      She wanted the kiss so much her lips tingled, and her entire body felt as if it would go up in flames if he didn’t. His gaze melted through all her defenses.

      Just when she thought he’d lean in and ease the ache that had taken root in her abdomen, he released her chin, opened his door, and stepped out. He shuffled around to open her door for her and grabbed the bags of food off the back seat.

      “You’re right, Becca. We can’t have normal.”
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      What the hell was he doing? Her here at his place again was too much temptation. Between her tears and the terror he’d just seen her try to hide, he didn’t want her anywhere else. This could be him in the grip of post-wedding craziness, although this was the first wedding to make him examine his life and wonder if maybe there could be more substance to his relationships. This particular wedding opened a well of what-ifs in his mind.

      Screw life plans. Short-term, he needed to see if she’d open up and tell him what was going on before she got on the plane.

      He set up a picnic for her in front of his TV with the meal on the coffee table. Then extracted a bottle of chardonnay from the fridge. It was a much better vintage than at the wedding reception. He poured a glass for her. “No arguing. You need wine.”

      “You keep chilled wine on hand for company?”

      “Yeah. But this one’s been in there awhile.” Months, if he told the truth. He couldn’t remember the last time he brought home a woman.

      She sipped. “Mmm. This is nice.” Then took a bite of cake. “This is really good. Thanks for all of this.”

      “Is someone hurting you in California?” He couldn’t drop it. Something wasn’t right.

      Her eyes darted to his and away before another bite of cake. She shook her head, but he didn’t believe her.

      “I recognize the signs when someone’s trying to hide fear.” The weight in his words inadvertently implied a long history far more than roughhousing on the playground with friends.

      Her smile dropped. She touched his face. “Did someone hurt you as a kid or as an adult?”

      His breaths shortened until his lungs burned. His heart pounded. He felt as if he stood on the edge of a cliff. Was he actually going to tell her? His stomach rolled as the words came out. “That was a long time ago.”

      “What happened to you?” He interpreted true concern in her gaze. No judgment. Only her being troubled about a kid who got smacked around.

      He’d never discussed this with anyone, not even the annoying therapist he’d been forced to visit weekly throughout high school after he’d started three fights during freshman P.E. He found it easier to keep people at a distance. People liked assuming his childhood was hunky dory. They thought he’d been born with a silver spoon, and his newfound success a given. “It’s nothing. Forget it.” Please don’t push it.

      “My dad mentioned something about your father not being very nice. I guess they knew each other through business. He also said your father died just recently. I’m sorry. It’s not right you had it rough.”

      He rubbed his face, not just to hide from her, but also to relieve his sudden headache. Maybe if he opened up, she might too. Tentatively, he said, “My father liked to get high or drunk, sometimes both. Then he got mean. Generic bad childhood crap. Mom and I learned how to avoid him when he was in a mood.”

      “Is that why you don’t drink, at least no more than a social sip?”

      She’d noticed? Few did. He nodded. “I don’t want to tempt the demon.”

      “What does that mean? Do you think you’ll get drunk and mean?”

      His shoulders lifted and dropped.

      “You’re not that person. I’ve seen you get mad, mostly at me.” She smiled and shrugged. “I admit, I started a few of those arguments on purpose, but I never felt threatened. Deep down, I hoped you’d lose control, although I never thought you’d hurt me. I imagined you kissing me. It’s what made arguing with you exciting.”

      “We are products of our upbringing.”

      She seemed to take his hint to desist pushing. “Do you see your mother anymore?”

      “Not much. Sad as it is, she actually misses the old bastard and kind of fell apart when he died.” He shook his head. “I never understood their relationship. She’s out in Arizona living in the desert painting crappy pictures of sand. Seems happy.”

      “That sounds nice.” The dreamy quality of her voice flared his need to protect her.

      “Come back to New York. Quit everything out there. Put out some feelers for jobs here. Send one to us too.”

      “Me apply to NJ Legacy? I’d be taking advantage since my brother owns half the company. And…” She smiled impishly. “I slept with his business partner.”

      His face fell into a fake stern expression. “We handle everything professionally.”

      She chuckled. “Show me your moment of glory tonight…the speech.”

      He hooked his phone into the TV. “Don’t judge me harshly. I kind of winged it. I don’t usually procrastinate, but I got distracted last night.”

      “Hope it was a worthwhile distraction,” she muttered.

      “It was.” He pressed play on the recording.

      Under the white tent in the waning dusk, surrounded by small white lights, Jake clinked on his glass with his fork for attention and stood. “Welcome, everyone. I’m Jake, the best man, for the two or three of you here who don’t know me.” A few chuckles. He held up his champagne flute. “Let’s raise our glasses to the beautiful couple. To Tori for choosing such beautiful bridesmaids. To Carol Harrison for setting up such a spectacular wedding. I mean, look around. This took months of planning…and commandeering my personal assistant to get it done. You did good too, Emma.” Cheers and clapping erupted from the audience. Jake held his glass toward Mrs. Harrison. “Carol, thank you for doing the best you could raising Noah.” He smiled broadly. “Noah, it is such an honor and a privilege to be your best man, business partner, and friend. So, there was this time in undergrad…”

      Noah blanched.

      Jake smiled broadly and toasted his glass toward him in a silent gotcha. “Nah, I won’t tell them about that time. I met Noah about nine years ago at a programming competition at MIT. I thought him a nerdy know-it-all from the few classes we’d shared. Our mentor, the Dew Man, who I think is here tonight…Professor Wingate?” He toasted his glass in the professor’s direction. “He paired us up at the last moment for the competition. What was it? Five minutes before we were to step in the competition room and write the hell out of some asinine anti-hacker program?” He glanced to Noah for corroboration.

      Noah nodded, but his face remained pinched. He knew where this was going.

      Jake continued, “Well, Noah tripped on his way to our computer station, and spilled red Gatorade all over himself. He spent at least ten minutes off his game, trying to dry off and freaking out over the stain. We were only allotted fifteen minutes to program. During those precious minutes, I had to save his ass…”

      Lots of laughing. Jake waited for it to die down.

      “Okay, truth be told Noah had every right to be cocky. The guy’s a damned genius when his fingers touch a keyboard. In the last five minutes, he killed it in that competition, once I got his mind off the drink disaster. We won straight to the international level. He carried my ass all the way.”

      Jake smiled. Everyone laughed.

      “Then we took a risk. A huge risk. Dropped out of MIT. Your parents blame me, Noah, I know. Sorry, Carol and Connell. I know we caused more than one or two gray hairs in those early years. But it paid off. Really, really well.” Jake chuckled with the audience. “I’m so happy to be here. Tori, you look gorgeous. You look gorgeous all the time, but you’re stunning tonight. And, Noah, you look…like the same geek I see all the time.”

      Noah waved to encourage laughter to die down. “If any of you know me, then you know I’ve had a revolving door of women over the years that Noah, and more recently Tori, have been witness to. Most of those women didn’t get the stamp of approval. Actually, none did. I’ve been exposed to one of the most devoted and beautiful relationships by seeing these two together. All I’ve been doing is trying to find something that can fulfill me the way that I see in you two. So, I raise my glass to you two. To a long lifetime together.”

      Jake hopped up to unhook his phone and darted a quick glance at Becca.

      “That was the most wonderful speech ever.” She dabbed at tears as she rose and pulled him into a hug. “Noah is so lucky to have you.” Then she laughed and stepped back. Her back hit the wall behind her. “He didn’t tell me about the Gatorade incident. Did you make that up?”

      “No.”

      “He must’ve been a wreck. Noah hates when his clothes are messed up by something like that. What was the other story you were going to tell?”

      He grinned. “Noah begged me not to tell about this incident in undergrad that involved daring him to ask out the MIT head cheerleader. He crashed and burned dramatically, particularly because he didn’t know his fly was open when he went to ask her out.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, good call skipping that story.”

      His heart beat the crap out of his ribs as he traced her jaw with a finger. He was worried about her, but more than that he wanted last night again with her. “Everything took me off-guard this morning…last night. I…”

      She chewed on her lower lip. Her hands found his chest, but she didn’t push him away. “Jake?” She exhaled a shaky breath and then leaned in, against him. “Once more? You and me.”

      “I don’t know, Becca.” What the hell was he saying? You should be screaming, “YES!”

      “It’s what we both want.”

      “You’re right. I want you. But I want you to tell me what’s going on with your job first.” Her floral fragrance and the heat of her breaths against his skin pushed him over the edge of reason.

      She slid her fingers down the planes of his chest. So slowly. He wished the shirt gone to feel her skin on his. “One more night. This time I have rules. Maybe we’ll do coffee tomorrow morning, but I’m taking a cab to the hotel and taking myself to the airport. No weird goodbye as I check in for the plane. This will be it. No acting like a jackass in the morning. No regrets. It’s just tonight.”

      His mind lost focus on anything other than her touch as he muttered, “One more night.”
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      One more night. Way to go on distracting him away from that conversation.

      All right, it was far more than a distraction. She wanted him, and the want drove her to craziness, like suggesting they have another night. Unlike him, though, she couldn’t do sex without emotions. Last night proved it. He’d already carved a place in her heart. One more night would ensure he stayed etched in there forever. The expected pain tomorrow, knowing he’d give up on them without a fight unrelated to what she’d done to his business, might be permanent. She was willing to sacrifice to experience that intensity once more.

      Because no regrets. Not with the threat of being deemed a “loyalty conflict” when she returned, and not only by Symphis. She’d lose her brothers and Jake’s trust as well.

      “Becca, are you sure?” He slid his thumbs down her neck to the junction of her collarbones. “One more night might not be a good idea.” Quietly, he added, “I’m not sure it’ll be enough.”

      Her pulse beat madly. His touch burned a path that went bone deep, bruising her soul and awakening complicated emotions.

      No more thinking. She let her body supersede her heart, choosing to give into sensation, even if it all she got with him was right now.

      “Yes. I want this,” she said.

      His lips landed against hers, hard and urgent. She opened her mouth with a whimper. He swept his tongue inside to tangle with hers. On a moan, he brought his large body flush with hers against the wall, pressing until all she felt was the heat of him everywhere her clothes were too tight.

      She unbuttoned his dress shirt, pushed it off to see the inked geometric symbol over his shoulder, and kissed it. His eyes were now so dilated that his light-colored irises had almost disappeared. He claimed her mouth again and slid his hand up her ribcage, closing his fingers over the thin fabric covering one of her breasts and rubbing the nipple. She groaned, wishing the clothes were gone.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.

      She smiled as she kissed her way down his neck.

      “I mean it. Both inside and out.” He resumed kissing his way along her neck while his hand unzipped her jeans and ran his fingers along the seam of her panties. He nudged the fabric aside and stroked right where she ached.

      “You’re so wet.” He rubbed slow circles. “It’s for me. This whole weekend it’s only been for me.”

      Her head fell back against the wall on a groan. “Only for you.”

      His fingers rubbed against her, harder. She cried out, way beyond being embarrassed. She needed this. Needed him and all he had to give. Pressure built, pushing her higher until she was ready to explode.

      “I’m going to erase every other guy in your life from your mind, Becca.” His lips moved against the sensitized skin of her neck. “You’re going to come so hard so many times you’ll only think of me.”

      She bit her lip against begging him to let her reach one of those promised high points. He was right. She’d never be able to be with a man again without thinking of him.

      He curled a finger inside her and rubbed her clit with his thumb. “Come for me.”

      She screamed his name as her mind detonated. Sparkles danced through her vision as pleasure exploded.

      Afterward, when she returned to reality, they faced each other for several silent seconds, breathing hard. Her eyes darted to the bedroom, meaningfully. He scooped her off the floor with a smile and stalked into his bedroom. He set her on the edge of the bed.

      “I want to see all of you,” he whispered as he stepped away.

      She dragged off her jeans and the lacy underwear. Then came the T-shirt and bra. She lay on the bed. “Your turn.”

      He kicked off his shoes. The dress shirt and pants hit the floor within seconds. He caught one of her feet to kiss and lick his way up her leg. When he got between her legs, he paused. His eyebrows lifted in silent question.

      She held her breath and nodded.

      He gave one long, hard lick. She bucked at the sensation and cried his name. A few torturous licks later, her fingernails dug into his scalp.

      “I assume that’s a keep going and not a cry for me to stop,” he mumbled as he licked once more.

      She moaned encouragement.

      “Might need clarification.” He licked again.

      She arched toward him. “Please…it’s good. Don’t stop.”

      “I’ll never get tired of you saying that.” He slid his palms up her sides and buried his face in her soft belly.

      “You’re stopping. I need you.”

      “Baby, I’m trying to get control down here.”

      “No control. Out of control works.” She wriggled to get him in motion.

      “God, Becca…” He grabbed a condom from his drawer.

      She grabbed it out of his hand and ripped it open. He groaned as she rolled it on. “No slowing down.”

      He rolled over, ending with her on top, straddling his hips. “You in a hurry?”

      “Yes.” She slid her hands over his smooth skin, delighting in the perspiration she’d caused. She traced the stylized tattoo over his shoulder, leaned in, and sucked on it once more.

      “You’re killing me here.” He didn’t break eye contact as he slid his hands under her bottom and eased himself to her entrance. “Your call now.”

      She threw her head back and took him in one stroke. His eyes closed on a long moan. She laced her fingers with his and led a slow pace, adjusting to him. Then she increased the tempo.

      “Oh God… I need more, baby. Can you take more?” He pulled her head to his and kissed her deeply.

      “More sounds good.”

      He alligator rolled her, kissed her neck, and nipped at her ear. She gasped. He put a hand under her ass to angle her upward and thrust harder, deeper. “You want me to let you come, don’t you? Say it, Becca.”

      “Yes.”

      “You need me. I need to hear it.”

      “I need you, Jake. But admit you need me too.” She dug her fingernails into his ass and lifted her hips to meet his thrust, wrapped her legs around him.

      He buried his face in her neck and whispered, “I need you too.”

      He gave her what she wanted, pushing her over the edge. She shattered, crying out his name. A few thrusts later, he followed.

      Afterward, he held her in silence. Her ear on his chest listened to the rapid thumps of his heart. Down to the depths of her soul, she realized even if they moved on, this was what she wanted. This was the kind of forever she’d dreamed about.
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      Jake rolled over, blissed out beyond belief after hours with Becca, and even an hour of bathtub play. Early morning light trickled through the curtains. He reached out for her, but instead of smooth skin and warmth, all he found was cold, wrinkled sheets. He sat up, confused.

      “Becca?”

      No answer. The clock read seven fifteen a.m. Where was she? Her flight didn’t leave until noon. He stalked through all the rooms of his apartment with a sense of dread. No Becca. She wouldn’t have left, not without saying something.

      He padded into the kitchen, preparing for the disappointment he knew was coming. On the island counter, she’d propped a note against an apple: Only tonight. Forgive me.

      She left?

      With a curse, he swept his arm across the counter, sending unopened mail, apples, and the note flying.

      He’d been on the receiving end of being left before, but in those cases, he’d been relieved to avoid morning-after weirdness.

      With a hard flop, he landed on a stool. He massaged his pounding temples. Why did her leaving hurt? It wasn’t supposed to hurt. This is the way he preferred. One night, maybe two max, and it was over. He didn’t do regrets or repeats.

      Even to him, the mantra sounded shallow.

      She’d said they would walk away and move on. He’d taken her up on the deal. But something shifted for him last night. Had to be a product of discussing his father. Whatever it was didn’t want to return to the monotony of meaningless sex with beautiful strangers.

      He fingered his cell phone, tempted to text her. Her words echoed in his mind. No weird goodbye at the airport.

      Damn it, he wanted more time with her. A definite first for him, but he wanted more of her and more of what they’d shared. As he drifted off to sleep, he’d considered the previously unthinkable…the girlfriend thing. Even though probabilities weighed heavily in favor of him fucking it up, the high points might make however long they had together worthwhile.

      To have her all to himself whenever he wanted her. To know she was thinking about him when he wasn’t around and whenever she wanted someone. This kind of mushy shit terrified him.

      So why was it making him want to hunt her down and drag her back here? To make plans for next weekend, and maybe several weekends after that? He was fucking twisted over Becca.

      Wait a minute. These uncharacteristic notions had to be post-wedding foolishness. You will get over this and realize tomorrow this is the way it should be.

      In a daze, he stumbled to the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. His reflection looked like over-baked shit from two sleepless nights. Usually, if he had a two-nighter, he slept for at least eight hours on the second day to make up. But he didn’t care about the puffy half-moon under each eye or the stubble and red eyes.

      He’d been on board with last night being their final night. He shouldn’t be surprised she’d left. She had given him what he usually wanted, an uncomplicated out. The only person he could be pissed at was himself for agreeing to her rules.

      His phone buzzed across the counter. Noah’s picture lit up.

      “Yeah?” Jake answered, his voice rough.

      “Okay, there’s a whole hell of a lot of woman troubles in that one word, but right now I’m so happy that you’re going to ride my wave and get over yourself. You still taking us to the airport in an hour?”

      Shit. He’d forgotten his promise to Noah last week. “Yes. Your ride is on the way.”

      A shower and forty minutes later, he pulled up to Becca’s hotel, the one in which Noah and Tori spent last night in one of the wedding suites. He rubbed his forehead again, hoping by some miracle it’d halt his head pounding. Then he texted Noah: Out front.

      Minutes later out came Noah and Tori followed by a bellboy with about ten suitcases on a trolley. And Becca.

      His heart pounded. Her tight graphic T-shirt veed low and pulled tight to her curves. The boots and skintight jeans accentuated her sleek legs.

      Maybe this was fate in a good way. Or, this could be fate in a let’s fuck with his head way. The foreign feeling of necessity to make things right with Becca shot his headache into a stomach rolling cold sweat head pain.

      Noah waved. The shit-eating grin on his face broadcast his night went well. “I volunteered you to give Becca a ride to the airport too. Hope that’s okay?”

      “Sure. Makes sense.” He met her gaze for an instant. Her eyes darted away.

      This hadn’t been a part of her plan. She must’ve been caught by the newlyweds in the lobby or something.

      When he hopped into the driver’s side, she was typing on her cell phone in the passenger seat.

      As they pulled away, Noah kissed Tori loudly in the back seat, and then asked Jake, “So, what happened to you last night?”

      “What do you mean?” He shifted on his seat as he turned on the car.

      “The last time I saw you, you were taking leftovers to Becca.”

      As if he wanted to hash this out right now. His gaze met Becca’s for a brief instant. Her raised eyebrows asked the silent question. The full-disclosure decision was his.

      When he didn’t jump in to say anything, her eyebrows drooped low and eyes narrowed. She said, “Thanks for dropping the cake by. Did you have a long night or something? You do look tired.”

      “Yeah, long night.” Maybe that’d be noncommittal enough to convey to Noah to drop it. He concentrated on the few drops of rain spitting on the windshield, playing the game of how long he could wait before he must click on the wipers.

      “What? You’re not going to jump down his throat today, Becca, about whatever happened during his long night?” Noah asked.

      She shook her head and gazed out the side window, her frame stiff. “We made a wedding truce.”

      He wanted to be truthful. To tell Noah about them and get it out there. He wanted to hear her laugh again and see her smile at him as if he rocked her world and then some.

      His jaw clenched once. Twice. He glanced at the newlyweds in the rearview mirror. They were so disgustingly happy making out in the back seat. No way in hell would he burst their bubble with an oh, by the way.

      Besides, if he gambled on him and Becca by telling Noah about last night, and whatever he had with her crashed and burned—as it would—then not only would he have lost her, but also his best friend and family.

      This pressure inside his chest worsened. He’d messed it all up, as was his specialty.
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      Tears prickled Becca’s eyes, but she squared her shoulders and gazed out the window. She excavated her best everything’s great when it’s really crap smile, which she’d perfected during this past year’s internship. She carried on chitchat with Tori and Noah on the drive. The fake smile remained pinned on her face as they started airport goodbyes.

      Her stomach turned queasy at the thought of what would happen next. But she made the same vow she’d made to herself for the past few weeks. She wouldn’t fail her family, and she would survive. However, she needed to be gone when Noah and Jake found out about the breach into their system and stolen data.

      Jake’s expression stayed cool as he gave her the requisite impersonal hug after unloading her rollaboard. She willed herself not to grab onto him and hold tight. She wanted to wrap herself around his body until the embrace thawed the stiff, frozen guy in front of her. She dreamed of pressing her lips to his just once more or running her hand far lower on his back than “friends” would dare. Instead, she let go at the same time he did. This was over. She didn’t want to accept it, but like everything here in New York, it was over. An alternative outcome was nothing but a fantasy.

      Noah’s phone dinged. His expression clouded as he scanned an incoming message. “What the hell? Jake…did you—”

      Jake scrolled on his phone, obviously reading a message. “This is bad.”

      Noah continued scrolling, cursing.

      Air wouldn’t pass through her lungs. She panted. A side glance to the sliding door entryway to the airport helped her calculate how fast she could make it there. No need to check-in before security with an electronic ticket. She’d gone through the rigmarole to ensure she had TSA Precheck two months ago.

      Noah shoved his phone back into his jacket. “We’re going in to figure this out at the office before I go. Sorry, sweetheart.”

      “What about your honeymoon?” Jake asked.

      Acid burned a hole in her stomach. Terrified, she met Jake’s gaze. He was distracted, but soon he’d put two and two together.

      Tori’s gaze was filled with suspicion.

      Becca leaned in and hugged Tori, whispering before she pulled away, “He forced me to do it, but I changed everything…gave Symphis bogus information. Won’t be long before he figures that out.” Aka, my life is forfeit. “I would do anything to protect all of you guys.”

      She pulled away from Tori and announced, “My flight got bumped to earlier. I’ve got to run.”

      “Becca, wait,” Tori said.

      Without a second glance or pause, she scurried through the sliding glass doors. She ignored Jake and Becca yelling her name. The moment she got inside, she jogged to security.

      Time to execute phase one of her escape from California.
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      Jake sipped his fourth Red Bull, the chemical drink jolting his already over-caffeinated system into a jerky hyper-alertness. “What happened, Sam?”

      The chief of security at NJ Legacy, an ex-NSA hacking expert, glanced up. “The interesting part about this was the technology used to get into the system. This is next level spy tech able to worm in remotely. That is, I’m assuming it was remote since I received no warning about an unanticipated breach. I’ve got the whole system triggered to alert me. Looks like she copied financial files from the past two months, mostly payroll and the billing accounts.”

      Noah covered his face and sifted a hand through his hair. “Tori said Becca told her she changed the information before she sent it to Symphis. That means when he finds out he’s going to be pissed. Her life’s in danger. Jesus, they already took Kaleb. Now Becca. How the hell could this even happen?”

      Jake slammed his fist on the table. “How did he get his hooks into her?” He waved a hand. “Forget how he did it. What do we do? We have to get her back.”

      “Was she ever alone with the system?” Sam’s tone was calm as he remained glued to his laptop.

      “Not that I’m aware of.” Jake wondered if they asked her to sleep with him to facilitate stealing the information. The notion left him disgusted. He couldn’t believe she’d go to that extreme, even under pressure. What’d been between them had always been there. Whatever pushed her to do this must’ve pushed her toward him. She’d been terrified the whole weekend.

      He should’ve pushed her harder to tell him why. “We were in my office for lunch but never got close to my computer. She was near my laptop, but I never left her alone with it while logged on. She ran up to Noah’s office to grab drinks. We could review security footage to see if she got near any computers.”

      “I already did that. She didn’t get near Noah’s computer. Must’ve done it when you had your laptop open or near your office computer. That’s a super cool bit of programming,” Sam said in a goofy awed tone. “It’s the kind of stuff GenShare works on to sell to government intelligence agencies. Wonder if Becca programmed it.”

      “Who cares if she did?” Jake scrolled his phone, desperate for any sort of message from her. She was God knows where in a plane, exposed and in danger. He had no ability to help her. “I told you Becca was off the range terrified about something, Noah.”

      “You didn’t say she was terrified. You said something wasn’t right about her taking a job while in grad school. I figured she overextended herself or something. She’s an overachiever.” Noah covered his face again. “Mom won’t survive if she… They can’t have her too. They just can’t. Damn it, Jake, why didn’t you keep her here?”

      Jake’s chest ached as images of Kaleb’s funeral filtered through his mind. He’d gone with Noah to identify the water-bloated body that barely resembled the brother they both remembered. A lump settled in his stomach like lead. The gears in his brain churned, looking for any solution to keep Becca safe. “I was with her most of the weekend as much as I could be. You were there at the airport too. She practically ran away.”

      Sam said softly while typing on his laptop, “She hasn’t been at Berkley this semester.”

      “What?” Jake tried to make sense of all the bits of conversation he’d had with her. “She had a slip up about being in San Diego that she tried to cover up.”

      “Her flight took her to San Diego with a layover in Phoenix,” Sam said, clicking fast on the keyboard. “Her name’s on an apartment lease near downtown San Diego. Lots of digital hits on her the past few months in San Diego. All her social media went dark seven months ago.”

      “Symphis must’ve recruited her around the same time as Kaleb, then.” Jake was glad it came out level-headed despite his inner need to yell and fight. There wasn’t a line he wouldn’t cross to get her back here alive. Bad moment to realize he might be in love with her.

      “Kaleb and Becca. Sounds like it was premeditated to try to hit NJ Legacy any way he could. Wonder what he’s got against you guys.” Sam glanced up. “There’s no digital fingerprint to point to Symphis in this, not that we have one of him to begin with. But this is consistent with how his network operates. Psychological torture and then control his players with fear to make them not only play videogames but also do things like this.”

      “Call the FBI and NSA. I want her back here,” Noah said. “We’re not losing her.”

      “I know a security firm in California. I can ask them to grab her at the airport,” Jake proposed.

      Sam stopped typing. “She just sent me a message. It says: Stay clear of me. The ricochet will hurt.” He typed madly. “She won’t reply. And now she’s out of the chat room.”

      “Why’d she send you a message?” Noah scrolled his phone for messages, realizing the fury pushing him to pulverize Sam had everything to do with jealousy. No message from her. He glanced up to see Noah checking his phone too and shaking his head.

      “I’m on this chat room where we speak Klingon. Total nerd, I know. But it’s a back channel for emergency things, like this. Guess she figured I’d be involved in things.”

      “She can’t go up against this guy alone.” Noah jumped up and paced. He muttered, “Kaleb tried to do it on his own, to get out. He wouldn’t listen to me and ended up murdered. Once they figure out she altered the information she obtained, they’ll kill her.” He slammed his hands on the table. “How did this happen?”

      Jake texted on his phone. “I’m sending the security company to get her. I’ll be on my way out there for the Comic-Con tomorrow. I can pick her up and bring her back here. We’ll fly private.”

      “What would he want with this financial information?” Sam tapped his lower lip with his index finger.

      “Maybe he already figured out we’re leveraged out the wazoo to bring the VR goggles to market. Maybe he’s the one screwing with production.” Jake’s gut cinched tight. He couldn’t believe he’d been so stupid to not recognize the signs of someone in trouble and to let her walk out of his life without a fight to keep her here.

      Sam shook his head. “He’s not a god who knows everything. But financials would be the best way to figure out how to tank us. If she truly altered the information, then she probably saved the company.”

      “At the cost of her life,” Jake said.
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      Becca’s heart pounded as she keyed in the code to the airport locker in Phoenix. It didn’t work. If she didn’t get the backpack, there was no plan.

      Her chest seized tight as she punched in the code again. It clicked open. Thank God.

      Backpack still where she’d left it on her last pass through the airport.

      She’d planned to disappear with Stuart, both of them making their way back to California by car. Then to Comic-Con where the contact would be in two days. She hadn’t planned on taking the journey alone. Made it scarier.

      They’d done a lot of research on how to ghost out of existence, covering their online searches by using public computers at libraries and coffee houses. The last piece to truly disappear was what the contact could provide—erasure from Symphis’s system. Then she could truly disappear and hope time would provide a way to bring down his operation.

      She pulled out Quan’s card, wondering. Maybe she could get some discreet assistance.

      She cradled her phone, pulling up her pictures one last time. A smile tugged at her lips when she ran her thumb over a picture of Jake taken last Christmas. Love pulsed so powerfully in her veins that her heart actually ached. She clicked off the phone, removed sim card, dropped it, slammed her heel down on the card, and flushed both the card and phone in the toilet.

      “Good-bye, Jake.”

      Good-bye, old life.
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      “Twenty-five minutes and you’re on in Ballroom Four,” Emma announced as she swiped through screens on her iPad. “We need you there early to do a sound check. Your talk has been uploaded.”

      “The system is going to work this time?” Jake asked. Three weeks ago in Chicago, he had to wing a huge talk without graphics. Nightmare.

      “The team double-checked. Use the clicker.” She pressed the device into his hand. “The promo video will play on your cue.”

      “You made it clear our tech team will be running the video?” He shoved the familiar thin clicker into his jeans pocket.

      “Yes. The Comic-Con people didn’t like it, but they’ll tolerate it. The team is already in there. They’ve opened the room to include Ballroom Three and added an extra jumbo screen due to anticipated attendance.”

      “We expected this to be big.” He lowered his voice, “Anything new yet?”

      Emma shook her head. “You’ve got the meeting after the talk at eleven and then lunch with the studio execs.”

      Nothing? Becca had disappeared before her connecting flight three days ago. Three fucking days of hell. The FBI couldn’t find a single breadcrumb of a clue as to her whereabouts. Noah was going insane. They’d interviewed her employer out here in San Diego who, after coercion, admitted he’d been forced to use his interns to play in the Stadium. He also admitted to texting her multiple times through the weekend to order she do Symphis’s bidding. That left a bitter aftertaste in his mouth. What they’d had, what she’d done, might only have been because she’d been forced into it.

      During slow moments, he obsessed about possibilities like where she’d gone and her plans, if still alive. She could’ve been captured, killed, or tortured. If alive and still free, did she intend to take down Symphis alone? Or maybe she’d done a Jason Bourne and disappeared.

      He didn’t want to find her out of concern for her welfare. He wanted a fight. A big fight. About what’d been real and what’d been done out of coercion. And about her not trusting him.

      “Jake, focus. This is the biggest Comic-Con of the year.” Emma snapped her fingers in front of his face.

      “I’ll meet you in there,” Jake said. “I’m running to the restroom.”

      Emma gave him a pained look. She wanted to say more. “I can only delay the start for so long.”

      “I’ll be there in a sec.” Jake’s eye caught on a woman in a classic Princess Leia outfit. The hair buns dwarfed her head. The gown wasn’t tailored and not top of the line. In fact, the skirt almost dragged on the floor. She wore a Carrie Fisher mask to hide her face. Something about her seemed familiar. Her height, the way she carried herself… No, she was another cosplay crazy. They were everywhere. She wasn’t even the first Leia he’d seen today. More like the tenth. Only this Leia had a backpack.

      He was losing his mind. Why in the world would a backpack make her suspicious?

      It wasn’t Becca. She wouldn’t have disappeared in Phoenix to come back to San Diego and dress up for Comic-Con.

      He followed the Leia.

      Within yards of catching up to her, a man stepped into his path. Jake halted to avoid a collision and bit back a groan as he concentrated on the intruder. What now? He pasted on a smile and shook hands with a guy he vaguely recognized from undergrad, bumbling through conversation while keeping one eye on Leia.

      Time to cut the chitchat. “Listen, I’d love to chat more, but I’ve got to go give a presentation. Give me your card. We can catch up later or something.”

      The guy’s hands fidgeted while he produced a card.

      Jake snatched the card and jogged off in the direction the Leia had gone. His watch said it was presentation time, or at least time to be in the Green Room preparing. His gut said follow the cosplay Leia. Just to be sure it wasn’t Becca.

      This was stupid. He had to let Leia go. Where was Ballroom Four?

      No maps or signs anywhere obvious around him. None of his team nearby. Where the hell were they? They never left him alone in this type of crowd. He fingered his cell phone, tempted to text Emma.

      Damn it. He could find a ballroom without help.

      Logic said they had to advertise the big presentations. He just needed to find a poster. Costumed enthusiasts packed every corner of the convention center. A trio of Spidermans almost steamrolled him.

      He headed north, but every few steps someone recognized him. He shouldn’t be out here running the risk of getting mobbed. He asked three people who requested his autograph if they knew the location of the ballroom, but none could help.

      Maybe this was the wrong direction. He pivoted and dodged a hulking blue-faced man and a green-skinned woman but crashed into a petite person in costume.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, struggling to keep his balance and hers.

      “Jake?”

      His heart rate accelerated, and waves of heat crept up his neck as he glanced down at his accidental victim. Becca in the Leia costume stunned him speechless.

      It was Becca. Here.

      Rage built in his brain.

      “What’re you doing here?” they asked simultaneously.

      “You first.” He hadn’t let go of her arm after he helped her regain balance and had no plans to do so. She wasn’t slipping away, not after the past three days.

      “Let’s pretend we didn’t see each other. Forget about it.” She pulled at his grip. “I’ve got to go.”

      “No. Don’t you realize the hell you’ve put us through over the past few days? Your brother is losing his mind. You disappeared after stealing financials. We find out Symphis might be involved. That you slept with me because some eGaming shithead told you to. No way in hell are you going off to do whatever insanity you have planned. You’re coming with me. We’re going to talk about this. But I’ve got a presentation”—he glanced at his watch—“in fifteen minutes.”

      “Jake, I didn’t…” She glanced around. “It’s not safe for me here or for them to potentially see you with me.”

      “You’re in costume. I could barely tell who you were.”

      “But you did, which isn’t good.” She cocked her head. “What kind of presentation are you giving?”

      “Puff bit on the VR goggles today. And first time reveal of specifics on Tori’s fantasy game we’ll be releasing at the end of the month.”

      “That’s so exciting.” He could feel her smiling through the mask, even though he couldn’t see it. Her enthusiasm distracted him. He almost let her go.

      She asked, “Why are you out here in the exhibit hall and not getting ready?”

      “On my way there.” Wherever the hell Ballroom Four was located.

      “Where are your people?” She glanced around. “You’re alone?”

      He couldn’t tell if being alone was a good or bad thing to her.

      “Emma has to be three steps behind you.” She pulled at his hand again. “I can’t deal with Emma right now. You have to let me leave. I’m doing something to get out and keep all of you safe.”

      “You’ll have to take a little detour on your road trip and come to my talk. If you try to escape, I’ll make a big fuss.” He gazed down at her through the mask. “I’m betting you don’t want a fuss.”

      When she didn’t move on her own, he waved his arm to get her in motion, allowing her to slightly take the lead.

      After a few yards, he noticed she limped. He grabbed her elbow, halting her. “What’s wrong? Why’re you limping? Did someone hurt you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not. You can barely walk.” He glanced down the white dress to the heeled boots. Sexy boots, but impractical at this type of convention. “Did I hurt you when I bumped into you?”

      “No. It’s the shoes. I’m not good in heels, even if they are boots. They’re part of this ridiculous costume. I’ve probably got a mega blister.”

      “Take them off. Go without.”

      “What? No.”

      “You’re hurting,” he said, pointing at her shoes.

      She shrugged.

      He unhooked her backpack from her and slung it over his shoulder. He scooped her off her feet and stalked toward the info desk he spied a few yards away.

      “What’re you doing? Put me down. This is so not staying under the radar. Captain America over there has his cell phone on us.” She hid her face in her hands. “Aquaman just got a picture too.”

      He glanced down. The memory of her naked and of each sensation she’d unleashed from him during their last night together flashed through his brain. But it hadn’t been real. It’d been good…better than good. Mind-blowing. He’d felt things… Not going there. He shoved the unwanted emotions down deep. This woman used him and didn’t trust him. He was keeping her with him until he could get her to the FBI, for Noah’s sake.

      At the info desk, he waited several minutes through someone demanding admission reimbursement but didn’t understand the info desk kid couldn’t help her. He ignored Becca’s fervent whispers he put her down. Finally, when the irate woman ahead of him marched off, he requested of the attendant, “We need a Band-Aid or two.”

      The teenager behind the desk gawked. “Aren’t you the guy from NJ Legacy?”

      He held back an agitated snort. “Yes, and I have a presentation beginning in a few minutes. We need a Band-Aid.” If the kid asked for an autograph, he’d unleash his irritation.

      “I’m fine,” Becca protested. “Put me down. I can find my own foot first-aid. You need to get going, or you’ll be late. It’s time we go our separate ways.”

      “We either do this now, or I’ll carry you into the talk and make you sit on the stage until I’m done.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Try me.”

      An unladylike snort escaped her. She crossed her arms. “Fine. Get me a goddamned Band-Aid.”

      Her dramatic stubbornness pushed his need to fight.

      The teenager said, “The medical station is on the other side of the building, but I think I saw something in this desk.” He searched through drawers, finally emerging with one generic bandage. Perfect.

      “Thanks.” Jake glanced around. No free chairs to be found nearby. He set her on the smooth desk and took off her boot.

      “I can’t be on the desk.” She squirmed to get down.

      He threw an arm across her lap. “Stay still. Stop being difficult.”

      “It’s not like I broke a bone or have a bleeding laceration. No need to call 911. It’s just a run-of-the-mill blister.”

      He knelt, removed her boot and sock. “We’re going to need a bigger Band-Aid.” Her blister trekked along the side of her foot and down her little toe.

      She pulled her foot out of his grasp. “Give me the bandage. I’ll put it on.”

      “No. Give me your foot. I’ll do it.” He held out his hand.

      “What kind of burr jumped up your ass? It’s just a blister.”

      The teenager behind the counter giggled.

      She blushed, apparently forgetting they were in public.

      “Becca,” he gritted out in warning. She slapped the bandage into his hand. He would not notice the softness of her skin or the delicate arch of her foot. He wouldn’t dare think about kissing up to… Focus on the blister. He peeled and placed the bandage. “We need another.” He glanced at the teenager who shrugged a “no.”

      “I’m not going to go gangrenous and lose a toe. I need to get going. You need to forget you saw me here.” She hopped off the desk.

      He caught her arm a few feet from the desk. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      She fisted his shirt and pulled him close to facilitate direct eye contact. At a whisper, she said, “This is my chance to get out once and for all. There’s someone here who can help me. Yes, this is about the Stadium and Symphis. They killed my wedding date and forced me to steal the financials. You have to let me disappear. I’m doing this for you, for my parents, and my brothers.”
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      He didn’t seem surprised. He already knew.

      Tori must’ve told them. Becca wasn’t surprised.

      “No.” Jake’s nostrils flared, and the squinty eye he gave her warned if she lit the match to detonate the argument he itched to have, then World War III would ensue. There’d be videos taken. Her cover would be blown because the mask would come off, no doubt.

      He commanded, “I’m doing this presentation. You’re going to stay until the FBI gets here.”

      God, he was handsome in those jeans and button-down shirt with his reading glasses pushed up into his hair, probably forgotten. How she wanted to fall into his strength and the security he offered deep beneath the bluster. But it wasn’t real safety. Nothing was at this point. Reality was, people were dying. “Even Tori hasn’t really escaped. Going public isn’t the answer. I’m sorry. This is for the best.”

      “What’re you going to do? Disappear? For how long? The rest of your life?”

      “If needed.”

      “You’re going to leave behind your parents…your dad when he might not be himself for much longer? I don’t buy it. What the hell happened between us? Did you decide the best way to distract me from the fact you hacked my company’s system was in bed?”

      Her heart skipped a few beats in response to the hurt in his tone. She searched his eyes, seeing pleading there and something else. Her heart wanted the something else to be an affirmative on missing her as much as she’d missed him. The past few days had been hell. Aside from fear and living on the edge, she cycled between hating him and fantasizing about him.

      “I had to do what needed to be done.” She choked out the words necessary to push him away. “Now’s the time for you to do what you do best when it comes to relationships. Walk away.”

      He tightened his grip on her elbow. “It’s not that simple.”

      “Yes, it is. It happened. It was a one-night stand. Okay, technically it was two nights. But still sex, no strings. That was our agreement. You’ll forget about me within the next week. Go do your presentation. I’ll do my own thing.”

      “I won’t forget in a week.” He pulled her close and said low so all the onlookers couldn’t hear, “You’re going to tell me the truth about what the hell happened between us. Real or fake?”

      She couldn’t move, too terrified the slightest motion would cause her to fracture into a million tiny pieces. I love you, Jake. It’s because of that I need you to leave me. Fear tightened her chest, making it impossible to draw a full breath. “Jake, I—”

      Crap. That was Emma marching this way.

      “I’m out of here.” Becca yanked her wrist out of his grasp. “Thanks for this whole weird bandage thing. Good-bye.”

      “Becca, stop.” He caught her arm again. She swayed. Her foot screamed in pain. To top off her humiliation sundae, she almost fell over. He caught her arm and helped her catch her balance.

      She yanked her arm out of his grasp. “We’re done. You have a presentation to get to. Aren’t you a headliner at this convention?”

      “Yes, it’s a big talk. Becca—”

      Emma appeared in front of them. “Thank God. We thought you’d had an accident or something when you didn’t show up. I assumed you were right behind me.” Her gaze met Becca’s, quizzical. “You’re hitting on Leia out here instead of being inside getting ready?”

      “It’s Becca,” Jake said, low.

      Emma’s eyes widened. “You’re here? After everything…you’re here? Okay, regardless…” She waved a dismissive hand. “You’re late, Jake.”

      Becca blew out a disgruntled sigh. “Jake had this bizarre need to play doctor on my blister before his talk, as if my foot was going to fall off or something.”

      “Really?” Emma asked as her gaze darted to Jake. “The crowd around us doesn’t need to see Jake have a lover’s spat with a cosplay Leia five minutes before he gives one of the biggest talks of the convention. We can only hope the two of you won’t end up on YouTube. I saw a few people with cell phones out. We have to get going right now.”

      A colorful crowd of raptly attentive superhero and alien spectators surrounded them.

      Oh my. Was that a Stormtrooper giving her the thumbs-up?

      “Bye, guys.” She twisted to move away to Booth 416.

      Jake caught her hand in his. He leaned in and whispered, “Big fuss if you don’t stay with me.”

      “You already did a big fuss. Now piss off and let me go.”

      “I will toss you over my shoulder if you don’t walk. Now,” he ordered.

      Becca struggled to keep up with his bruising pace to the ballroom. Her foot screamed. Jake cast her a concerned glance several times. She sucked it up and glared whenever he glanced her way, fearful he’d make good on his threat if she uttered even a single pain complaint. All she wanted to do was find a chair and take the boots off.

      Emma led to the side entrance down near the front of the overflowing ballrooms, behind the stage and out the door on the opposite side. She gripped both Becca’s and Jake’s arms tightly and steered them to the Green Room where several people milled around outside. Jake smiled and waved at the people she assumed were his employees.

      Emma slammed the door. “Jake! I need your head here, on the talk. Right now. I don’t care that Becca reappeared despite the FBI’s best efforts to find her. I don’t care whatever the hell happened between the two of you last weekend.” She leaned over to Becca and said in a side tone, “I’m thrilled you’re okay. Bad timing, but glad you’re safe, honey.”

      Jake’s gaze darted to Becca. This wasn’t the self-assured, super cool, NJ Legacy CEO. This was her fault.

      A man poked his head in the door. “Emma, there’s an issue with the floor lights. Moderator arguing they should be up, Ted arguing they should be down.”

      “On my way.” She pointed at each of them. “Behave. Be quiet. I’ll be back in a few minutes. Don’t leave this room. Either of you.”

      Becca stared at the shut door, realizing she was alone in a room with Jake. “I shouldn’t be in here.”

      “If you’re not here then I’m going wherever you’re going.” He leaned toward her and jerked off her mask.

      His eyes narrowed, and there was a subtle shift in him that she sensed rather than saw.

      She gave her arm a tug to free it from his grip, but it was halfhearted. She wasn’t all that interested in freedom at the moment.

      He slowly raised his hand. A caress moved down her neck until his fingertips rested on her collarbone.

      “Answer one question. Did you sleep with me because someone told you to, or because you wanted to?”

      Becca swallowed through a tight throat as she felt his fingertips on her chin. He tilted her face up with the slightest of pressure.

      The safe answer, the one that got her freedom from everything deep and heavy that drowned her in the essence of this man, was to answer because someone told her to do it.

      But he would sense her lie.

      Kiss me. Oh, no…don’t. What insanity hijacked her brain around Jake? A thousand emotions battled for prominence in her brain. Sure, she was pissed Jake kidnapped her, but not as much as she should be when she was within sniffing distance of the only contact that might get her free of Symphis’s tentacles. Stronger than anger was a burning need that wouldn’t go away. No matter how much she pushed it down, it came back brighter and hotter every time she so much as thought about him.

      It was burning so hot right now, she bet if she looked in a mirror her face would be flushed, her feelings out there on display for everyone to see. She still wanted him, even more after his mention of them not being over.

      He leaned toward her. “When they ordered you hack into our system with some sort of invasive technology, you didn’t plan on tacking on a little horizontal action, did you?”

      She jabbed a finger into him. “Didn’t hear you complaining.”

      His lips came down hard on hers, and she met them with equal force. She grabbed onto his shoulders, pulling herself against him while his arms came around her.

      Groaning, he broke off from her mouth, burying his face in her neck as if he were battling himself for control.

      Through a haze, she recognized the sound of the door opening. Her mind was fuzzy as she tried to remember where she was.

      “Shit.” Emma grabbed Jake and pulled him away from her. “Two minutes and I come back to this? There are at least a thousand people out there in front of the stage. You two are a serious mess. Thank God Noah isn’t here to make this a catastrophe. Guarantee when he finds out that you two got together at his wedding while his sister was under duress he’s going to blow up.” She attached a cordless clip-microphone to Jake’s shirt. “Pull it together. Both of you.” Then she turned to Becca, “You’ll sit with me, so people think you’re part of his team, even if you are the only one in costume. Do not remove the mask or wig. It’ll be a miracle if what happened out there on the main floor stays out of the press tomorrow.” She turned back to Jake. “She’s not leaving. I’ll make sure of it. You need to do your stage magic. You’re on.”

      “I need water,” Jake said.

      Emma produced a bottled water from her purse. Jake unscrewed the top and guzzled half the oversized bottle.

      Emma directed her to a seat just off-stage, behind the curtains close to the exit door. The position meant when Jake was on stage he could see her, but the audience couldn’t. She could just sneak out…

      “Don’t even think about it,” Emma hissed. “If you walk out that door, I guarantee he will lose his momentum. He might even make a scene to go after you.”

      “No, he wouldn’t. Listen, Emma, this is serious. I have to get out of here. I’m in the middle of something big. Something to keep my family safe, Jake safe, you…everyone. I have to get free.”

      “Don’t move.” Emma pressed an earbud tight to her ear and signaled to the stage.

      The lights dimmed.

      Emma whispered to her, “If you exited the room right now, he’d go after you. You’ll sit your ass down because Symphis is not going mess up the biggest moment in NJ Legacy history.”

      Jake walked out on the stage. The audience went wild. He launched into his talk, with breath-taking visuals.

      Her mind spun on the possibilities. There were no maybes in this situation. There was her walking out that door. Time tick-tocked. The person at the booth would be there for a half hour.

      Jake mesmerized the audience and her. Although she knew he planned out exactly how everything was going to go and precisely what he’d say, he made it look effortless, as if he spoke off the cuff. By the time they cued a video of the goggles and Tori’s fantasy game, even she was ready to preorder both online.

      Emma leaned over and whispered again, “The FBI’s on their way here. They didn’t expect a need to be at the convention. You’re going to hold tight here until they arrive.”

      “They can’t keep me safe. We both know that.”

      Emma squeezed her arm.

      When Jake finished the closing video, Emma stood and signaled some guys in the shadows. Several burly bodyguards closed in on Jake as he exited the stage. The crowd began to swarm. Emma got pulled away by a group of teeming people.

      Alone, Becca scooted out the exit with the flood of people pressing through the double doors. She wove through the crush of the overly enthused, the curious, and the avid fans toward Artist’s Alley where artists from every genre of comics and illustrated fiction presented their wares. The number of people was thinner in this area than out in the main hall, but the high noise level and constantly bumping into people had her feeling dizzy by the time she made it to the designated booth.

      The booth was small, in a corner, and relatively private. Wild, colorful prints with a heavy anime influence hung or sat on every available surface. The artist’s name wasn’t familiar to her, which wasn’t saying much since she wasn’t a comic book or graphic art aficionado. A stunning brunette with several facial piercings and colorful tattoos on display in her skimpy halter-top drummed her fingers on the top of a pile of plastic-wrapped prints. A light weaving of gold extensions sparkled in her hair.

      “You made it.” The brunette smiled a wide expanse of white teeth that wasn’t friendly but instead was an eerie spread of her darkly lined lips.

      “Stardust?”

      She nodded.

      “How do you know who I am?” Becca asked.

      “You’re cute, Rebecca. If I can pull off what you’re here to request, then you have to believe I know exactly who you are and everywhere you’ve been in the convention center since you stepped foot in here sixty-two minutes ago.” Her dark, heavily lined eyes conveyed a vacancy of emotion, not boredom.

      “How do I know you’re who you say you are?”

      “I guess you’ll have to trust me.”

      Becca snort-laughed. “Right. If you were a part of the Stadium operation, how’d you get free enough to be able to have a second career as an artist?”

      “Because I’m that good. I got out in the early days when it was less complicated. Less global. At first when I played in the Stadium, I kind of liked it but then…too much misogynistic bullshit. No one believed a girl could be as good as a guy when it came to gaming. Assholes.” Her bony shoulders lifted and dropped, shutting off the brief surge of emotion. “They weren’t heartbroken when the sole girl wrote herself out and disappeared. Maybe they assumed I OD’ed or something.”

      “How much do you want for this?” Becca pulled her backpack around to her front and unzipped.

      “Money? Nah, I have more than I need. My price is something more valuable.” She leaned forward, which launched a cloying perfume up Becca’s nostrils. A long fingernail with dark blue sparkly polish tapped a slow beat on the top of the prints pile.

      This wasn’t part of the deal. “What are you asking for if you don’t want money?”

      “What’d Symphis force you to do that was so bad you’d stay in?”

      “That’s your price? You want me to tell you what they’re using as blackmail?” Becca glanced around with a creepy sensation of being watched by someone. No one around.

      She rolled her balance back to sit upright on her stool. “Nah. Just curious. You seem smart. Seems like it’d have to be something pretty big to keep you locked in.”

      “It was.”

      “Was, meaning you don’t care about it anymore?” Becca didn’t like this. Seemed like she was delaying for some reason. “Can we cut to the chase so I can get out of here?”

      “You want me to erase you from Symphis’s system? Then in exchange, you’ll give me Jake Allen.”

      “I can’t give you another person, especially him.” She sure as hell didn’t want this woman’s blue talons anywhere near Jake.

      “Based on your reaction, that’s my price.” She sat provocatively on a stool, swirling a finger across the mouse pad of a laptop. “Such a tasty morsel of a man. I think he might be worthy of a spin or two.” Her eyes held challenge, as if she expected Becca to balk.

      Bile singed the back of Becca’s throat. She had to get through this without puking. And she had to trust Jake wouldn’t be so stupid as to jump into bed with this woman. “How exactly am I supposed to deliver him to you? You want a personal introduction? Fair warning, I think it’s best if I don’t see him in-person again today. He’s pretty pissed at me.”

      “I’ll do my clickety-click magic to put through your request if you text Jake. Tell him I’m the one who helped you. Then you give me your phone. To keep. No texts after this to him…ever. If you do, I’ll know, and I’ll let some of your information slip back into the system. Like your current location.” Her lips teased upward. “Guarantee one text to Jake right now will have him on me faster than a stud on a bitch in heat.”

      “Why do you want the phone? I don’t have any plans to speak with him or my brother again any time soon.” She didn’t want Jake near this predator, nor did she want to give up the burner phone. Phones weren’t cheap.

      “It’s my price.” The woman resumed drumming her nails on the table.

      Becca excavated the phone from the backpack and typed to Jake: This is Becca. Booth 416 helped me. Good-bye.

      “Show me what you typed before you send it,” the woman demanded.

      Becca rotated the phone’s face toward her.

      “Guess that’ll work.” She squinted at her for a few seconds. Then typed on her laptop. “You’re out.”

      “You can guarantee there’s no record of me anywhere in his system? It’s vast and complex. He has pretty good people who built those firewalls and other protections on it.”

      “You’re out.” Somehow it felt more like the woman was saying she’d played her part in some sort of game rather than an illicit operation to hack Symphis’s system. Since there was no other option, she’d have to trust her.

      Time to move on to phase two of her escape.
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      Becca tossed the Leia mask, wig, and dress into the restroom trashcan. She pulled her hair into a ponytail, smoothed her leggings and T-shirt, then exited the side door of the convention center. She limped as fast as possible across the street past groups of cosplay enthusiasts and up a block into downtown. The blue Toyota sedan sat parked right where Quan promised. She hopped into the passenger seat.

      “You in?” she asked.

      Quan glanced up from his laptop with a shit-eating grin. “Like magic. There’s a gold mine on this computer. I’ve never seen a program that can get me into another’s system past the security remotely. There’s loads of impressive security on this hard drive, but your little program just ate through them. You’re a genius to have written this. I’m a pretty good hacker, but this? Wow.”

      “I didn’t write it by myself.” Thoughts of Stuart saddened her. “But I did do a lot of it. You better grab everything you can before she turns off the laptop.”

      “Almost got all these files. Crap, it went black.” Quan typed fast. “Nothing.”

      “She must’ve shut off the computer. The contact was a psychopathic woman. She didn’t want money.”

      Quan’s forehead wrinkled. “No money. That’s weird for something so dangerous. What’d she want?”

      “An introduction to Jake Allen. Made it sound like she wanted to sleep with him, but I didn’t get the feeling she likes men much. Nothing about what just happened made sense.” She wondered if Symphis let her escape, which creeped her out more than the woman she’d just met.

      “Nothing about this is what it seems. I agree.” Quan resumed interest in the computer. “It’s going to take a while to weed through what I got here, but there’s a lot about Stadiums across the world.”

      “We need to get back to New York. I’ll bet Jake’s flying out this afternoon. I feel like I should warn him about the woman. I don’t want to see him become collateral damage.”

      “Are you sure it’s smart to return right now? Staying low might be best. I can let you know if they need you back in the city.” Quan cranked the car.

      “The stuff Symphis asked me to steal from NJ Legacy was serious. Maybe if I’m back in New York, I can figure out what he’s up to.”

      Quan pulled out into traffic. “What exactly did he ask you to take? I wanted to ask before, but we were so rushed to get all this into play today. I forgot.”

      “Financial data.”

      Quan whistled. “Jesus. That’s not good. That must’ve been hard for you to break into NJ Legacy, not to mention the ethics of the whole thing with your brother as CEO.”

      “I didn’t have a lot of time to get much.” She nibbled a nail, pondering if Quan was right. Maybe she should stay away from home.

      “You simply gave Symphis all the information free and clear like he asked?” Quan glanced her way just as he pulled into a turn lane.

      What if someone from the Stadium organization could somehow monitor them? She gazed at all the electronics in the car. Paranoia running high, instinct said not to reveal the truth. “I didn’t send everything I found. I didn’t want to completely screw Jake and Noah.”

      “Ah. Smart girl. But don’t you think what you did send might hurt them?”

      “I don’t know. It looked like information on ordering.” She’d not only cut stuff out of what was in the files but also modified all of it. She even put in a few backdoor flags that if anyone tried to contact one of the sellers from which those records said NJ Legacy bought, it’d notify her. Then, perhaps, they could trace its source.

      “Did you keep an original file of the financials?” The light changed, and he turned to merge onto the highway.

      Weird question. This entire conversation had her squirming. A part of her wanted to tell him the truth. No reason not to trust him, but then again, she didn’t know who to fully trust at the moment. “No. I didn’t have much time and had to deal with the original file.”

      “Okay. Probably good not to have it. Interesting this woman at Comic-Con decided to involve Jake. Did you get the feeling she did it because it’s the one thing in the universe you didn’t want?”

      “Yes.”

      “A high price to pay, then. I need to follow her. Fortuitous that she took the phone from you. I can track that.” Quan’s smile was almost zealous.

      “You really think this woman can help us get Symphis?”

      “Our investigations into the Stadiums in Europe indicate Symphis is a woman. What if it’s this girl? How sociopathic to make you think you’re out when she might actually be the one who’d pranced you about like a puppet?”

      She’d had a fleeting thought that Stardust wasn’t legit. The whole interaction didn’t settle right. “I need to be out. I can’t play those stupid video games competitively anymore. I hate working for Pascal. Everything GenShare designs is unnerving. My life’s goal isn’t to make stuff for spy agencies, no insult intended to you and your work.”

      Quan shrugged. “Let’s focus on this woman. She may be the only one who knows Symphis’s identity, if it’s not her. Let’s keep our eye on the endgame. This is about a lot more than you and me, or Jake. This is about preventing more deaths and securing the future of video gaming.”
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      “Where is she?” Jake demanded of the girl identified to him and the five FBI agents as Lisi Jackson.

      “She who? You mean the girl in the Leia getup?” The woman’s extra-long eyelashes slow-blinked twice.

      “Of course, I’m talking about her.”

      Lisi shrugged and pointed up the aisle. “Went that way. We had some business. Did it and now it’s done.”

      She was gone. Where would she go? How long had she been planning this? The questions hounded him, like they had been every moment since she’d first disappeared. A sharp pain in his chest hit every time he wondered if Becca planned everything, even them sleeping together. Had he been played?

      She wouldn’t use you like that. His heart railed against his brain, demanding that he find her to give her a chance to explain all of this before he jumped to conclusions. Obviously, she’d been cornered and coerced. He needed specific clarification on how far that coercion pushed her.

      There’s nothing she wouldn’t have done to keep her family safe, his brain countered. Nothing.

      Taking a deep breath, he cleared his mind to focus on Lisi, who might actually give the FBI task force a substantial break in the case against Symphis.

      “What kind of business did you transact?” Jake’s mind read and re-read Becca’s message. It contained nothing useful.

      “Stand aside, Mr. Allen,” demanded the gray-haired man in a blue bomber jacket, blue chinos, and blasé brown shoes. Everything about the man was forgettable, which was probably a bonus in his line of work. He flashed his FBI badge to Lisi. “I’m Agent Reynolds. You’re going to accompany us and answer some questions.”

      Lisi tapped a long blue nail on the badge. “Is that real, or are you jerking my chain?”

      “Ma’am, I don’t joke around. If you don’t come willingly, I will be forced to arrest you.”

      “That sounds exciting. I do love a decent set of handcuffs. But you don’t have anything to arrest me for, or do you?” The bored expression she gave him seemed artificial, but not something she threw out to hide fear. It came off to Jake as if she forced herself to have emotion.

      “You think that will stop me?” Reynolds shot back.

      She unfolded her long body from the stool. “Let me close up shop first and pack my computer. So, where’re we going?”

      “You’re going to help us find Ms. Harrison and tell us everything you know about Symphis.”
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      In a rotten mood, Jake sipped his coffee to jolt him out of exhaustion after no sleep on the red-eye flight from California.

      Noah marched into his office. Him here before seven in the morning during the week when he should be on his honeymoon? Not good.

      “Early morning?” Jake asked.

      “I went online to see how the media perceived your presentation yesterday at Comic-Con, and I got this.” Noah thrust his iPad in front of him with a picture of Jake carrying Becca in the Leia getup.

      “It was Becca.”

      “I heard. From Emma and the FBI. The real question is why the hell didn’t I hear it from you like thirty seconds after you found her? Now she’s missing again. The FBI questioned the woman who helped Becca, although she wasn’t that helpful. All that aside, what’s this picture about?”

      Hours ago, Jake contemplated asking one of his best security experts to hack the internet and erase all the images, but he’d been advised more pictures would pop up again within hours.

      Both of Noah’s eyebrows were practically in his hairline as he waited for a reply.

      Jake set down his coffee. “She hurt her foot. Had a big blister.”

      Noah’s nostrils flared, and his eyes widened. He snatched the iPad back and scrolled. Then shoved it in front of Jake again. “That is a hell of a lot more than a toe blister.”

      The image of him with Becca in his arms captured him gazing down and her gazing up. Their body language screamed far more than friendship. If he were an outsider, he’d say it was a striking picture and assume the two had some seriously heavy feelings for each other.

      He glanced at the URL. CNN. Seriously? This ranked as a top CNN story? The headline read: Sexiest CEO off the market?

      “Press, whether good or bad, is still press. Especially on CNN,” said Jake. “That’s a market we couldn’t crack even when we became a big company.”

      Noah grabbed back his device. “I’d prefer to have them headlining the goggles launching tomorrow. The article vaguely mentioned it somewhere near the end. Not my sister and you.”

      “You can’t tell it’s Becca.” He held his breath, waiting for the bomb to detonate.

      “You had her and lost her!” He slammed the iPad down on the table hard enough they both cringed and stared at the device. “Now she’s who knows where doing God knows what stupidity. What happened between you and her to lead to that picture?”

      Ka-boom.

      “Something.” Didn’t come any lamer than that.

      “Something? What kind of something? When a story like this headlines on CNN, paparazzi will hit the trail. They’ll be on your ass every second until they figure out the identity of the woman in the Leia outfit.”

      “That sounds annoying,” he said without emotion.

      Noah’s puzzled glower conveyed a big what’s wrong with you?

      Jake sucked in a deep breath, readying for a fight. “We were together.”

      “Obviously, you were together at the same place to get that picture taken.”

      “No, I mean we slept together after the wedding.” And before.

      Noah grunted and shot him the evil eye. “Not only was my sister forced to use subversive technology to hack our system, but also you seduced her? Talk about a weekend from hell for her.”

      That hurt. “I did not seduce her. She’s the one who was all over me.”

      Oops. Wrong thing to stay.

      Noah circled the desk and yanked him out of the chair to slam him against the wall with a mid-chest thrust. “Don’t ever talk about my sister like that.”

      When Noah didn’t move a muscle to attack further, Jake asked, “Don’t you want to hit me?”

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      Jake pushed him off and backed a few feet away, smoothing his shirt. “Jesus, Noah. This is Becca we’re talking about. She’s the world’s most stubborn woman. There’s no taking advantage of her.”

      Noah’s eyes narrowed to pissed off. “You let something start between you two. That meant you deliberated, weighed the risks of angering me and its effect on our working relationship, then went for it. Where’d you see it going after last weekend?”

      “I swear I didn’t mean for it to happen. She’s the one who walked away. Probably for the best. Continuing anything would mess her up. I’m a user. No heart. No soul. And all that shit.”

      “You like to tell yourself that, but it’s bullshit.”

      “I could never give Becca what she deserves. Now she disappeared. I found her, but she slipped away.”

      Noah rocked back onto his heels. Softly, he asked, “What do you think my sister deserves?”

      “Long-term. Togetherness stuff. Shit I can’t do.” He felt like a total dick. “I wish you’d go ahead and hit me.”

      “Is this you channeling your father, or was it something he said to make you believe this?”

      Jake fiddled with a pen on the edge of his desk. “So far, he’s been right. I’m not wired for long-term.”

      “You’d never treat my sister like your father treated your mother. You treat the women you date better than your father treated your mother. That proves you’re not like him. You also recognize what my sister needs.”

      “I can’t be that person for her. Even if we find her… I’m not that guy.”

      “Can’t or won’t? Wasn’t it you who famously said ‘can’t isn’t in my vocabulary’ when you convinced me to use the rest of my college fund to set up this company? It was you who said no to Apple buying us out not once, but twice. We could’ve been rich.”

      Jake huffed out a half-hearted laugh. “If we sold to Apple we would’ve been bored out of our skulls. We’d have a new company going in months. Besides, we already have plenty of money.”

      “True. I’m tired of you walking around with your head in your ass about relationships.”

      “Christ, man.” Jake dropped his head to his chest and blew out a long breath. “When I try to stick around, that’s when it gets bad for me. That’s when I fuck up. I tried it once. It didn’t work.”

      “Once? In thirty-one years, you tried to see someone more than one or two times once?” Noah rolled his eyes. “How exactly long-term was this once?”

      Jake sucked his lips through his teeth. “Three weeks.”

      “You’ve got to be shitting me,” he muttered. Sarcastically, he said, “Well, if you can’t make it happen in three weeks, then you must be unable to do it. Three weeks? Everyone screws up once or twice at a relationship. It’s called experience. Did you break off this so-called long-term relationship because you became abusive like your father?”

      He shook his head. “Things just fizzled.”

      “Did you feel tempted to hurt her, and that made you push her away?”

      Jake shook his head. Never any anger. Only disappointment and boredom.

      Noah slapped his hand on the desk.

      Jake jumped.

      Noah yelled, “You’re not your father!”

      “It’s inevitable. I’ll become him.”

      “You’ve been dealing with women for decades, even if you never attempted anything longer than a few weeks. You’ve never physically hurt a girl. Or am I wrong, and you have?”

      “No, never. But I could become like him if pushed. If I drink. He said it would happen. I can’t… If it was Becca and I lost it, I couldn’t live with myself.” Bitterness flooded his mouth. He cast a glance around to confirm the location of his trashcan.

      “You have something your jackass of a father never had. Empathy. You have asshole moments once in a while, but the majority of the time you’re not a selfish prick. You protected your mother when the woman should’ve taken you and run. She should’ve gotten a restraining order against that alcoholic psycho and divorced him.” He closed in on Jake. “That photo says you’ve got some serious feelings for my sister. I don’t like it.” Noah decked him, missing his nose by millimeters.

      Jake cradled his smarting jaw.

      Noah opened and shut his hand a couple of times, then shook it. “You’re not going to screw up, not this time. We’re going to find Becca. If she’ll give you a chance, you’re going to fix whatever is going on in that picture. You will not become a third wheel in my marriage for the rest of my life.”

      “That’s low. I’ve never been a third wheel in your marriage. If it goes south with Becca and you and Michael had to pick sides, you’d choose hers. I’m not willing to risk losing the only family I’ve ever had.”

      Noah sat down on the opposite side of the desk. They stared at each other across the expanse of scattered papers and his laptop. “Sometimes, there are things worth the risk.”

      “Is my nose bleeding?” Jake finally asked.

      “No. But I’m thinking I need to break it so your face will be so ugly she wouldn’t even think of taking you back.”
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      Hours later, Jake burst through the door of the coffee shop up the street from his office building, setting his umbrella by the door next to the ten or twelve others. Each step to the counter was a soggy squish of cold wetness from the rain puddles that had saturated his shoes. It took every ounce of his self-control not to snap at the familiar barista who gave him a weary smile when he ordered his usual black iced coffee. He calmly selected a straw, sliding off its plastic wrapper.

      His lunch meeting with the movie people had gone south. So far south he was shivering it up in Antarctica. Before they committed to the project, they wanted a demo of the virtual reality goggles, to see them integrated in a movie theater—the next wave in movie viewing. He couldn’t provide a demo since no movies had been converted yet to mesh with the technology. They didn’t buy his assurances it could be done.

      Then his car’s “check engine” light came on during the drive back to the office. He had it towed, sending Emma to deal with it. He didn’t have time to sit and wait. He had an impending phone call from Japan within the hour and a team meeting in two hours to discuss the launch tomorrow. No reason to waste money on a cab when he was only three blocks away. He’d run the three blocks through the atypical nor’easter whipping the city.

      In retrospect, he should’ve been patient and waited for a cab.

      He scrolled through his email inbox on his phone, hoping for news on Becca. Seventy-two messages in two hours? He opened one. All hell was breaking loose at work between his Comic-Con pictures on the internet and the goggles release tomorrow. He closed email.

      “Jake?” asked an unfamiliar woman’s voice.

      He glanced around, catching himself before he recoiled. It was the woman from Comic-Con who’d helped Becca. Only, she was no longer dressed in Goth. Her makeup was toned down to highlight extra-long eyelashes and puffy red lips. She wore wire-rim glasses that made her a better fit for her profile as a hacker. Her tight shirt showed off breasts too perfectly round for her petite body.

      Her here wasn’t a coincidence. Ambushes soured him to a person, whether it be a woman stalking him for sex, or a business contact desperate to push a sales pitch.

      “Remember me?” she asked. “California. I helped that friend of yours. My name is Lisi.”

      Jake cleared his throat when he realized he was staring. “What’re you doing here?”

      “I was actually here to try to find you. See if you’d take a meeting with me. Bit jet lagged, though, and needed caffeine. Do you have a minute to sit down and talk? I’m worried about your friend.”

      Too strange. “I’ve got a meeting in a few minutes, but I’ll give you five minutes.”

      “Great. Thanks.” She snagged a drink off the counter and sat at one of the two free tables.

      Jake wondered if she’d ordered the drink or stolen it. He hadn’t seen her in line to order or at the counter waiting to pick up a drink when he entered. The place was packed so he might’ve missed her.

      He texted Noah: That Lisi person ambushed me at the coffee house next door. Weird. Giving her five minutes to talk. If I don’t turn up…send everyone to find me.

      Jake sat across from her and waited for her to speak.

      “I picked up some chatter that Symphis knows she came to me to get free of the Stadium and the whole thing. I think he’s going to retaliate.”

      “How do you think he’ll retaliate?” Remain objective. Great goal, but impossible when the thought of Becca with a psycho after her terrified him.

      “I thought you might know where she is so you can warn her.” She pushed her glasses up her nose.

      “Why not call me? Or text? Or let the FBI know? This isn’t something you had to do in person.”

      “I was coming out here today anyway.” Lisi nibbled on her puffy lower lip as if worried or insecure, but the act didn’t come off as genuine. Or maybe he was skeptical of her in general.

      Her hand shot out to touch his. The coolness of her fingers surprised him. He held still, fighting the urge to yank his hand from hers when her long nails scraped his skin.

      “I was worried about her. Us gamer girls gotta stick together, you know. So few of us.” Lisi met his gaze with what he interpreted as earnest, maybe concerned. She removed her hand from his, glanced out the window at the rain. “Miserable weather.”

      Weird. Awkward. Those words barely described what fueled his itch to leave.

      “If you’re in trouble call Agent Reynolds. There’s nothing I can do. I don’t know where she is. I’ve got to go.” He pushed his chair back from the table.

      She stood as he passed and wrapped her hands around his arm. With a seductive smile, she glanced up at him. “Thanks.”

      He extricated himself from her, wishing Emma here so she could handle getting Lisi away from him. “Gotta go.”

      She called out as he exited, “I’ll be around if you need something.”
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      Jake exited the elevator of his apartment building onto the top floor in a haze. He shuffled toward his door, one foot in front of the other across the shiny linoleum floor. Was it only nine thirty? Felt like midnight. The stress of the day before a game release, the weirdness of that exchange with Lisi, and Becca still missing in addition to no sleep in days pushed him to the point of full body exhaustion.

      As he shoved his key into the lock, he heard, “What the hell were you doing having a coffee date with that woman?”

      He whirled.

      Becca emerged from the shadows, her hair plastered to her head from dampness, probably rain. An oversized bulky jacket dwarfed her. “That woman at the coffeehouse. She had her hands all over you.”

      “Where’d you come from? How did you get into my building?” He glanced up and down the hallway.

      “The attendant remembered me. You shouldn’t trust the woman from Comic-Con. You especially shouldn’t get involved with her.”

      “She came out of nowhere.”

      Jake snagged Becca around the waist and pulled her into his place. He plugged in his alarm code without releasing her and reactivated it. “Where’ve you been?”

      “I was trying to disappear.” She wriggled until he let go and backed up a few steps. “Then I got worried about you. So I flew here. And what do I find? You and her getting it on in a coffeehouse.”

      “We weren’t getting anything on. She stalked me out of concern for your safety, then got all touchy-feely.”

      “Who knows if that’s true. I don’t trust her. I don’t get why she’s interested in you. I mean, you’re hot, but I’m not sure she’d think you’re hot enough to fly across the country.” She unzipped the bulky coat and hung it over a chair.

      Jake massaged his forehead to ease his burgeoning headache. “Becca, why are you here? Is this about jealousy, or is this another part of some complicated plan you won’t share with me? I can’t keep up with what’s going on. It’s been a hellacious day, and I have to prepare for the launch tomorrow.”

      She stepped into him and stared into his eyes. “I’m jealous as hell.”

      With a sardonic smile, he murmured, “Hot enough to fly across the country for, huh?”

      “Shut up.” She pulled his mouth down to hers.

      A groan of relief and need rose in the back of his throat. His tongue dove into her mouth, and she met the thrust, clenching his shirt to the point her nails cut into his back.

      He tightened his arm across her lower back, fitting his erection into the supple muscle of her lower belly, and tilted her head to taste her throat. She rocked her hips against his. He moaned and gripped her ass with his free hand to steady her.

      “No. Not like this.” He pushed her away to have some space between them and blinked to clear his head. “I can’t tell what’s real anymore. I’m not sure why you’re here. Maybe Symphis found you and forced you to confront me in some sort of plan to do something else to me or the company. Hell, I haven’t slept in so long that I can’t think it through without paranoia. You and I felt pretty real last weekend, but it turned out to be part of a plot someone coerced you into.”

      “I was supposed to hack into NJ Legacy’s system. No one told me to sleep with you. That was my decision. There are still no strings. So, no reason for you to freak out that I want more than a one-time repeat.”

      “Maybe I want strings, baby. You consider that?”

      Her mouth dropped open as wonder filled her eyes. “You do?”

      “I don’t know.” He massaged his forehead. “Hell, I don’t know what I want right now.”

      “I have to stay off the radar because I want to keep his focus off you and my family, although me here in your place is pretty stupid.”

      “I don’t care about the focus on me. Neither does your brother.” He leaned down, his nose inches from hers, his anger riding the oxygen around them. “I’ve studied this asshole for over a year alongside FBI and NSA agents, and other contract experts. He’s not going to kill me or Noah. He didn’t kill Tori, even though he threatened it multiple times. He likes to push buttons and play psychological games to torture people until they commit crimes for him. Crimes that make him rich.”

      “I’m not under the influence of Symphis to be here. You have to believe me. I’m still running. Trying to hide. That woman from Comic-Con seems to have done a good job erasing me from the system. I had a way to check and got it confirmed that I was out, but I don’t trust her. Quan thinks Symphis is a woman. I wonder if it’s her.” Her lip quivered, and she bit down on it. So soft he almost didn’t hear she muttered, “He…or she doesn’t like loose ends though. She probably assumed I’d circle back to you. What better way to find me than stalk you?”

      Her fear activated his need to protect her. But he didn’t know how to keep her safe. He was a video game programmer and an office jockey. He shot a gun once eons ago with a friend but didn’t have one, and he had no combat training or even much self-defense. Sure, he could scrap hard in a fight, but he couldn’t guarantee he’d win.

      He could hire someone to protect her, but that took time to find someone vetted to be a good fit.

      He asked, “Is there more you need to tell me? Because if you and I are going to have any sort of relationship, even friendship, there’s got to be honesty starting right now.”

      She swallowed hard enough he saw it. “I do have a plan. I’ll be the bait to draw him or her out.”
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      “Draw out who? Symphis?” Jake asked. That tone—low and filled with anger—zinged through her body.

      Her legs trembled with the urge to take a step back, but she held her position. “I have to catch him. To stop him. This is for you and Noah. For Kaleb. And for all the gamers who’re stuck in the vicious cycle of the Stadium and game play. It has to end.”

      “Ending everything isn’t your job. Let the FBI and people with training deal with it.” He closed in on her. “Don’t do whatever new idea you’ve concocted.”

      “I’m scared. But you’re right. There’s something between us. It’s always been there. But now isn’t the right time for it. Seems like there may never be a right time.” She turned toward the door. “I shouldn’t be here. I went a little nuts seeing her with you.”

      He moved. Fast. He picked her up and carried her toward the bedroom with such speed that her legs automatically would around to clasp his midsection. By the time she sucked air to protest, he’d flattened himself over her on his bed. She squirmed against him.

      His mouth crushed hers, and she stilled. He held nothing back, kissing her hard, pressing her head into the comforter. His tongue worked against hers, his powerful body surrounding her, and his hands dug into her hair to hold her in place.

      She shifted against him, closing her eyes to kiss him back. This was what she’d wanted coming here. So much this.

      “Becca.” His fingers tangled tight in her hair, the pain erotic as it tingled through her scalp. One of his arms slid around her waist and then down. His palm cupped her butt as he ground her against the thick length of him.

      Mini explosions flew through her. She whispered, “This feels pretty real.”

      Keeping his mouth pressed to hers, he stripped her. Once free of all clothes, he released her to look. She could get lost in the complex emotion of his gaze forever.

      Could they have forever? If they caught Symphis, maybe. Their chances of his or her capture weren’t high. That meant she’d be running again, this time for good.

      Shedding useless thoughts, she pulled at Jake’s clothes until he relented and stripped. He leaned down and fastened his lips around one of her nipples, sucking the peak into his mouth.

      She bucked against him. He released her, propped himself up and cupped her breasts. His pupils had widened, swallowing the blue of his eyes.

      “You’re everything, Becca. Everything good.” His hands slid down her bare sides.

      The touch went deep inside her, where a part of him would always be. No matter what. She brushed his hair away from his face. “So are you.”

      His finger traced her. She gasped in a shocked breath as he began to rub over her clit. As he increased his pace, her hips arched into his touch. He dipped a finger inside her, exploring her depths while still rubbing her clit with his thumb.

      “Does that feel good?” he asked.

      Her head thrashed from side to side as her fingers dug deep into his shoulder blades. “Don’t stop.”

      “Not until you come for me.”

      “Oh God.”

      His fingers moved away. Sound strangled in her throat, part denial and part begging.

      “I love the way you respond,” he rasped. He caught her mouth to his as his fingers returned to her, adding the fullness of pressure. The muscles of her back contracted and arched. “But you left after fucking with my company, and I’m pretty sure you didn’t intend to come back.”

      “Jake…please.”

      He let go of her hands and moved away.

      Was he punishing her by leaving her like this?

      He excavated protection from his nightstand, which he quickly rolled on.

      Moments later, she felt him between her legs as he pushed into her in that overpowering way, holding her tight. She lifted her head to meet his brief kiss but couldn’t focus on kissing, not with how he moved. His deep, slow strokes brought her up to the edge again, but then he changed. His strokes became harder, even deeper.

      “Yes,” she exhaled. “No stopping.”

      But he did. Her eyes flew open. He leaned down and kissed her, but differently this time, tender. His eyes clouded with emotion. The softness in his gaze prompted her to respond with her own tender kiss. She pulled back and ran her hand over his forehead and down the side of his face before curling her fingers in his hair. She arched, drawing him deep inside her.

      He groaned.

      She watched the changes in his expressions as he lost control and thrust hard. He kept the rhythm strong and deep until…he fingered her clit. Everything in her body tightened. Her mind flew apart. Moments later, he joined her, diving over that edge with her. He repeated her name over and over until he stopped shuddering and went quiet.

      “Amazing,” she murmured, caressing his back and shoulders with a soft touch. “You’ve ruined me for other men.”

      “Stay here tonight.” He rolled to his side, pulling her against him. He murmured drowsily, “I don’t want there to be other men.”
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      He’d fallen asleep instantly. No surprise given how exhausted he’d looked. Becca dozed but awoke with a jolt. How long had she been out? Bedside clock read…no. Three hours?

      She should’ve left long ago.

      In front of the wide windows that reflected the lights of a nonstop, still wet city, she found her backpack and 0versized coat, and dressed carefully. Her phone buzzed.

      “Quan?”

      “I’ve been trying to call you for hours, Becca. I said go to his place and get in a fight to draw him out as in outside, not…what I assume happened. Is this guy your kryptonite or something?”

      “Or something. I can still try to draw him out, but he’s sleeping pretty heavy.”

      “Lisi is downstairs in the lobby where she’s been since about twenty minutes after you and Jake went into his place.” Quan cleared his throat. “She got serious fast. The attendant is down, knocked out, maybe dead. I can’t tell. She took over all security cameras in the place, but I was able to sneak into the surveillance system to watch her. She might be a decent hacker, but not as good as me.”

      “What about other people entering? Someone could get caught in the crossfire.” She didn’t want to do this, but Lisi was their best bet to find out more about Symphis. They’d followed her—actually, the phone—to New York. Quan told her this might be about tying up loose ends.

      That said, she didn’t get it. Why put her through the bogus meet at Comic-Con if Lisi intended to kill her? Maybe “loose ends” to Symphis wasn’t her, but Noah and Jake.

      “She put up a sign directing everyone to the side entrance. Something about construction. And pulled the shades. You’ve got to draw Jake downstairs, see why she’s so focused on him, and find out what she knows about Symphis. Don’t forget to turn on the recording app I put on your new phone.”

      “You think she might…kill me? What about Jake?”

      Quan’s sigh came through the phone loud and clear. Did it mean he was irritated or exasperated or impatient or something else? “Maybe this isn’t a good plan.”

      “This is the closest anyone’s gotten. She might know who Symphis is. I’m doing it. Just be sure to show up in time. That means before one of us is dead.”

      Becca swallowed over a lump in her throat as she hung up.

      Time to wake up Jake.

      She returned to the bedroom. Standing outside, she opened and shut the bedroom door loud enough to reverberate noise through the bedroom. Outside, she waited. And waited.

      A peek inside showed he hadn’t budged. A small snore escaped him.

      She went into the bathroom adjoining his bedroom, turned on the light and the fan, cursed as if it’d been an accident and shut them off. She froze outside the bathroom, waiting.

      Jake rolled over.

      Well, crap.

      She needed something loud. A cup on his dresser held coins. All right. Bit dramatic, but she needed him up. She tossed them into the dresser, which sounded like a volley of gunfire, and fast walked toward the apartment door.

      “What the hell?” She heard his footsteps in the bedroom. The light came on. “Becca?”

      She’d almost made it to the front door by the time he came out, although she’d walked slower than if she’d been making a real escape. Hell, if this had been real, she could’ve played death metal on his stereo while screaming all the way to the front door and he’d still be asleep.

      “Becca!” Jake shouted.

      He reached her just before the elevator closed. The elevator reeked of a cheap deodorizer. The smell clung inside her nostrils, almost burning.

      He held out his hand to trigger the doors to open again. “Where are you going? I thought we agreed you’d stay.”

      “Oh, Jake. Me here puts you at risk.” She pushed the elevator down button again. God, he was something to look at. He’d managed to pull on his discarded jeans, and not an ounce of fat covered his bare, muscular torso. A shadow covered his jaw, and his eyes glowed in the artificial light. Her body hummed with renewed need for him.

      “Stay. You don’t need to go. The way you’re looking at me says you want to stay. Why are you doing this?” He stepped inside and reached for her, those long fingers gently touching her shoulders to rotate her to face him. The door closed, and the elevator started down. “Don’t you want to stay with me?”

      The raw pain in his eyes, the subtle insecurity, made her chest hurt.

      “I fucked it up, didn’t I?” He sighed and dropped his hands away from her. “I have a glitch or something that makes me unable to make relationships work. Probably for the best if you go, then. I’ll end up hurting you.”

      She reached out to touch his arm. “There’s no bad glitch. This isn’t about you. It’s about shit timing. There’s nothing wrong with you. The fact you’re strong and could hurt someone doesn’t mean you will. I believe in my heart you’d never hurt me physically. Verbally, emotionally… Well, that’s different. In every relationship, someone gets their feelers bent from time to time. That’s to be expected. It’s the kind of crap people work through if the relationship is worth it.”

      His head went back just enough to show shock. Tension rolled between them. Wild and deep…emotional with need. “Did you actually use the word feelers?”

      She compressed her lips against a smile. “Dork alert, right?”

      A smile turned at his lips upward.

      Her eyes fixated on the digital floor numbers, anxiety growing as the numbers decreased.

      The elevator dinged. Lobby.

      “I don’t know what’s going to happen, Jake. I’m sorry. I love you.” Her heart pounded as she stepped out of the elevator. She prayed whatever happened didn’t involve a bullet in her head or Jake’s.

      “Oww.” Jake spun, coming face to face with Lisi, who must’ve been waiting beside the elevator doors. He rubbed his arm.

      Lisi stepped away, tucked a syringe into her jacket pocket, and exchanged it for a gun with a suppressor.

      Jake swayed and threw out a hand to catch his balance against the wall. His words came out slurred. “Whaaa wass tha?”

      Lisi didn’t reply as she fired her gun. At Becca.

      The force of the bullet hitting Becca’s stomach knocked her backward as if someone had whacked her with a baseball bat. Her head buzzed while her body tried to catalog the pressure in her stomach. She pressed her hand against her numb midsection, coming away with red on her hands.

      “Becca…” Jake stumbled toward her but fell to his knees.

      “Why? What are you doing?” Becca asked Lisi.

      Her vacant, emotionless dark eyes settled on Becca. “Tomorrow’s headline news will be that a drunk Jake Allen shot his business partner’s sister in a lover’s spat. End of NJ Legacy.”

      “Jake doesn’t drink.” It hurt to breathe. Pushing to a sit, vertigo spun her mind. Jake framed for murder would break him and Noah, and her entire family. She had to give the woman props that it was a decent plan to destroy them. “Are you? No. You can’t be Symphis. You’re a woman.”

      Lisi froze above Becca. “Why the hell can’t anyone believe a woman could be behind the most masterful underground operation in the world? Because it’s video games and involves computer tech? Apparently, no female is good for anything in that realm other than for being a target. I would think you, of all people, would get this. God, I hate the misogynistic bullshit, and I’m surprised you don’t too.”

      “You’re Symphis?”

      Lisi jabbed her arm with a syringe. It burned. Her head became woozy right away. Why would she be drugging her, if she thought she’d just killed her?

      “Of course, I am, you twit. Who else could erase you from the system? I don’t envy you dying with a stomach shot. Thought the drug might take the edge off. You probably have fifteen minutes. Too bad your lover boy over there is too out of his mind to help or even recognize you. He won’t remember shit, which is perfect for the courtroom. I’ll be in the back watching him get life for killing you.”
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      Jake came to as he was being transferred to a hospital bed. Pain filled his head. He dug deep and tried to expel the pain and the haze bogging down his brain.

      “Becca?” he croaked as he was lifted. Sounds bombarded him—too many people breathing and moving around him.

      “Hold on, Jake. You’re going to be okay,” said a young male voice. “You need to hold still because we have an IV line in your right arm. We’re giving you a medication to counteract what you were given.”

      “Where? What?” He opened his eyes to see a white-tiled ceiling before the bright overhead light forced him to slam his eyelids closed.

      He could barely move. He struggled. Had to get to Becca. He remembered the gun and her bleeding. Then nothing.

      “You’re all right,” said a guy helping with his move. “Just hold on. We’ll get you some pain meds.”

      “No.” Jake struggled to a sit in the hospital bed. “Where’s Becca?”

      Something cold worked its way up his right arm, and he passed out.

      He came out of darkness and sat straight up. His head pounded like someone had put it in a vice and was compressing his skull. He blew out a breath and tried to control the pain. Machinery beeped around him, and liquid dropped into an IV line next to him. He held up his hand, where a catheter had been placed.

      “You’re up.” A thirty-something nurse pushed a button on the beeping machine next to him to turn off its noise. “You got drugged. Something pretty powerful that will leave you with a huge hangover, but the doctor says you’re going to be okay.”

      “Where’s Becca?”

      “There are some people waiting to see you. Perhaps one of them can fill you in. If you’re up to it, I’ll tell them to come in,” the nurse said as she exited.

      “I need answers.”

      Noah entered, along with Agent Reynolds.

      “How you doing, man?” Noah asked.

      Jake did a few slow blinks of his eyes to get Noah into focus. He winced when agony slammed through his temples. With his head between his massaging hands, he asked, “Becca?”

      “She’s fine. Bruised and got drugged by the same thing you got, but okay,” Agent Reynolds said.

      “I saw her get shot. Point blank into the stomach. She was bleeding…”

      Noah put a hand on Jake’s shoulder. “Relax, she’s safe. She’s okay at least physically. After that stunt, though, I think she’s certifiably insane. She was wearing a Kevlar vest outfitted with blood packets—a set up to make it look real and get Lisi to talk.”

      “Not real? Not shot?” He fell back against the bed, barely able to wrap his head around the revelation. Betrayal dark and anguished swallowed him.

      “We got him. Well, her. Symphis is Lisi. She confessed. Becca got it recorded,” Reynolds said.

      “You knew about all this, Noah? Her planning to fake death on the gamble she’d get shot in the chest?”

      Noah shook his head. “Hell, no. I’d never have signed off on anything so stupid. What if Lisi shot her in the head? Or somewhere not protected? Quan helped her plan the whole thing, and everything out in California.”

      “Quan? The guy Tori played with on that gaming team?”

      “Yeah, him. NSA guy.” Noah rubbed the scruff on his jaw.

      “Becca didn’t tell me. Should’ve…” He shivered and pulled the thin covers around him and over the sparse hospital gown.

      Noah requested the nurse bring him another blanket. When it arrived, Noah draped it over him. Softly, he said, “I think she thought if she told you, you’d never have let her get off the elevator.”

      He’d put his heart on the line, and she’d betrayed him by not trusting him with her life.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Thank you for doing this,” Becca said as she followed Quan through a bland office building in Queens that housed a ton of cubicles. Despite the austere decor, the building buzzed with people wearing NSA badges on lanyards. Becca felt like she’d stepped onto a CSI set, even if the dingy, worn interior lacked color. “Have you seen her?”

      “Not yet.” Quan paused their trek down a new hallway, one lacking in both cubicles and people. “I’m really sorry about the rush to get this done right now. I had to beg a friend to let you in because I knew this was important to you. They’re about to transfer her to Virginia.” He glanced to her abdomen. “You sure you’re okay enough to be out of the hospital?”

      “They discharged me hours ago. I’m fine.” Big lie. She’d checked herself out AMA. The world teetered every few steps like she’d stepped off a spinning merry-go-round, and her body felt like she’d been hit by a train.

      Quan’s eyebrows rose. “Really? They kept Jake there, didn’t they? You both got injected by the same sedative. How come you’re better off than him?”

      “Maybe my metabolism is better than his, or I got a different dose. I don’t know. I’m here. This is important.” She needed an explanation from Lisi. Her as Symphis didn’t feel right. Only by looking into her eyes when she asked could she gauge if the woman was lying. Her mind argued Lisi might be too accomplished as a liar for Becca to figure anything out. She wasn’t a trained interrogator.

      “I might need you to help me read her,” she said to Quan.

      “That’s why I’m here. I’m primarily parked at a desk, but from time to time they let me talk to detainees. Gotten to see more action recently since this case with illegal gaming has exploded.” Quan’s eyes glowed with excitement.

      Becca’s mind spun. Maybe she should’ve stayed in the hospital. A sense of danger pressed in the closer they got to their endpoint.

      “We’re almost there,” Can said. “You ready?”

      Her breaths came shallow, and she tried to calm herself. “Sure.”

      “You look like you’re about to hurl. Bathroom’s that way.” He pointed back down the hall.

      She shook her head, although he wasn’t far from the truth. Her stomach rolled, but not from nausea. A sour taste filled her mouth, one she experienced every time right before she stepped into the Stadium.

      “Maybe you should reconsider speaking with her. Why don’t you sit outside while I ask her some questions? You can watch through the glass. There’s no need for you to face her. We’ll find out what we can from her and confirm she’s been running the operation.” His lithe body blocked her view down the hallway.

      “I’m good. I’m here, aren’t I?”

      “I’m just worried about you.” His eyes crinkled as he smiled, but worry remained in the depths of his gaze. “All right, come on.” Quan led around another corner. He waved at a window of one-way glass, which showed Lisi with her hands cuffed to a table. An agent with an FBI badge nodded to Quan.

      Becca caught her reflection in the glass. No wonder Quan thought her not doing well. Her ponytail wasn’t centered, and she’d neglected to pull a few larger clumps into the binding. She pulled it out and redid it.

      “She say anything?” There was a terseness to Quan’s tone as if he was warning the FBI agent rather than asking out of curiosity.

      The agent whose name badge read Smithson shook his head. His gaze darted to Becca for an instant. “She’s been pretty tight-lipped. Not sure she’ll be any better for you.”

      Smithson held open the door for her to enter. “You can go on in, if you want. Don’t get too close to her. Stay standing. You joining her, Quan?”

      “No. I’ll stay out here for now.”

      The moment Becca stepped into the room, Lisi glanced up. “You’re looking good for a dead woman.”

      She’d said it without surprise, as if she didn’t expect her to be dead. Becca asked, “Why’d you drug me if you thought you killed me with the shot?”

      Lisi’s gaze shifted to the window and back to her, but she didn’t answer.

      “Are you really Symphis?” Becca asked.

      For a moment, the arrogance Lisi kept in place dropped. She leaned forward as if about to reveal an important truth.

      The door opened and shut. A side glance revealed Quan had stepped into the room. Unexpected. She thought she’d be alone for this. A part of her felt relieved not to be alone with this viper.

      Lisi’s face blanched, as if she’d recognized Quan. But he’d said he hadn’t spoken with her. Lisi covered the show of emotion to throw them an exasperated smirk.

      Lisi glanced between Quan and Becca. “I could be Symphis, but then again, so could so many people.” Her gaze fixated on Quan. “I’m not playing any more games.”

      “There are no more games to play,” Quan said. “You are done with games.”

      Were they talking in some sort of weird code? Her mind wouldn’t kick into its normal gear to figure out if she’d missed something.

      Seconds later, Lisi began seizing, her body jerking with such strength it knocked her out of the chair. Her head whacked against the table in a cringe-worthy thwap. The spasms finally stopped, leaving her lower body limp and hanging over the edge of the desk, held upright by the cuffs. Blood-tinged spittle dribbled from her lips.

      Becca backed up until the wall stopped her. Someone should do something for Lisi. Why wasn’t anyone moving?

      Quan’s face remained devoid of expression. He didn’t move to help.

      Smithson brushed Becca out of his way. He felt Lisi’s neck. “Call an ambulance. Still has a pulse.” He paused. “Shit, I can’t feel it anymore. How the hell did she get poison?”

      “I’m dialing.” Quan whipped out his phone. “No signal. Becca, will you please step outside?” He picked up the phone on the wall but didn’t immediately dial. Instead, he glanced back at Lisi as if waiting for something. Her body tensed with one final gasp, and then she fell lifeless again. Quan shook his head as if coming out of a daze and dialed.

      Becca stepped out and retraced her steps out of the building without another word to Quan. The entire exchange spooked her. Something non-kosher just went down.

      Was Quan on the other side? Against them?

      No. He’d helped them out more than once in this investigation against Symphis. He’d saved Tori’s life, and arguably Becca’s as well. Tori had known him for years on the Dynasty gaming team, and she trusted him, which was good enough for Becca.

      Her mind couldn’t function clear enough to sort through.

      She rounded out of the building and jaywalked across six lanes of traffic to the coffeehouse across the street. Seconds later, Quan and Smithson exited the NSA building, searching. For her?

      They might be waiting for the ambulance. No sirens screeched nearby.

      Her knees buckled. She slid to a sit into a stiff, wooden chair, trembling.

      Help. Needed help.

      The burner phone Quan had given her was her only method of communication. Crap. Quan or someone else from the NSA could track her with it. She excavated the cell phone from her pocket and dumped it into the trashcan.

      A dash through to the kitchen at the back of the restaurant and out the back door amid several protesting workers landed her in an alley. She ran. And ran. For as long as she could until her lungs burned and the dizziness in her head was so bad the world blurred. She’d woven a random pattern until she recognized her location close to Grand Central Station. She could get a new phone there. She still had a bit of cash left over from her time of being off the grid, which surprisingly made it through hospitalization without disappearing.

      She slowed to a walk to fit in with the crush of people inside the station.

      Her “bad feeling” could be sedative-induced paranoia. Quan had never given any indication to be anything other than an ally in the quest to find Symphis. Maybe it was the other guy, Smithson, who’d given her the willies.

      Once she’d purchased a pay-as-you-go phone from a vendor, her fingers dialed without her even thinking.

      Jake answered on the second ring.

      He actually answered. Thank God.

      “I don’t know what to do, Jake. I’m scared,” she rushed out.

      “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you in the hospital? This sedative is a motherfucker.” The low tone of his voice soothed her. She heard Noah talking in the background.

      “I’m sorry. This is probably all my imagination or psychosis from the drug, but I freaked, and now I’m here. I’m not sure what to do or where to go.”

      “Slow down. Where are you?”

      “Quan invited me to confront her. Lisi. He’d arranged an interview at the NSA headquarters, but it was off the record and had to happen now because she’s getting moved to Virginia later today. When I got there, it wasn’t what I expected, and then she killed herself with some sort of poison right in front of me. Or maybe someone else killed her. She had a seizure and passed out but looked pretty dead. I got a bad feeling, freaked out, and ran. What should I do?”

      “Are you somewhere safe?” His tone came out tight.

      “Yeah…I don’t know. Sorry. Not sure why I’m crying, but I feel overwhelmed and confused. Probably because of the drug.” She wiped her nose and rubbed her eyes while trying to breathe through the hiccup sobs. “I don’t know who to trust. I can’t imagine Quan intended anything bad and only wanted to help, but something wasn’t right. Maybe it was the other agent who did something. I don’t know what to do. Do I try to go talk to Quan, or go home? But which home?”

      “First, I need you to get somewhere safe. I’ll come and get you. Then we can figure out what’s going on. Where are you?”

      “Grand Central. Now that I’m saying all this out loud, I think I overreacted. This has to be me making this up in my head.”

      “Get on the Green Line headed toward Union Square. Get off at Union Square. Go to the Flatiron Building. It’s a gate guarded office building so once inside you can’t go up unless you have permission. I’ve got a friend who works on the third floor that’ll make sure you get in. He’s an investment broker named Heath Evans. Dark hair, about five-eleven, and wears black rimmed glasses that make him look like Clark Kent. I’ll see if he can meet you in the lobby. If you don’t see him, ask the attendant for him. Stay in Heath’s office until I get there.”

      “I could go to NJ Legacy.”

      “If you’re being pursued and this isn’t paranoia, then that’d be what they expect. Stay away from the office and don’t go to your parents’ house or Noah’s.” Jake’s tone changed. He ordered, “Go. Get on the Green Line. Move now.”

      “Okay. On my way.” She moved down a set of stairs to the subway entry with the phone still to her ear. The smell of stale air mixed with fuel and body odor assaulted her as she descended.

      “Are you there yet?” he demanded.

      “I have to figure out how much to put on the subway card.”

      “Buy the card, Becca. Put fifteen bucks on it. Get on the Green Line. Move.”

      “I think I was being dramatic. This seems like overkill.”

      “We don’t know what the hell’s going on right now. I’m on my way. It might take me a half hour to get there. Heath is a good guy. We used to do triathlons together before I became injury prone. Do not leave Heath’s office. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Call me or text if you run into Quan or any other NSA agent.”

      She hung up and inserted the last of her cash to buy a subway card. No one else was at the ticket machines, which made her feel exposed. The few passersby didn’t seem to be looking at her weird. They did the standard avoid-eye-contact pass like good New Yorkers. A glance up to the cameras…NSA could see her. Monitor her.

      Hurry, Jake.
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      Jake’s hands shook at the thought of Becca running through the city, scared and crying. He could barely breathe as his mind calculated the fastest route to the Flatiron Building.

      “What’s going on?” Noah asked.

      Jake jumped. He’d forgotten Noah was still in his hospital room. “That was Becca. She’s scared and in the city.”

      “No, she’s down the hall. I just saw her an hour ago.”

      “She left. Now, she’s running from someone in the city.” Jake peeled off monitoring devices. When the machine initiated a shrill alert, he yanked the power cord out of the wall. It didn’t even pause its ear-deafening scream. He pushed buttons until it turned off. Surprisingly, or maybe not so much, no nurse showed up. Once he woke up, they’d left him alone.

      “She checked herself out? I planned to give her a ride to my parents’ place in a few minutes.” Noah stared at the door as if expecting a nurse to burst into the room announcing Becca left.

      “Quan agreed to allow her to speak with Lisi before she got moved to Virginia. Becca got spooked and ran. She doesn’t know if her instinct to run was legit or based on side effects of this drug. I tell you, the drug’s a bitch.”

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “To rescue your sister.”

      “You think she’s hurt?”

      “I don’t know. She sounded shaken up, but I don’t think she’s hurt. Hell, I don’t know. She was a mess on the phone.”

      Noah put a hand on his shoulder when Jake sat up and worked to get the IV catheter out of his wrist and all the tape off. “You’re not in any condition to be a knight in shining armor right now. I’ll go get Becca.”

      “I’m doing this. I’ll take her to my place, which you know is locked down tight despite what happened in the lobby earlier. Once inside my apartment, no one else can get in.” He pressed his thumb to the bleeding hole where the catheter had been. No obvious bandage material in sight. “I need you to call Quan. Try to figure out what the hell happened, at least get his take on things.”

      “Sit down, Jake. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      “I’m fine. Little headache.” Woozy as shit, but not enough to stop him from getting to Becca. He found his clothes across the room. Without modesty, he chucked the hospital gown and dressed. “I’m going to get her. This is something I need to do.”

      “I’m going with you.” Noah put one finger on Jake’s shoulder and pushed.

      Jake grabbed at the counter to steady himself. “Maybe you better come along.”
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      Jake’s watch indicated thirty-five minutes since she’d called. Too long. His heart pumped a breath-robbing dread through his veins until he arrived at Heath’s office. Even though Heath had texted she was safe over fifteen minutes ago, he wouldn’t feel assured until he saw her.

      Christ, let her be okay.

      He knocked on Heath’s office door. “Becca. You in there?”

      He panted to catch his breath.

      The door opened. In the few seconds before she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed her face into his chest, he saw no obvious injuries. His alarm ramped down.

      “You’re here.” A sob ripped out of her. “I’m sorry about everything. Thank you for answering your phone.”

      He wrapped his arms around her and fought the urge to look over every inch of her skin to prove she was all right. After a bit, he lost the fight and pulled her away. Long strands of her brown hair hung loose around her face where they had broken free of her ponytail. He brushed it off her face and snagged a few tears from her red puffy eyes. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m a bit dinged up from earlier, but I’m fine. I’m sorry to worry you. I didn’t know what to do. I still don’t know if I was being paranoid or what.”

      “You did the right thing to call me.” You’re everything to me.

      “Quan called in a favor, and since they were moving her later today, it had to happen. I just got scared.” Her eyes glassed up.

      “You’re not in a state to be interviewing the person who attacked us. Even without the drug on board, I wouldn’t recommend you face her. That was bad judgment on his part.” His gaze met Heath, who sat at his desk, observing. “Thanks, man. I owe you one.”

      “Glad I could help.” Heath waved. “Take care of your girl.”

      His girl.

      She strolled out of the office ahead of him. “I’m fine. I’m glad you’re here.”

      Her words wrapped around Jake’s heart and made his chest hurt. In front of the elevator, he wrapped her in his arms again. He leaned his forehead against hers. “If he’d hurt you…if anyone hurt you…”

      He swallowed, unable to voice the scenarios his mind created during the drive here. And, unable to tell her how terrified he’d been of finding her seriously hurt.

      Her hands fisted in his shirt, dragging him closer. She leaned into him, and it felt so right. All the complicated feelings between them faded in the shadow of what had happened.

      She released a hiccupping sigh. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to worry you. I thought if I faced her, I could get the truth.”

      “Always fierce.” He rubbed her back and just held her.

      “I should’ve stayed in the hospital. But, like an idiot, I charged off to face Lisi. I didn’t know what to do. I fell apart. There was so much going on. And that drug, which I don’t understand. Why would she inject both of us if she thought she killed me with the gun and was trying to frame you? Then she died right in front of me in the interrogation room.”

      As relief crested and the horror of what could’ve been receded, he blinked against accumulated moisture in his eyes. His brain was a muddled mess of dizzy and emotional. All he could formulate to reply was, “It’s odd.”

      She hugged him tighter.

      “Come home with me.” He needed her close for the rest of the night.

      “I shouldn’t,” she answered. “We’re so messed up.”

      He pulled back, but not away. “I want you to come back to my place. It’s not safe for you to stay with your parents or Noah. Emma’s place doesn’t have a good security system.” This is about me needing to know you’re somewhere safe tonight and tomorrow.

      She stared up at him. “I can crash with Noah or my parents.”

      “I forgot. Noah’s waiting downstairs. Hope he didn’t get a parking ticket.” He texted Noah they were on their way. “Come with me for tonight.” He released a shaky breath. I thought I’d lost you today. The words wouldn’t come out to vocalize it out loud.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what was going on this morning. It didn’t feel like it’d be life or death until it was.”

      “It never does until it’s too late,” he mumbled.

      The elevator dinged its arrival. She caught his arm before he stepped inside the car. “That didn’t feel like it was about this morning. That sounded like… Did something happen to you or someone else before this?” She pulled his head away from her to meet her gaze.

      The elevator doors shut without them inside. Her wide-eyed worry for him tempted him to release this demon. No. It had to remain in the locked vault of memories. “It’s nothing.”

      She rearranged the hair around his face and smoothed her hands along his cheeks. “This isn’t nothing. There’s some sort of big something here. Tell me what happened to you.”

      He dropped his head. The words tumbled out. “My father… He came home many nights drunk and angry, sometimes high. Always angry.”

      This had to be the drug. He didn’t talk about this shit. This was in the past. Over. Done. And buried. Not something he thought about. Not something that impacted his life anymore.

      “No kid should have to live through that.” She hugged him, squeezing so tight he suspected if she could crawl inside him, she would’ve. Moisture from her tears wet his shirt. “Why didn’t he go to jail?”

      “Mom was too scared to ever press charges, and in her twisted way, she loved him.” He whispered, “If I ever became like that…when it happens…”

      She pulled back. “It’ll never happen. Never. Look at me.” She tugged his face to meet her tear-streaked gaze. “You’re a protector. A protector. You don’t hurt people. You defend them. Like you’re trying to do for me right now. You’ll be so overprotective as a parent that you’ll make the term helicopter parent seem pathetic. Stop being afraid you’ll turn into the monster in your past. That’s not you.” She stood on tiptoes and pressed her mouth to his in a soft kiss. Then she placed her hand over his chest. “Give yourself permission to love. It doesn’t have to be with me, because we’re complicated as hell, but with someone. You aren’t dangerous.”

      “I was such a coward. I could’ve stood up to my father earlier than I did…high school.”

      “You were a kid. You didn’t cause him to be that way or to hurt you. Your mom should’ve been the one to leave or do something to get you out of that situation.” She gazed deep into his eyes.

      Years of weight lifted from his shoulders. Her words were more magical, more healing, than thousands of dollars in therapy. She might be right. “How’d you get to be so smart?”

      “I’ve got more college degrees than you, remember?”

      He managed a wry smile. “That’s not exactly true. I have three honorary degrees achieved in the past few years.”

      “I actually graduated from undergrad. That makes me smarter. Sorry about the parent comment. That probably scared you a bit.” She granted him a goofy smile.

      “I’ve never considered kids as a part of my big picture. I’m not good with them.”

      “All you do is make games and things to go with the games. Toys. You’ll be a fun dad. You already have some great toys at home.” She smiled impishly. “I’d love to get my hands on one of those action figures and the Millennium Falcon for about an hour.”

      Sternly, he said, “Those are not toys. Especially my ships.”

      A laugh rolled out of her, which sounded good to him. “Let’s go to your place, Jake.”

      “No touching my collectibles. They’re off limits. House rules.”

      Her humor dissolved. “I’ll sleep on the sofa, so this doesn’t get weird. It’s just for tonight. I can bunk with Emma or someone else tomorrow.”

      “Let’s get you out of here.” He pressed the elevator button again.

      “What about Lisi? And Quan?”

      He checked his phone, seeing a few messages. “Michael went to find Quan. He can figure it out. You’re done with everything for today. If you feel as lousy as I do after whatever the hell she shot us up with, then we both need to sleep it off.”

      “Sleep sounds good.” The way she moved down the hallway, stiff and eyes glazed, said she wasn’t as all right as she claimed.

      Jake’s phone rang. He answered before the elevator doors closed, “I got her, Michael. She’s coming with me. She’s fine.”

      He tilted her chin to force her eyes to meet his gaze before they stepped outside. “You’re okay now. We’ll figure out everything tomorrow when we can think straight.”

      She nodded and gave him a brave half-smile, which broke his heart.
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      “Want something to drink?” Jake asked, guiding her to the kitchen in his apartment.

      “Water’s fine.”

      He handed her a bottled water from the refrigerator.

      She gazed at him while she sipped. His expression remained closed, unlike a half hour ago when he spoke of the past.

      Jake’s cell phone rang. Neither of them moved.

      “That ride with Noah wasn’t at all awkward,” she said sarcastically.

      “My place is safer than his. If he hadn’t agreed, you’d be somewhere else.”

      “If Tori wasn’t waiting for him at his place, he’d be here right now to chaperone. After today…” The numbers on the microwave clock blurred. She hated for him to see her cry again.

      “Becca…” The warmth of his body surrounded hers. His arms closed around her. “You’re safe here. The lobby? Perhaps not, but up here, no one gets in unless I allow it.”

      She rested her head on his chest, grateful for the security he offered. Taking a deep breath, she met his gaze. His six o’clock shadow, the straight line of his nose and the mild disarray of his hair… God, he was so beautiful. But distant.

      “Come on,” he whispered. “Time to sleep. I’d pick you up, but I’m weak as hell. You’d never let me hear the end of it if I dropped you.” He took her hand and propelled her into an unfamiliar bedroom she hadn’t realized existed as a part of his apartment.

      She sat on the edge of the bed, wincing at the twinge of pain along the crease of her stomach. An ugly bruise had spread over most of her skin when she’d peeked at it hours ago. The ache was dull, but she was lucky. The bullet hit the bulletproof vest, not a leg or an arm or her head.

      She was lucky for so many things.

      Air hitched in her throat as her heart swelled with the heightened emotions of the day and with everything she felt for Jake.

      But he didn’t move toward her like she wanted. She wished to trace his lips with her fingers and kiss him. She needed him to say something. Instead, he just stood there, watching her from the doorway.

      She said, “You’re not going to forgive me, are you?”

      His gaze darkened.

      She clenched her hands together. “Quan advised I not tell you what was going on. If I had, would you have gone through with it? Gone downstairs with me to get her to talk?”

      “Probably not.”

      “I did it to protect you and to catch Symphis. I didn’t know she planned to drug you.”

      A long hiss of air escaped him. “But you suspected…no, you hoped she’d shoot at you. You prepared for it with an elaborate fake-death set up. You lucked out that for some bizarre reason she hit you in the chest or stomach like you hoped. I can’t believe Quan bet your life on the fact she’d go for that.” His face scrunched up. “The whole thing doesn’t add up for me, but I’m too fucking tired to process all of it right now. I can’t pretend I like how it happened.” Softly, he added, “You scared the hell out of me.”

      “Jake…”

      He turned to leave but paused to say over his shoulder, “Stay as long as you need.”

      She had no clue where they stood nor what she wanted from him at this point. He was right. She should sleep off the drug to figure this out on a clear head.

      She wanted to ask about Michael and if he’d talked to Quan but wasn’t about to bother Jake again. Attempting to sleep in the too-quiet room failed after a few minutes. Then she was using Jake’s landline. When Michael picked up, she said, “It’s Becca. Did you speak with Quan?”

      “Becca? You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. I got spooked. That’s all.”

      “This whole thing has been insane. I did talk to Quan via phone. Lisi must’ve been hiding some sort of poison, at least that’s what the NSA thinks. She was Symphis. It’s over.”

      “It doesn’t feel like it’s done. I thought that woman was about to tell me something before Quan came into the room. Then they talked about games before she died.”

      “Don’t worry about it tonight. Sleep on it. We can talk tomorrow.”
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      Becca woke up as alone in the bed as she’d been when she conked out after speaking with Michael. And still in her bra. She’d managed to get out of her jeans last night before passing out.

      She stared at the ceiling for a few moments, and then yanked off the covers, missing their warmth. The bedside clock read six-fifty.

      The smell of coffee beckoned. She stalked to the kitchen in her T-shirt.

      Jake stood at the stove with a spatula in one hand, his other hand scrolling through screens of a document on his laptop. Multi-tasking at its finest.

      She wanted to wrap her arms around his bare back, but she wasn’t welcome to do that. Instead, she leaned against the refrigerator next to him. “Good morning.”

      He scooped the omelet onto a plate. “You enjoy sleeping in?”

      “Seven-fifteen is hardly sleeping in.”

      “I’m usually at work by seven. Hope you like omelets.” Without lifting his gaze from his laptop, he waved the spatula in the direction of the omelet.

      “I’m sorry. I mean it.”

      He grunted.

      “I need you to look at me and understand they had a video of me using the same tech to steal information from a competing company in California. They told me it was a test run of the new program, and the company knew what I was doing. Only afterward did I find out they tricked me. I helped them steal millions of dollars in designs that GenShare sold to the Chinese.”

      “Not an excuse for not telling me about that or your plans with Quan.”

      She poked him. “I didn’t sleep with you because they told me to. I did it because I wanted to. I wanted to the moment I met you when I was in high school.”

      “That would’ve been illegal.” He still didn’t glance her way.

      She poked him again. “Regardless of the other stuff, what happened was real. I think that scares you more than anything else.”

      He caught her finger on its way to poke him again. “Poke me again and see what happens to you.”

      “What’ll you do? Huh? Kick me out? Yell at me?” She poked him hard.

      Pressing his body tight with her back against the refrigerator, he lowered his mouth to hers. The kiss was angry and deep. She wound her arms around his neck as he stroked his tongue against hers.

      Suddenly, his mouth wasn’t there. “We can’t do this right now…got to talk.”

      “Talk?”

      “I want to talk about us—about what’s going on here. Try to figure out if we’re just into the sex and nothing more, not that that’s bad. I mean, of course, the sex isn’t bad.”

      “The sex is good,” she hedged, fearing more might scare him. But he’d put it out there. Didn’t that just make her jittery to her toes with hope?

      He pointed at a counter height chair. “Eat.”

      A plate appeared in front of her with half of the omelet. He handed her a fork. “Coffee?”

      She nodded.

      He added milk before he slid the mug her way.

      “You know how I like coffee?”

      “I’ve gotten you coffee a few times over the years.” He’d taken note. People blew him off as a player who used women, but it was a smokescreen to hide the amazing guy underneath.

      He checked his phone and blew out a long breath. “Noah should be here in a sec.”

      “What? Noah? It’s barely after seven. He doesn’t get out of bed before seven. I should get pants.”

      Knock. Knock.

      “Right on time.” Jake stalked to his bedroom, emerging seconds later in a T-shirt before he answered the door.

      Noah marched into the kitchen. Her heart nearly came out of her chest. The gold band on Noah’s left hand flashed in the light, a reminder of the reception she missed and the honeymoon she forced the newlyweds to postpone.

      “Good morning, Becca,” Noah said curtly.

      She swallowed and fixed a bright smile on her face. “How…how are you?”

      “I’ve been better.” His gaze dropped to the untouched omelet in front of her, then to her lack of pants. “And you?”

      “Fine.” She gritted her molars together, refusing to allow him to intimidate her into rattling off excuses for being half undressed in Jake’s kitchen.

      A muscle began to work along Noah’s jaw. “You broke into our system and stole information. In what universe could you not have told me what was going on?”

      “I modified all of it. I swear. They didn’t get anything useful or authentic.”

      “You think that makes me feel better?” Noah asked after a moment.

      Becca met Noah’s gaze. “We both know we’d go to extremes to protect the family.”

      Pound. Pound-pound. Pound.

      They all glanced toward the front door.

      Michael pushed in without waiting for the door to be answered. He yelled, “Jake, you dipshit, you didn’t even lock the door? That’s lax security after someone tried to kill you and my sister in this building.”

      “In here,” Jake said.

      Michael stormed in. His gaze narrowed on her.

      Jake said, “A Harrison family convention. I’ll step out. Give you guys some privacy.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t.” Michael’s words halted Jake’s skirt around the counter. “You don’t get a free pass out of this. You’re a part of this family and entrenched in this mess.” He rounded on Becca. “What the ever-loving hell were you thinking? You got yourself shot in the stomach—”

      “Fake shot. Get your facts straight.”

      “How’s that better?” Michael slammed his hands down on the marble countertop. “You got sucked into that underground world after they murdered Kaleb? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She hopped off the stool and stormed around to stand in front of him. “You don’t get to pull the big brother card and judge me.”

      “I am your oldest brother. It’s my duty to pull that card any time I need to.” He blew out an angry sigh and glanced heavenward. “This room, all of us… The secrets stop right now. There will be absolute trust in here. Does anyone, I mean anyone, have any other Symphis secrets they have not shared? Anyone else under his or her influence?” Michael glanced at each one of them. “I’m not.”

      Noah’s gaze dropped. “He…she was sending Tori messages for the past few months. Little threats. I don’t think she showed me all of them.”

      “Becca?” Michael asked.

      “She had a video of me stealing tech for GenShare that they then sold to the Chinese. I don’t know what will happen with it, but it could really hurt all of you if released. They killed my wedding date as a scare tactic and forced me to be close to Jake to try to get a chance at NJ Legacy’s mainframe.”

      “Jake?” Michael asked.

      “I don’t know any more about Symphis than what the FBI told us.” Jake’s gaze slid to hers, unsure and then glazed over into stoicism.

      Got it. Not talking about them as involved with her brothers. Probably smart, although it hurt.

      “Good.” Michael pulled Becca into a half hug and asked low, “You really okay, kid? That was some next level shit you pulled. Impressive tech development though. You designed whatever was used to worm into their mainframe?”

      She nodded. “You find out anything new from Quan?”

      Noah poured himself a cup of coffee.

      Michael said, “Nothing new. He seemed apologetic about his bad judgment taking you down to the interrogation center.”

      “Something wasn’t right yesterday, but I don’t know if it was me out of it from the drug or something real. I got a bad feeling everything with Lisi and Quan wasn’t what it seemed.”

      “You mind?” Michael pointed at her omelet.

      She shook her head.

      He cut a piece for himself, but before he put it in his mouth said, “Let’s all agree to not tell our folks the whole story about Becca getting shot. And agree not to entirely trust Quan.” He waved his fork at Becca. “I trust your instincts, sis. You read people better than me and Noah most of the time.”

      “Won’t tell the ’rents.” Noah took a sip of coffee and stared at Becca, contemplative. He met Jake’s gaze for a moment.

      Uh-oh. Was she and Jake being involved about to come up? Part of her wanted it, and part of her dreaded it.

      Noah said, “Now that you’re a free agent and proven to be good at what you do, you’re going to help us. We need to make our virtual reality goggles work for movies. In theater for the public. And you need a job. We also need to keep an eye on you.”

      “What? You want me to work for NJ Legacy?” Unexpected. “I just hacked into your mainframe. Aren’t you a bit worried about my credibility?” Her gaze slid to Jake, but he’d slipped to the back of the room behind Michael where she couldn’t see him well.

      “Nope. Makes you beholden to me…us,” Noah said. “You do that again, and I’ll tell Mom.”

      “She scares you more than me,” Becca shot back.

      Noah’s eyebrows rose.

      She dropped her gaze. “Don’t tell her.”

      Noah said, “My security guy was pissed, but I also think he wants to propose marriage to you over the badassery of the whole thing. We’re really in a bind, Becca. I need this done in a few weeks.”

      “You’re taking the goggles into movie theaters?” She craned around Michael to look at Jake, who nodded.

      “Hundreds, maybe thousands of cinemas will need to be outfitted. That requires different processing for films. Different integration. Technology to assure the goggles don’t walk out of the cinemas, which means they can only work in theaters with no possibility to retrofit them to a home system.” Jake glanced to Noah. “The team assigned to work on this has topnotch talent but is filled with egos. The person who was in charge quit. He didn’t produce much in three months. I think you can do this.”

      Her cheeks heated from the compliment, but she didn’t know if she could get a team who’d consider her a green intern to function. “After everything, I’m thinking I should walk away from programming, video games, all of it.”

      “Why? That’d be letting them win.” Jake paced forward, out of the shadows, to lean onto the counter, which brought his upper chest into tight relief against his T-shirt.

      “You sure, Noah? You were pretty upset yesterday at me,” she asked.

      “Keep your enemies close and all that jazz.” Noah hid his gaze in his cup of coffee.

      “What’s in it for me other than you keeping an eye on me?”

      “I’ll have our lawyer draft the contract to hire you on a temp basis. Salary?” Jake grabbed his sticky pad off the counter and wrote down a number. He slid it across to her.

      “Is that for the whole job? Until completion?” She stared at the five-figure number, her mind unable to wrap itself around the considerable amount.

      “No, that’s per month, broken into bi-weekly payments.”

      Holy crap. That was more money than she’d ever imagined she’d get at any job. Her internship barely paid two thousand a month after taxes. “Are you giving me some bogus big number because I’m Noah’s sister?”

      Jake met Noah’s gaze. “This is pretty standard for someone to lead the team.”

      Michael looked over her shoulder at the sticky note. He whispered, but not low enough the others couldn’t hear, “Push back, play hard to get. They’re in a tight spot and impressed as hell by your skills. I heard Noah shit his pants yesterday since the team is sucking ass on the movie integration project.”

      “I haven’t shit my pants since I was like two, maybe younger.” Noah punched Michael in the upper arm.

      “Oww.” Michael massaged the muscle.

      She drew in a shaky breath and gazed at Jake. “I’m not sure that’s enough salary for this kind of stress.”

      His lips compressed against a grin, no longer serious Jake. He waved Noah over, and they whispered for a few seconds before Jake announced, “We’re willing to offer a thirty thousand bonus upon completion on the condition you start now. As in today.”

      Another thirty? Wowzers. “Okay. But—”

      Noah held up his hands. “No buts. That’s an insane amount of money to pay someone who attempted espionage.”

      “Yes, there will be a but, Noah. I need a personal workspace. An office, maybe even a lab space.”

      Noah’s eyes widened. Respect glimmered in his gaze. “We can do that.”

      “I need a laptop. I don’t have one anymore. I dumped mine since I was worried it had spyware on it.”

      “Sure.” Noah sipped the coffee.

      “I’m not calling either of you boss or sir.” She glanced between Jake and Noah.

      Michael picked at his nails and whispered to her out of the corner of her mouth, “You should ask for commuting expenses. The subway isn’t cheap. Maybe you want to take a cab every day.”

      She whispered back, “Is that a real thing?”

      He shrugged. “They’re in a tight spot.”

      “Whose team are you on?” Noah asked.

      “I’m the big brother, which means…hers.” Michael chuckled when Noah’s face blotched red as if he might explode.

      “Fine. Commuter expenses. Whatever.” Noah slammed down his mug of coffee so hard it sloshed over. He muttered a curse and grabbed a kitchen towel.

      “Not that. Use those.” Noah pointed at the paper towels.

      Michael said, “Bec, I think you better ask for an exclusion to the infamous clause in their contract about dating employees.”

      Silence descended as Michael and Jake stared at each other.

      “We’ll write in an exclusion,” Jake said. “We’re not discussing that, because there’s nothing for us to talk about.”

      Nothing? As in they were over or perhaps Jake meant to discuss keeping them sex only. No dating. Either way hurt. “I’m taking a shower before work. You guys work out who’s driving me in this morning.”

      Jake watched her walk off to shower with regret festering a hole in his stomach. Well, he’d fucked that up.

      He wanted more with her. Yet, as usual, he freaked out when the moment came to commit publicly to something more than easy sex.

      “Good luck fixing that.” Michael put the empty plate in the sink. He slapped a hand on Jake’s back. “You need to work on not saying shit that’ll get you in hot water later. I’m outta here.”

      Noah glanced up from his cell phone. “I might be in late. Tori wants to work on re-booking the honeymoon. The first time took hours of negotiation. Now she wants to go to Tahiti. You handle contract things with Becca. Try not to make her any madder, will you?”

      Both brothers left.

      Jake sat heavily on a stool and rubbed his head. Her absence weighed on him. He should go talk to her, maybe even make love to her in the shower.

      Sex wouldn’t solve this. It’d be good. Afterward, they’d still be murky as hell. He wasn’t clear what he wanted. Everything about this with her was unchartered waters. Their chemistry made him do stupid things. Maybe it did the same to her.

      He should admit to her he thought he loved her. Yet, he didn’t know what the hell love was. Maybe this wasn’t love but infatuation with good chemistry.
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      Becca fast walked out of the elevator toward Jake’s office. She was late to work on her official second day. Yesterday had been mostly about contracts and office space, minutia which had been delegated to Emma. Becca hadn’t seen Jake come home last night, which must’ve been after midnight. This morning, he hadn’t waited for her when he left, as if avoiding her.

      Had this hallway to his office always been this long? Her belly fluttered with jitters. She’d arrived hell-bent on resolving their situation. She couldn’t pretend to be a roommate in his place. She wanted in his bed, and him in it too.

      She paused outside his office, recognizing his marketing manager who jabbered with big arm gestures. The guy typed at the keyboard of the computer at which they both gazed at the screen. They flipped through a few screens together.

      Jake glanced toward the window to the magnificent view. He rubbed a hand over his lightly gelled hair with a look so broken she nearly lost her control and ran to him, to hug him. Between one eye blink and the next, a fake smile appeared on his face but didn’t light up his eyes.

      His marketing manager smiled back.

      He laughed at something the marketing manager said, but his eyes were on his desk, not the guy. His smile faltered, and she glimpsed it again, that broken part of him she somehow knew she was responsible for. She had to fix it.

      The guy didn’t know how to love. Actually, that wasn’t true. He did know, but he just didn’t recognize what he felt.

      “Jake,” she stepped farther into his office, saying his name so softly she barely heard it pass her lips.

      His head snapped up like he’d been struck.

      “Becca.” His eyes hit hers, guarded. “I need to get you to your meeting.” He directed at his marketing manager, “Excuse us, would you?”

      “Of course.” The guy left.

      “Come on,” Jake snapped, marching toward her. “Meeting is three floors up.”

      She caught his arm as he stormed past. “We need to talk about things.”

      He froze and stared down at her. “Now isn’t a good time. Let’s try to keep it together today.”

      “Fine. Lead on to this meeting. But we’re not delaying this talk much longer.”
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      Jake pushed into the conference room, pissed. At himself. Her. The world.

      She met his gaze with a coolness that, in the past, meant she itched to fight him. He wanted the fight, and he wanted it to get dirty to the point he’d have to make it physical. As in kissing physical.

      He announced, “Guys, this is Becca Harrison.”

      “She the new lead on this?” asked the pock-marked wonder kid he’d found at a tech convention several months ago. The barely nineteen-year-old could program circles around anyone on the staff. On the downside, he was arrogant as hell and lacked tact.

      “Yes, she’s taking over,” Jake said.

      The kid leveled a hostile, distrustful gaze on Becca. Jake held back his itch to tongue lash the kid.

      Becca scanned the six guys in the room, unfazed by the hostile kid, coming to rest on the fifty-five-year-old in the far back. “Are you the NASA engineer?”

      The NASA guy shifted and glanced around the room insecurely. Jake gambled on his instincts to bring the NASA expert on board. “Yes. I programmed at the command center in Houston for fifteen years before government funding cuts lead to downsizing.”

      She smiled wide. “Thank God. We need someone who can deal with a crisis crunch. I’m not sure any of us in this room other than you knows the full scope of what that means. I’ll bet you had your fair share of ‘get it done in zero time.’”

      He grinned. “Yes.”

      “We’ve got only a couple weeks to get done what should take most humans months. I’ve read all of your dossiers. We can do this. If anyone thinks he can’t, then say so now. And walk. This is going to be fun and so next level.” She rubbed her hands together, her enthusiasm infectious. “Who’s ready to start?”

      Everyone around the table relaxed and chattered.

      The resentful kid eased back in his chair. “Are you related to Noah Harrison?”

      “He’s my brother.”

      The kid laughed. “He seems to like tackling the impossible.”

      She met the NASA guy’s gaze. “I’d call this improbable, not impossible. Improbable has better odds. Odds we’re going to beat.”

      “Can you program like him?” the kid asked.

      “He’s an idiot compared to me. That’s why they called me in.” She turned to Jake, who still felt less than optimistic. She beamed. “We’re going to get this done for you, and we’re going to kick ass.”
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      Becca found both of her brothers in Noah’s office at the end of the day. They stood side-by-side, staring at the jumbo computer screens on Noah’s desk. Michael had on his glasses and leaned in close to the screen. The glasses aged him about a decade, even though he hadn’t even hit thirty-three yet.

      “What’s going on?” she asked.

      Both jumped and stared wide-eyed as if caught eating cookie dough out of the bowl while their mom had her back turned.

      “Seriously, what’s going on?”

      “I just found the email with the stolen information you gave to Symphis,” Michael said. “Sending it to my old account was sneaky. I only check that like once a week.”

      “I counted on it, but I also wanted you to see what I’d done. You can be assured nothing they got was real.”

      “You’re still in big trouble for stealing this to begin with, almost getting shot, and almost getting Jake killed.” Noah glanced up.

      “The movie goggles team is a pretty good bunch.”

      Noah went back to scrolling through screens. “Thanks for getting them organized. How’s staying at Jake’s place going?”

      “We’re roommates. I’m in the guest room.”

      “Really?” Michael asked. “Roommates?”

      She knew that tone. Michael loved good gossip, especially when it had to do with sex or sex mishaps.

      Michael’s lips twitched as if he were about to break into a laugh. “Day before yesterday he was nuts to make sure you stayed at his place. So, uh-huh, sure you’re just roommates. I’d never buy you two in the friend-zone. No wonder he’s been in a crappy mood all day.”

      “Did you guys talk to Quan again?”

      Michael shook his head. “I think the drug made you paranoid about everything.”

      Not one iota of relief hit her. “Maybe everything is as it seems. Lisi is Symphis, she’s dead, and it’s over. I’m kind of disappointed. Someone with her hacking skill level could’ve been more creative than a globalized video gaming ring.”

      Noah said, “The FBI shared some of the stuff on her computer with us to see if we could make sense of it. She had the file you sent Pascal, which incriminated her further.”

      “Everything was a setup to get me back here, I guess. She planned to frame Jake for my death to tear you guys apart and destroy your company.” She collapsed onto the sofa. “Hard to believe one person could hate you guys so much.”

      Noah said, “I took Tori from them. Tori has put a spotlight on their activity with her talks. Her actions likely cut their recruiting numbers and made it difficult for them to find locations to play. Also, they can’t hack into our newest games because of the coding on it.”

      She frowned. “Still seems more personal than that. Why target one video game company when there are so many? Would’ve loved to ask her before she died. I bet she would’ve been easy to get monologuing.”

      “What do you make of this, Michael?” Noah asked, pointing at the computer screen.

      Becca jumped up. All three of them looked at the document off Lisi’s computer. It contained a whole page of random symbols and letters.

      “It’s code,” Becca said. “Let me try something.” She logged into GenShare. Surprise, surprise, her login information was still active. “They had this new encryption program they were working on. Let me see…” She ran the lines through it and grinned. “Voila!”

      Becca, I would never kill myself.
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      Becca stared at the gigantic bouquet of red roses, which sat on the table in Jake’s guest room. The card read: Meet me. 8pm at Ideal’s.

      It was seven-fifteen.

      Jake still didn’t answer repeated attempts to call, text and email. He always had his phone on. Worst-case scenarios paraded through her brain.

      “Jake?” she called out.

      No answer.

      The scent of roses filled the air around her. What girl wouldn’t be flattered by a fancy restaurant and flowers? But urgency to show Jake what they decoded and ensure he wasn’t hurt soured her excitement.

      Her work outfit wasn’t fancy enough for Ideal’s. She pulled on the only dress out of her suitcase, the one Quan dropped off yesterday.

      The suitcase.

      She stared at the clothes spilling out of it, suddenly suspicious. In minutes, she’d removed everything from the boring black carry-on that she’d toted from California. Quan held it for her while they launched their get-Lisi plan. She patted down every item of clothing and then every pocket and even the sides of the suitcase. Nothing.

      What did she expect? A bulky listening device? Logically, if Quan wanted to spy on her, putting something in her bag didn’t make sense.

      She didn’t know for certain Quan worked against them. Maybe Symphis got his hooks into Quan. At this point, she was about 50 percent sure Lisi wasn’t Symphis.

      Jake.

      She jogged to the elevator. The cab ride took longer than expected, but when she walked into Ideal’s Steakhouse, she was only two minutes late.

      Jake was the only one waiting in the reception area. He wore a suit. She hadn’t seen him in a suit since the wedding. Its cut was perfect, showing off his wide shoulders.

      He wasn’t hurt or stressed.

      She rushed to get him into a hug.

      “Hey, hey. What’s going on, Becca?” The way his low voice said her name made her squeeze him tighter.

      “We found something in Lisi’s files. Something scary.”

      “I’m not getting cheated out of this moment. It can wait.” His eyes dropped down her tight black dress’s spaghetti straps and low V-neck. A slow smile spread on his face. Hoarsely, he rumbled, “That’s quite a dress.”

      Bingo. Right choice. Well, her only choice since she was still living in the same few items she’d taken to the wedding. “Thanks.”

      “We’re here. We’re safe. We’re going to do our first official date.”

      “So, this is a date?” An uncontrollable smile broke.
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      Jake hadn’t been this nervous on a date in… Well, maybe not since high school. Things had to go well.

      Once settled at a quiet table in the back, out of the main hall and away from all the noise, he said, “I guess we have to do this discussion, or it’ll hang over everything. What’d you find?”

      She showed him a picture of Noah’s screen.

      Jake frowned. He hated even thinking everything with Symphis wasn’t over, that Becca might continue to be tortured like Tori. He took the phone and clicked it off. “It’s not a threat. We can’t resolve it tonight. They don’t get to ruin this time we have. Okay?”

      Her eyes glittered with unshed tears, which killed him.

      “They can’t have you back. You’re with me right now.” He took her hand. “How’d it go with the team today?”

      A small smile transformed her entire face. “Great group. I think we’ll make the deadline, possibly exceed it. The guys on the team are incredible.”

      Thank, God. The movie company had been up his ass for a demo the past few days. “I found most of those guys in odd spots.”

      “They realize how lucky they are.” She paused and dropped her gaze. “How lucky I am to have a second chance, especially after…all that.”

      “I had a feeling you’d like it.”

      “It’s so exciting, and to be doing something relevant. Important. Not gaming for someone else or doing illegal things. And it’s fun.” She looked heavenward. “Thank you.” She lowered her tone. “I have to tell you the guys on the team hated the last team leader. Probably a good loss for you. They told me the guy defected to Apple.”

      He nodded and tried to breathe through his nervousness. Did he try to talk to her now? Or did he wait?

      They ordered food.

      The wine arrived. Jake tasted, nodded approval. Once poured, he held up his glass.

      She clinked against his glass and sipped. “Mmm. This is very tasty. You know me and alcohol…” She cast him a naughty smile.

      “I have to be serious for a moment, Becca. You scared the hell out of me, disappearing without a word. Then you got shot…so much blood. I didn’t expect how much I felt during all that and how much I’d almost lost. I’m not everything you need. I’m not what you should have—”

      Her soft fingers touched his arm. “That’s not true.”

      “Let me finish. I also know I want to love you as well as I can. I only hope it’s enough.”

      She grabbed his hand. “You’re amazing. Never say you’re not good enough, because you’re the best man I know.” She scrunched up her face and rocked her head back-and-forth. “Except for the one-night-stand addiction.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know how to do this one and only stuff. I want to try though.”

      “I’m obviously not an expert on this, either, but we can figure it out. First comes trust though. I’m sorry I messed it up even if I thought I was doing the right thing. I should’ve trusted you. That said, trust is a two-way street. You have to trust I’ll let you know if I ever want out. I’m a one-man-only girl. Right now, I want you to be that man. I also need to be able to trust you’re not going to be trying to get it on with one of the beautiful women who constantly throw themselves at you. Are you willing to give us a real chance?”

      “Everything I want is right here. It’s you, Becca. Only you. I haven’t touched another woman since Christmas. I’ll do my best, but I might fuck up from time to time and say the wrong thing.”

      “You can do this. That’s something I know deep in my heart.” She touched his cheeks with one hand. “I’m in love with you, Jake. I think I’ve been in love with you for a long time. Maybe even since when I first met you.”

      “Well, that’s good, because I’m seriously messed up over you. I’m pretty sure this is love because it’s beating me up from the inside out.” He pulled her close to kiss her, pouring every complicated thing he felt for her into the kiss. “I’m all in on this, if you’ll have me. The odds might not be good, but I’m willing to bet everything on us.”

      “Me too.”

      Her cell phone dinged with an incoming text. She turned it over to see.

      Unknown: Erasing yourself from the system doesn’t mean you’re out.

      “What’s wrong?” Jake asked.

      Her hand shook as she rotated her phone to show him the message. “What should I do? Do I reply?”

      He took the phone from her and put it face down on the table. “They don’t dictate your life anymore. We’ll turn the phone over to the FBI tomorrow. They can figure out who sent it.”

      “What if they release the video?”

      “Let them. We’ll deal with it. The FBI will help us.” He took her hand and brought it to his lips. “You’re not alone anymore. You’re also not a professional operative authorized to hunt Symphis on your own.”

      “You’re right. Oh, I got you something. I thought about waiting until your birthday next week, but I’m not good at waiting.” She pulled a small wrapped package from her purse.

      “You didn’t need to get me anything. You being here is more than enough.”

      “Well…open it.” She practically vibrated with her excitement.

      “Okay.” He carefully took off the ribbon and started slowly undoing each piece of tape.

      “Oh my God, you’re killing me. Come on. Hurry up.”

      He ripped the paper and tore open the box. And gawked. “An original Princess Leia from episode five?”

      She nodded.

      “I never thought about her for my collection. Where’d you find her?”

      “There was a guy at the convention. He didn’t want to part with her, but I twisted his arm. You’ve got Han and Chewie, but…” Her eyes glassed over. “Every Han needs a kick-ass Leia.”

      He rotated the in-the-box doll. Softly, he asked, “Becca, will you be my Leia?”

      She leaned forward and kissed him on the lips. “I already am.”
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      “Where’s the rest of it?” Tori Duarte fanned through her empty wallet. She show-and-telled its vacant pockets to the police officer across the counter.

      The officer’s eyes didn’t deviate from his computer screen. Smells of coffee and cigarette smoke floated off him. “Musta been confiscated.”

      “That was mine.” She needed that two hundred and ninety-eight dollars.

      He shrugged. Arguing was pointless. The attitude? Nothing new. Cops profiled her based on one glance at her Cuban heritage. Besides, the cop had drawn the shortest straw in the crap-jobs lottery, condemned to hand out personal effects when people were on the way out in the witching hours.

      “Take a seat. They’ll call when they’re ready for you.” He extended a bony index finger toward two metal benches along the wall. Six taped-up crayon pictures of Christmas trees clung to the gray cinderblock wall. “Take me down” had been scribbled in pen across one. Although the graffiti came off as disrespectful, the holiday had come and gone over three months ago.

      She met the gaze of the only other bench occupant. And nearly sucked in a breath. Her fellow detainee was gorgeous, with messy, short, dirty blond hair, deep blue eyes, and… Oh my fucking arm porn. His black T-shirt stretched tight over his biceps.

      She plopped onto the unoccupied bench, landing with her back against the cold wall. Goosebumps studded her arms within seconds.

      “They stole your money, too?” The guy propped his cheek on a hand, his elbow on the bench arm. Men in Tori’s world of computer geeks didn’t come in models like this—earring in his left ear, dark jeans, leather jacket slung across his lap, and the body of a man who didn’t live on fast food or have an aversion to working out.

      “Assholes,” she muttered, fingering the three mini hoops along the edge of her left ear. “What’d they get you on?”

      “Wrong place at the wrong time,” he said. This time, beneath the cool confidence, she noticed he looked a little disheveled—uncombed and unshaven.

      “That’s the story of my life,” she mumbled. “Wrong place. Wrong time.”

      A more comprehensive assessment of him and…no way. He wore a vintage Zoneworld Warrior shirt? Melt her heart and set flame to her panties. A fellow video gamer? Maybe he’d been caught in the same police raid as she.

      You cannot be into a random guy at a police station. That’s beyond desperate. He could’ve picked up the shirt at the thrift store.

      “Gum?” He held open a Doublemint pack in offering.

      “Sure, thanks.” The spicy spearmint coated her parched taste buds.

      Her phone dinged. She opened up the homepage to read the message from one of her eGaming team members who’d checked in at the Washington D.C. hotel where she planned to travel via train tomorrow for the competition.

      Dibs on the bed by the window.

      She bit back a smile as she typed. Sure. Try not to rack up the porn bill again.

      Alex’s enthusiasm over qualifying for the WorldGaming Championship this year had him packed last week and scheduled to arrive a day early. She loved him to pieces, but she and Quan never missed an opportunity to remind him what happened the last the time Alex arrived early to a competition and got bored. As the trio comprising the Dynasty team, they’d been gaming together long enough that they behaved like siblings. And, even though internationally ranked, gaming didn’t pay much, so they bunked together. It wasn’t anything new since they were all roommates anyway.

      “You’re a Trekkie?” His eyes were bright as he glanced at her home screen background image icon.

      Was that a judgmental tone, or was he a fan? “Yeah. So?”

      Perking up, he looked her square in the eyes. “The latest movie just popped up off preorder on my TV. The opening scene…great a second time around, but wouldn’t do it justice without a kickass sound system.” He left out the which I’ve got, but it hung there, implied.

      She imagined him with the total gaming setup—monster high def screen, comfort seats, and a surround sound system that’d knock her socks off. Hook her up with a headset and a gamepad, and that was the stuff of fantasy. In reality, the guy probably had two roommates and rented a one-bedroom in Queens.

      Wait a sec. The movie released in digital yesterday. He’d preordered? Oh my God. He was a sci-fi geek.

      “You asking me to see your big-ass sound system?” she asked.

      “Beats Tinder. One detainee to another, at least we already know about our arrest records.” A smile teased the corners of his mouth. He leaned forward and said low, “Would you judge me if I admitted my nightmare is an exposed public toilet in jail?”

      Giggling, she shook her head. “No. I wouldn’t judge you in the slightest. I’ve got to pee like a racehorse, but no way was I going in the holding cell. No way. And have you seen the restrooms up the hall?”

      “Me too. No way.” He leaned back to rest his head against the wall.

      “You like Zoneworld?” Her eyes darted down to his shirt.

      “You play?” He stopped chewing his gum and gazed at her out of the corner of his eyes with a guarded expression.

      She nodded.

      Quickly, he asked, “Who do you play?”

      “In Zoneworld One or Two?”

      “Two.” He uncrossed his legs and faced her.

      “Evelle.”

      He nodded and resumed chewing. “Of course. You’d choose the femme fatale.”

      “She gets more weapons than any other character.” And, she didn’t have enhanced tits or a bubble butt. In this classic role-playing game she adored the avatar for being an ordinary-looking brunette with glasses, rare attributes for a gaming character. The glasses might be a nerd stereotype, but she’d take it over a sexualized female.

      “She doesn’t need a single one of the weapons.” His eyes flared. This was a test to see if she was only a talk-the-talk kinda girl or a serious gamer.

      “That’s why choosing her is a no brainer. You gotta admit the best part of the Zoneworld games is their storylines.” She couldn’t remember the last time she’d talked gaming with a guy who piqued her interest for something other than kicking his butt in front of a screen. She found herself on edge, giddy for his next question.

      “Evelle is a tough play because of the level of extra work required, since she can seduce the other characters.”

      Whoa. Hold the boat. What, what, what? She hadn’t known that. She knew a hell of a lot of about the game, being ranked in the top twenty in the legit, up-and-up, non-gambling world of multi-character gaming competitions and top fifty online. Talk about shattering her love for a non-cliché female character.

      Maybe he lied. Who was this guy, anyway?

      He grinned wide. Dimple alert. Damn, he knew he’d surprised her. He asked, “I assume you mastered Zoneworld Warrior One. What level have you gotten to in Two?”

      “Forty-one,” she admitted with pride. It was as far as anyone else online had achieved.

      “Nine away from the accolade. That’s pretty good. Did you get stuck at the cave?”

      “What’s the accolade?” He’d made it all the way to the end? In the four months since the game released no one had made it that far. If he’d finished the game, it’d been offline. Unless everyone witnessed your success online, no one believed it.

      He shook his head in an I’m-not-telling way, but no comment on if he’d mastered the game. “You’ve got to make it to there to find out.”

      “How do I get out of the cave without getting killed by a scorpion bot?”

      A voice yelled, “Harrison and…” The thin cop at the exit read names off a clipboard. “Duarte.”

      Not now. I need this answer!

      A burst of dignity backed her down from begging.

      The cop held open the swinging door into the station’s lobby. A floor wax machine hummed its circular wipes up the hall.

      High heels that probably cost as much as had been in her wallet fast clicked against the worn linoleum in her direction. Each click ratcheted up her nerves. Did she beg for the bots answer before he disappeared or ready herself to face off with her pissed-off sister?

      “Guess it’s a two-for-one special tonight.” Emma flicked imaginary dirt off her designer dark coat. Her sister had been the last person she’d wanted to call, but she had no other option with Quan on a train to D.C. tonight.

      “What do you mean?” Tori started when her fellow offender stopped next to her and shrugged into his jacket. Her flawless, had-her-shit-together sister who could maintain an impeccable facade at all times, even in the middle of night at the crappiest police station in New York City, knew this man? Emma didn’t hang around gamer guys with earrings who got arrested.

      Emma said, “Tori, meet my boss, Noah Harrison. Noah, this is my sister, Tori.”

      He was the Noah Harrison? The mysterious, reclusive billionaire to which her sister had risen in the ranks of his company to become his personal assistant a few months ago? The guy who co-designed Zoneworld Warrior?

      Oh my freaking God.

      She’d conversed one-on-one with one of the Game Lords? No one got that kind of quality time with one of them. At least, no one she knew. Over the past year she’d begged her sister for info on Noah since little was posted publicly about him, not that she’d found out much. Noah avoided media exposure like the plague. His business partner, Jake Allen, Game Lord number two, was the face of the company, but everyone knew Noah was the brains. Jake’s line on the mystery of Noah’s media reticence was that he wanted his work to speak for itself. She hadn’t expected him to look like this.

      Be cool. You will not go all fangirl crazy and creep him out.

      Noah held out his hand her.

      Shake it.

      Crap, she’d frozen. Like a clumsy puppy she slapped her tremoring hand into his for a brief shake.

      Maybe he’d autograph something. Hello, checking out of jail. Yeah, that’d be weird.

      “Zoneworld Warrior’s cool,” she muttered. Hand to forehead slap. Dumb, dumb, dumb.

      “Tori’s in to video games.” Emma’s eyebrows shot upward in a what’s-wrong-with-you glare. Or maybe it was a don’t-embarrass-me glower.

      He granted Tori a small smile. Her stomach clenched. She couldn’t interpret the smile. Was it a pity smile or an oh-god-not-another-gaming-fan smile?

      He said, “Thanks, Emma, for bailing me out. Guess it wasn’t too out of your way tonight.”

      “I hope you’re not going to make this a habit.” She looked between the two of them. Her scowl promised more coming Tori’s way as soon as her boss was out of earshot. “Either of you.”

      Outside smelled of recent rain and gasoline. The icy wind whipped through the few microns of T-shirt fabric, reminding her she’d left her favorite jacket at the Stadium tonight. No getting it back after the cops invaded. The Stadium wasn’t so much a place as an event. The dark underbelly of the video gaming world commanded a lot of money, unsavory characters, and a buttload of the illegal. The competitions never happened in the same location twice. It was unlike the up-and-up, legit event she’d be attending tomorrow.

      “Mr. Harrison, I phoned your driver.” Emma waved at a dark sedan idling on the curb. She pasted on a professional smile. “Let’s talk tomorrow.”

      “Nice to meet you, Tori.” Noah’s gaze bounced back to her. His eyes crinkled in the corners with his smile. “Good luck with the gaming.”

      “You too.” Please, dear God, tell me about the bots before you leave.

      Noah met Emma’s gaze with raised eyebrows.

      Emma pointed her finger at him. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “We can talk tomorrow, Emma.” He gave her a pointed look before he disappeared into the back seat of his car. The driver shut the door, closing him away.

      Tori fisted her hands against the desire to bang on the window and demand an answer to get through the game level.

      Have some self-respect.

      As she watched his car turn left at the end of the street and out of sight she wasn’t as disappointed to see him go because she didn’t get the answer as because she genuinely liked Noah Harrison. And maybe there was a tad bit of hero worship thrown in.

      Emma snapped, “You were gambling on those video games again, weren’t you?”

      “I would’ve won tonight.” Said like a bonafide gambling addict, which she wasn’t. Or, maybe she was. She’d argue until the end of the Earth she wasn’t. The gambling, the underworld gaming…at first it’d been about a quick buck to pay rent. Now, she was desperate to be free of it.

      Emma’s lips thinned. “You always think you’ll win. I’m never doing this again. I swear.”

      “Thanks for coming down to pick me up. Again.” Her sister had threatened the same a few months ago. As polar opposites, they rarely jived on life choices. Emma was the blonde to her dark, almost black hair. Even if her sister’s color wasn’t natural, it fit her. Unlike her sister, Tori excelled at one thing—other than her new talent to get arrested—and that was gaming. Both playing and designing. She traveled to big gaming events, winning a pittance, but still placing with her team in the top twenty-five. Someday, she hoped to design video games full-time and not rely on freelance coding and Twitch streaming with her teammates to pay rent, a dream that was a few months away from becoming reality.

      Emma paused at the entrance to the parking deck adjacent to the police station and whirled. “Why do you do this? We can’t afford a big time lawyer. I’m lucky to have found some lady at Legal Aid familiar with video gaming who worked magic to get the gambling charges dropped last time. This time sounds like they didn’t have anything concrete to hold you on. You lucked out.”

      Tori tucked her frozen hands into her jeans pockets. “One more good win and then I’m out. I’m hoping D.C. will come through this weekend.” But playing in legit competitions was a crapshoot. When the prize was good, the big names in the sport showed up. Noah Harrison’s company, NJ Legacy, sponsored a twenty-thousand-dollar pot at the D.C. competition. She’d be lucky to hit the top ten and get a fourth of that. Two or three good wins, though, and her gambling debt could be paid off.

      “How much do you owe?” Emma released a long sigh filled with judgment.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Jesus, Tori. I’m at a police station at one a.m. bailing you out when I have to be at work at seven. Tell me how much you owe.”

      “You also bailed out your boss, which is…weird. How often does that happen?”

      “Never. This is a first. I don’t think he’d want either of us talking about it to anyone.” Emma cast her a plea for silence.

      “All right. I won’t tell anyone I met the elusive Game Lord in jail.” She bit her lip against a smile and amended in her mind that she might tell Alex and Quan, but not the whole story.

      “Thanks. How much do you owe?” Emma’s tone had gentled.

      “Ten grand. Give or take some change.” Tori toed a plastic bottle cap with her sneaker.

      Emma stepped back. “Wow.”

      Tori shrugged.

      “To whom do you owe this much?”

      “Symphis.” An ambitious nudge kicked the bottle cap too hard. It rolled under a car.

      “There’s a person who actually calls himself that?”

      “He’s the guy who owns gaming in New York. Not legit stuff but the underworld, monster multi-character gaming competitions.” A few bad bets her pride pushed her to place and now he owned her ass until she could pay him back. Making that much money required she either gamble more in hopes of a win or play on his teams for the chickenfeed he offered as compensation for each night of gaming. If she played off her debt it’d require another sixty-three nights, which equaled to six more months of hell. Symphis’s teams sucked since he assigned her hotheads peppered with low talent wannabes. If she won a big, legitimate competition with her chosen teammates then she could pay off her debt and be out. Well, that was if Symphis would let her get out. Big fat if on that. She’d heard rumors of Symphis having a cartel connection and that video gaming was their idea of next level organized crime.

      “You were such a good programmer. What happened to that as a career?” Emma asked.

      “I’m not an attractive hire. Not after I took time off from MIT to…you know.” Care for Dad. “Looks bad on my resume to have a dropped out of college. Like I couldn’t handle it. I could do programming or coding for a big company, but that’s not for me. I design games. That’s all I want to do.” She cleared her throat. “A gaming company bought my game last week.”

      “Who?”

      “Conjur Games.” She’d been reluctant to discuss this with Emma, who worked for what many would argue was the most successful gaming company of the decade.

      “Oh.” There was judgment in her tone. Conjur was small-time with no big hits. Yet. Maybe hers would be the one. They didn’t offer a signing bonus, only royalties off sales.

      “It’s something,” Tori muttered. She also had a job interview next week to write code in a cubicle. It’d suck, but it paid money, which she needed. Her gaming team’s live stream Twitch chats had starting bringing in more from ad revenue when their international ranking increased six months ago, but barely enough to pay a bill or two. The money in legal eGaming was in sponsorships. No company had the balls to sponsor a team with a girl as one of its key players, not when some of the bigger competitions still discouraged females from playing, or if they did allow them, the women played in their own brackets, gender separated from men, with little to no chance at a decent prize. Quan said they could use her uniqueness as a bargaining chip to get a sponsor, but so far it hadn’t panned out.

      “You know I could’ve helped if you wanted NJ Legacy to review your game.”

      “I’m not into nepotism, or whatever it’s called when it’s a sister doing you a favor. I’ll hear more on their production plan for my game in the next few weeks.” I hope. She had the feeling her game got shuffled to the bottom of the pile.

      Emma chewed on a nail with the I’m-formulating-a-plan face.

      Tori threw out there as distraction, “So, your boss is hot.”

      “Everything with estrogen agrees, although he tries to pretend they don’t notice him. He doesn’t really date. He works. A lot.”

      “Is he gay?” Valid question, but it’d shock her to be true.

      Emma coughed. “Hell, no. The man’s brilliant behind a computer, but awkward when it comes to women, dating…pretty much the whole social scene.”

      Not with me.

      “What was that about before he got in the car? Him giving you that weird look.” Tori wondered if he and Emma were getting it on at the office.

      Emma blew out an exhale hiss of air and rolled her eyes heavenward. “I can’t believe this is happening to me. Why the hell did you have to go play at that place tonight, of all nights?” She waved a hand. “I’ll take care of it. You go do your competition in D.C. I’ll see you there. Noah’s business partner, Jake Allen, is giving a presentation on their next game release and then handing out the winner’s check. It’d be amazing if your team won. The prize got boosted to one hundred fifty thousand last week when Red Bull joined as a sponsor.”

      Didn’t know that. Every pro team in the States would be there for sure. “What are you going to ‘take care of’?” Her stomach clenched. Maybe Emma would try to rig it so she won. She wanted nothing to do with cheating.

      “It’s nothing. Work minutia.”

      “Do you and Noah have a thing? I mean, he’s certainly lickworthy.” Oh, this was bad. Of all people to be jealous over, her sister wasn’t someone she could compete against and win in the dating ring.

      “Eww. No. He’s my boss. Sure, he’s pleasant on the eyes and works hard to stay in shape, but he’s not my type.” Emma’s forehead crinkled. “Lickworthy?”

      “Those arms. That earring.” Tori fanned her face. “You’ve got to have noticed.”

      “No. You can forget about it. He doesn’t do dating.”

      “He seemed interested in me,” Tori challenged.

      Emma shook her head and covered her face for a moment. “Tori, once again, you were in the very wrong place at the very wrong time.”
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