
        
            
                
            
        

    
PLAYING WITH FIRE
[image: ]
A REED SECURITY NIGHTMARE


GIULIA LAGOMARSINO



Copyright © 2024 by Giulia Lagomarsino

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

Cover Design by Moonstruck Cover Design & Photography

moonstruckcoverdesign.com

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Created with Vellum



To all my amazing readers.

I know you’re always eager for more Reed Security, and this wasn’t the typical romance. I enjoyed giving you a glimpse inside my mind and sharing my insane thoughts with you. Thank you for allowing me to share this with you.
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A REED SECURITY NIGHTMARE


This book is a satire of the Reed Security series. It is not intended to be read as a typical romance. Be advised, you should not read this book without first having read the Reed Security series. If you do, you will be sorely disappointed and gripe about it in reviews.

Please walk away now if you are not prepared to delve into the crazy mind of Giulia Lagomarsino.
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MAGGIE


I hurried along as quickly as my gigantic belly would allow, maneuvering around the various pedestrians who crowded the sidewalk. It was amazing the number of people who didn’t move out of the way for a pregnant lady. Most gave me irritated looks when I ran into them. Well, screw them. I was the size of a house, moving faster than most of their lazy asses could.

My target slowed in front of a store window, turning just enough that he would see me if he glanced in my direction. I quickly shuffled into the doorway of the nearest shop, doing my best to suck in my belly so he wouldn’t see me. I winced as I looked down, seeing a good portion of my belly couldn’t be hidden. The bell over the door behind me rang out and a man appeared, his eyebrows raised in question.

I chuckled slightly, staring over my shoulder at him. “Hey.”

“Hey. Can I get through?”

“Um…hold on.” I peered around the corner and saw my target still staring into the window. “Not yet. Give me another minute.”

“Another minute? This is a shop entrance. You can’t just hang out here blocking the entrance.”

Shooting him an irrationally angry look, I thrust my hand on my hip. “Excuse me, but do you or do you not see the gigantic baby growing inside my belly?”

“So, you expect me to stand here and wait for no reason other than you’re pregnant?”

I huffed in disgust at his blatant disregard for the fact that I was growing a human inside me. In reality, if the situation was reversed and it was me waiting, I would have the same reaction. But I was trying to solve a case right now, which trumped my own personal feelings on the subject.

“This is what’s wrong with society. You have absolutely no regard for an expectant mother who is doing nothing other than trying to reproduce—to bring life into this world!” I peeked around the corner, but saw my target still standing in place. “Do you have any idea where we would be as a society if we all cared a little more for the mothers who just want to bring a decent human being into this failure of a planet? Where is the love and respect for the women who struggle to fill this empty hole with loving and nurturing people who⁠—”

Target on the move.

I smiled up at the man, patting him on the shoulder. “You have a good day.”

“What? What about bringing decent people into the world?”

I spun just enough to see him over my shoulder. “That’s a bunch of crap. To each his own!”

And with that, I took off after my target, weaving through the crowd as best I could. Except while I was talking to the man, trying to distract him, I forgot that this particular man—my target—was great at slipping a tail. Two women walked out of a coffee house ahead of me, stepping right in my path. I tried to worm my way past, but the oncoming traffic made it impossible to pass them.

“—and then I said, if you want me to clean the house, take care of the kids, and put out on a regular basis, then you have to do something other than sit around and watch football all weekend.”

“Ugh, men are so stupid. What did he say?”

“He had the nerve to tell me that this was what I wanted.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope, he said the kids and the house were all my idea. As if this wasn’t something we talked about for the five years before we even had kids.”

“Rick does that too. Whenever things start to go even slightly wrong, he blames me for all the choices we’ve ever made.”

I rolled my eyes as I tried to get around them. I actually commiserated with them, but this was not the time to get into a philosophical discussion about men and their annoying habits of running when things got tough.

“Excuse me,” I said, trying to be polite, but they continued to chatter away as if nobody else around them had anything important to do.

“So, what did you do?”

“What I always do. I lost my shit and yelled at him for being a coward.”

“Did it work?”

“Are you kidding? He finally lost it and started yelling at me about how he was always the bad one and I blamed him for everything.”

“Right, because God forbid he recognize that he brought this argument on himself.”

“I know!”

“Excuse me,” I interrupted again. My target was growing smaller in the distance. “I really need to get past you.”

“So, I sat in the bathroom and cried for half the night, hence the bags under my eyes. Ugh, I hate it when men make me look like a marshmallow.”

Having had enough, I shoved between them, ready to set things straight. “Alright, as much as I agree with you on all of this, you’re completely missing the point.”

“Excuse me?” the woman scoffed. “This is a private conversation!”

“Then you shouldn’t be having it on a public sidewalk where anyone can hear you. Look, if you want your husband to really get irritated, the key is to act like nothing is wrong. When he starts getting mad at you, you chuckle and say, Okay, you be mad about that.”

“But I was mad at him.”

“Right, and that gets women so far in life,” I scoffed. “Men’s brains are like sieves. They filter the information they want, which usually includes football and sex. Anything else is completely unimportant to them. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.”

I shoved past them, ignoring their snide remarks about how rude I was. Maybe they were right, but I didn’t have time for them when a man was on the run. I barely caught a glimpse of him turning the corner, but he was almost half a block ahead of me now. I speed-walked down the sidewalk, pushing people out of my way, completely ignoring my training. I couldn’t lose him.

I rushed to the end of the block and searched down the side street, but he was nowhere to be seen. Damn those women. I headed down the sidewalk, searching for him everywhere, but he was gone. Admitting defeat, I leaned against the building and sighed, closing my eyes as I caught my breath.

“Looking for me?”

I jumped, nearly having a heart attack. Damn, being pregnant was really throwing me off my game. I turned around and punched Sinner in the shoulder.

“What the hell was that for?”

“Why were you following me?”

“Because you’re planning something.”

“Aren’t I always?” he asked, cocking his head to the side.

“Yes, but this time, I know it’s about me.”

“And why would you say that?”

“Because you’re avoiding me like the plague.”

“I always avoid you when you’re pregnant. I’ve seen that coochie a few too many times for comfort.”

“Yes, but this time, you’re whispering in corners with your boyfriend.”

He rolled his eyes, leaning against the building. “Your husband is not my boyfriend.”

“No, but he might as well be. So, what is it this time?”

“Who said there’s anything being planned? Maybe we’re just making sure everything’s ready for your impending delivery.”

“You’re trying to escape. Do you really think you can pull something on me?”

He sighed heavily. “Look, this has nothing to do with you. We’re just making sure things are in place for when you blow.”

“I’m not Mount Vesuvius.”

“No, more like the Yellowstone supervolcano that hasn’t erupted yet. Trust me, we all want to be as far away from you as possible when this explosion happens.”

I narrowed my eyes at my friend, ready to kick his ass. If only I could lift my foot that high. “You know, I could just as easily tell Cara that you want more kids.”

“Yeah, she wouldn’t believe you. Besides, that train has left the station. Remember? I got the snip.”

“Did you know that a vasectomy can reverse itself?” I asked, feeling rather smug about the whole thing.

He paled ten shades right in front of me, and I actually felt a little bad for scaring the shit out of him. “That…that’s not true.”

“No, it’s not, but you should have seen the look on your face.”

“That’s just mean,” he scowled. “Why would you do that to me?”

“Why would you intentionally avoid me when you know I need a little action in my life right before I’m about to be saddled with another demon child?”

“See, I know you don’t actually feel that way. As much as Sebastian loves to impregnate you, you love it just as much. You just don’t want to admit it.”

“Yeah,” I snorted. “I just love being two hundred pounds and unable to move.”

“You do. And you love the sex even more. I heard you two the other night. You sounded like a bunch of wild animals going at it like the world was about to end. I think I might actually have scarred ears from the bleeding.”

I punched him again just to make myself feel better. “Shut up. We’re not that loud.”

“Maybe not you, but Cap? Holy crap, I really don’t need to know the dirty things he says to you during sex. I had no idea he was quite so…vocal about his wishes.”

“So we have a healthy sex life. What’s your point?”

His smirk grew as he went for the kill. “The point is that you get off on being pregnant. Your pussy is swollen and so sensitive that you need him to get you off five times a day. Your words, not mine.”

I really hated him right now. I said those things because I thought no one could hear me. I guess that’s what I got for dragging Sebastian into the training center and taking him right on the floor where anyone could walk in and see us.

“Even if I did say that, it doesn’t mean I like being pregnant.”

“No, but what it does mean is that you and Sebastian have a twisted relationship where both of you get off on sex during pregnancy, which is why, despite him telling you he was getting a vasectomy, neither of you was really upset when it wasn’t true. Sure, you put up a good argument and appeared to be mad, but you were relieved that when you go on joy rides with him—asking me to watch your demon spawn—you stay out longer than normal. And it’s not because you need the break from the kids. It’s because your clit is super sensitive to the bumps in the road. Trust me, I know all your secret spots where you park and fuck like teenagers after Sebastian’s run over enough potholes to make your vagina feel like it’s on fire if he doesn’t fuck you right then and there.”

My jaw dropped at the insanely accurate depiction of what really happened on our days out. How was it possible that he figured it out…unless⁠—

“And you know this because you do the same thing with Cara,” I smirked. “Which is why you were so upset when you got the snip and he didn’t. It had nothing to do with the pain and agony. It was that you could no longer put Cara in the exact same position.”

“I admit to nothing,” he said stoically. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have things to do.”

“Like plan the next op you’re going on?”

“We’re all grounded. All operations have been put on hold until you give birth.”

“Right,” I laughed. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

“If you don’t believe me, ask Sebastian. He’ll tell you.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to determine if he was telling the truth. It was impossible. Sinner was very good at lying to me when absolutely necessary. And if there was one thing I knew for certain, it was that no one wanted to be around me when I was about to go into labor.

That went for my husband too.

Yes, he talked a good game, but not even the newborn, squishy faces of our children could make him want to stay and hold my hand. It had nothing to do with the arrival of our kids and everything to do with the massive amount of pain he couldn’t stop me from experiencing. Of course, that could all be helped with an epidural. But that would require me to actually make it to a hospital.

“Fine. If that’s the case, then I guess I’ll just go home,” I said, watching him carefully.

He didn’t give an inch. “I’ll see you at home.”

Still, I wasn’t buying it. And because he was lying to me, I couldn’t resist the chance to freak him out just a little more. I gasped, clutching my stomach as I bent over. My hand shot out and gripped his forearm, my nails digging into his flesh. He cried out in pain, but it was the look of sheer terror on his face that brought me the most pleasure.

“Maggie! Hold it in. We have to get you to the hospital.”

I shook my head wildly. “There’s no time! The baby’s coming now!”

“I…” He stumbled back a step, then collapsed against the wall, sinking to the ground. He looked like he was about to puke.

“Mark, get your ass up now before I have this baby in your lap!”

Then I let out an ungodly scream that made his eyes flutter and his whole body sway before slumping to the side. My scream turned into peels of laughter as I stood upright and walked over to him, patting him on the cheek. His eyes fluttered for just a moment before opening all the way.

“Serves you right for lying to me.”

Then I turned and wobbled down the sidewalk, leaving him gasping for air on the ground.
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SINNER


“Your wife is the devil,” I said as I walked into Cap’s office and slammed the door. The force of it immediately drew his attention, though he faked it and continued staring at his paperwork.

“What’d she do this time?”

“Faked labor right the fuck in front of me. Can you believe that shit?”

“And what did you do?” he asked, turning the page, still pretending he wasn’t interested.

“I was on a mission.”

“Uh-huh.”

I sat down in the chair across from him, slamming my hand on the desk. He finally looked up at me with a bored expression. “Alright, I’m listening to this riveting tale.”

“I was preparing for your wife’s labor because I’m that good of a friend.”

He snorted in amusement. “Don’t kid yourself. You were preparing in case you happen to be around when she goes into labor.” He jerked his chin at me. “So, how did it go?”

I slumped in my chair, ashamed of how I reacted. “Big, fat failure,” I muttered. “I nearly passed out. Cap, I can’t go through this again. You have to send me away.”

He rolled his eyes at me, clearly not understanding the current mental state I was in. “Just don’t go around her when she’s about to go into labor.”

“Right, because it’s that easy. It’s like she’s magnetically drawn to me when she’s about to push out a kid. I can’t take it anymore. I’m going insane!” I snapped, my voice growing louder with every word I uttered. I was seriously about to pull out my hair right now. “I’m too old for this kind of stress. I have my own wife to think about, with kids multiplying by the thousands. Do you realize how many mutants we have running around this property?” I shifted in my seat until I was practically leaning over the desk. “What the fuck were we thinking? They never leave the property. They all get together and discuss ways to mutilate a person or to kill someone without getting caught. We’ve turned them into psychopaths. This is Not. Normal!”

I thought that little speech would somehow influence him one way or another, but instead, he just stared at me like I was boring him.

“Well, say something!”

“Sinner, I think you’re right. You do need a vacation.”

“No,” I said immediately. “No vacation.”

“Why?”

He looked at me strangely, but that was only because he hadn’t thought this through the way I had. “Vacation means family, which means bringing all the kids along. I love my kids. I really do, but…” I glanced around the office, terrified to let the words leave my lips. Swallowing hard, I foraged into unknown territory. “I don’t think I like my kids.”

He barked out a laugh, tossing his pencil down on the desk. “Of course you do. Sinner, you just need a break. You’re gonna snap.”

“I’m fucking serious!” I said, reaching across the desk to grasp his hand. I knew my eyes were wide and I looked like I was hopped up on crack, but this was serious. “Cap…the little one…he stares at me like he’s going to turn into a demon and kill me in my sleep.”

“The little one? You mean your newborn?”

I nodded furiously. He just didn’t get it. “At night…when I change his diaper, it’s like he’s waiting for the perfect moment to…switch.”

“To switch,” Cap repeated.

“I know it sounds fucking insane. I know that, Cap. But you haven’t seen the way he looks at me.”

“I’m guessing he looks at you like a kid that can only see a blob where your face should be.”

“Don’t give me that fucking shit. That kid has it out for me.”

“Do you hear yourself? The kid has it out for you?”

“Cap…I think…I think he can read my thoughts.”

Cap stared at me for a long time, and for just a second, I thought he actually believed me. Slowly, he wrestled his hand free from mine and picked up his phone, dialing a number. “Yeah, I’m gonna need you in my office now. Bring meds…Whatever you got for delusions.”

Jerking my hand back, I stood and paced the room. He didn’t fucking believe me. Of all the people who should understand, he didn’t.

“Does this have something to do with nearly dying in that fire?” Cap questioned.

I rolled my eyes at him. “No. And before you ask, I didn’t inhale any experimental drugs either.” I spun back to him and jabbed a finger in his direction. “And if anyone should be put on drugs, it’s you. You’re the one who was crying in the fucking janitor’s closet over me.”

“Because I thought you were dead,” he barked, standing up and glaring at me. “Excuse me for having feelings for my employees.”

“Feelings?” I jerked back in surprise.

“You know what I mean. I care about you. All of you. You’re more than just…employees to me. You’re my fucking family.”

If I wasn’t so panicked about my impending doom, I might have the energy to tease him, but the fear was rising by the second. I felt like I could hardly breathe right now. Cap strode around the desk, rubbing his hand on my back.

“Hey, calm down. It’ll be okay.”

“It will not be okay. Don’t placate me! I know what you know.”

“And what do you think I know?” he asked carefully.

“That they’re always watching, always planning our deaths.”

“The baby?” he asked in confusion.

I gripped him by the collar and hauled him against me, my face just inches from his. “The kids! Every single fucking one of them. We were wrong, Cap. We trained them to be like us, but their fucking minds aren’t prepared for this. We’ve turned them into psychopaths!”

He tried to wrench his shirt free, but I wasn’t letting go. “You need to calm the fuck down.”

“I need you to fucking see that this training center for the kids was the worst fucking thing we could do. My own kid is going to murder me. I know it.”

The door swung open behind me and Hunter strolled in, uncapping a syringe as he approached. “So, what’s the delusion?”

Cap looked at him with a bored expression. “The kids are gonna kill us.”

Hunter stopped in his tracks and then recapped the syringe. “Oh, yeah, that’s definitely gonna happen.”

“What?” Cap snapped. “What the fuck is wrong with you? They’re kids!”

“Uh-huh. And when their minds were in the learning stages, we stuck knives and guns in their hands and told them to have fun. Oh, they’re definitely gonna kill us. We created a killer race.”

I nodded, jerking my thumb at Hunter. “What he said.”

“You guys are insane. They know right from wrong. They’re not going to kill us.”

“Says you,” I pointed out. “Have you seen Vittoria lately? She’s maybe a little too happy with her throwing stars. And she’s always hanging around Knight, asking him to teach her how to become an effective assassin.”

“That’s one kid!” Cap exclaimed. “And not even your kid!”

“Right, but I’m the good-looking guy, and we all know he dies first in the movies.”

“This isn’t a movie,” Cap snapped. “This is reality, and you are more trained than her. You can take her.”

I frowned, feeling a little unsure about that one. “I don’t know. I’d like to think that the military prepared me for all kinds of insurgents, but honestly…she scares me.”

“Me too,” Hunter nodded. “That kid is one hundred percent crazy.”

“She’s. A. Child,” Cap continued.

“Right, a killer child,” I pointed out. “And you know what happens when kids get together.”

“Peer pressure,” Hunter nodded. “Except, when I was in school, they warned us about drugs. Remember, do you want some drugs? Everyone’s doing it.”

“Exactly!” I snapped, pointing at Hunter. “Everyone’s doing it, so I should do it too. That’s what happens when kids get together. They go along with the crowd. Hell, we could have a new Manson family on our hands. Except, they’ll name it after us. The Reed Family.”

“Why does it get named after me?” Cap exclaimed.

“Yeah, he may be the leader, but if anyone’s gonna get to claim this family, I really think it should be someone that holds a little more sway.”

“Yeah, like Knight,” I agreed.

“No,” Hunter argued. “I meant me. I’m the one they should name the family after.”

That was an interesting turn of events. “Why do you think you have the chops to be the leader of the family?”

“Uh, hello? It’s in my name. Hunter,” he said slowly, enunciating every syllable.

“Hunter is your first name. We can’t name a family after your first name. And Papacosta just doesn’t work.”

“Fine, then, Pappy,” he snapped.

“Right,” I snorted. “The Pappy Family. That sounds too chipper. You need something that brings terror to the name.”

“Well, we can’t name it after you. The Sin Family. We’re not trying to start a religious organization.”

“We’re not trying to start anything,” Cap pointed out.

“Which is why I said it should be named after Knight. Face it, out of all of us, he’s the only one with the chops to go on a killing spree. Look at what he did when he thought Kate was dead.”

“Oh, so anyone who loses their mind in grief can now run an organization of killers,” Hunter said mockingly.

“Well, that and the fact that he actually was an assassin,” I pointed out.

“Look, if anyone’s gonna run the family, it’s obviously gonna be Maggie,” Cap spoke up. “Not that I’m recommending we start a family of murderers. Or that our kids will join. I’m just saying, Maggie’s the most unhinged.”

“And yet you keep procreating with her,” Hunter pointed out.

“Hey, you have no idea what it’s like to have a grenade under your mattress,” Cap snapped, his voice cracking slightly. “But this is all nonsense because no one is starting a killing family, nor are our kids about to turn into murderers. We’ve trained them to become the best of the best.”

“Right, and when they join the military, how the hell do you think that’s gonna turn out for us? They won’t respect their leaders and then they’ll get tossed out. In anger, they’ll turn to us, ready to teach us a lesson. I’m telling you, this can only go south,” I argued.

“Okay, let’s say you’re right,” Cap rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Let’s say that we’ve done this all wrong. Maybe we should start socializing them.”

“Right, send them out into the public and unleash them on unwitting citizens,” Hunter laughed.

“No, we do this right,” I jumped in. “We slowly take them out with shock collars on.”

“Like dogs?” Cap laughed.

“Exactly. We have to desensitize them to murderous thoughts. Every time they want to start a fight, we shock ‘em.”

“And it gives us the added bonus of seeing them flop on the ground,” Hunter said.

“Right?” I grinned. But when I turned to see Cap’s expression, my laughter faded. “Not that we would really do that. It was a joke.”

“Right.”

“Hey, I’m dealing with a demon baby. I’m losing my fucking mind.”

“Yeah, I’ve seen that look. That kid is definitely summoning the spirits to attack you,” Hunter nodded. “It’s been nice knowing you.”

“Thanks,” I muttered.

“You guys have to stop this. Both of you!” Cap shouted. “You’re turning into crazy men who talk about aliens and tin foil hats! I can’t take this shit.”

As if I was finally hearing him, I sank down in my chair, rubbing my hand along my jaw. “Crap, he’s right. I’m going crazy.”

“Thank you!” Cap sighed. “Fuck, I thought I was gonna have to call Kate in to do electric shock or something.”

“Wait, you were serious about that?” Hunter asked me.

“Yeah.”

His gaze jerked to Cap and he scowled. “Why the fuck didn’t you say so? I thought we were shooting the breeze!”

“About our kids becoming murderers?” Cap snapped.

“Well, yeah,” Hunter huffed. “What else would we be doing?”

“Preventing a teammate from having a mental breakdown,” Cap retorted. “Which was why I told you to bring something for delusions.”

“Well, how the hell was I supposed to know that? When has anyone around here ever had delusions?”

“Uh, Craig?” Cap said immediately. “Remember when he chased Reese down and kidnapped her to make her want a relationship with him?”

“Oh yeah,” Hunter frowned. “But that was one time. I mean, statistically, it was bound to happen.”

“He’s right,” I agreed. “One of us was bound to snap. It turns out, it just happened later with me. But I’m feeling better now. I’ve seen the error of my ways and I think you’re right. All I need is a vacation to get my head on straight.”

Cap stared at me cautiously. “Why do I not believe you?”

“Trust me, Cap. It’s all good. I heard you. I’m letting the stress of the job and my family get to me. I need a break, is all.”

He watched me for several more seconds, but I kept up my calm demeanor. It was clear to me that Cap just didn’t understand the depths of my terror, so there was no point in trying to make him understand.

“Just…take the rest of the day off.”

“Absolutely. Get the old noggin on right.” I winked at him, trying to be like my old self. Then I turned for the door and walked out with Hunter.

“So, everything’s okay? No more delusions about your kid killing you?”

I snorted. “Are you fucking kidding me? Have you seen my kid? He’s definitely gonna kill me in my sleep.”
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KNIGHT


I watched from a distance as she walked into her clinic, making sure to look over her shoulder as I taught her. I hated that she had to look out for herself this way, but I couldn’t be around at all times to watch her. I would give up everything to follow her around, especially after she was taken from me, but that would mean letting down my team.

They were all that stood between our families and danger, and I wouldn’t put them in that position ever again.

“You know, it was creepy when you first started following her around, but it’s even more creepy now,” Hunter said as he walked up beside me.

That was the other thing, since he pulled me out of the black hole I sunk into, he was following me around like a puppy—just as I was following her around. He didn’t trust that I wouldn’t walk away again, even though I swore I would never do that to her. But I couldn’t blame him for his concern. Hell, I could still see the worry in her eyes when she looked at me, and I hated that I put that fear in her eyes.

“It’s not creepy if you’re protecting someone.”

“She’s at work.”

I slowly turned and glared at him. “She was taken from work. I think my concerns are valid.”

“Knight, that was a while ago. That shit is over. You took out everyone who was after you. It’s time to let go.”

“I can’t,” I grumbled, still watching the door even though she walked through it. I woke up at night with sweat coating my skin after dreaming about her being shot in the head. Every night, it was like it really happened, and every night, I got up and vomited after I checked that she was really alive. I knew she heard me too. Some nights, she would get up to check on me, but after I snapped at her in a moment of weakness, she backed off. That was never my intention. I just didn’t like her seeing me at my lowest.

“You’ve already made upgrades to the security system and you planted a bodyguard in the clinic. What more do you want?”

“I want to be in there every day with her.”

“And how exactly would that help her heal?”

It wouldn’t, but I wouldn’t be so damn scared every time she walked out of the house.

“Let’s go grab some coffee.”

“I don’t want coffee,” I snapped.

He grabbed me by the shoulder and jerked me around to face him. “It’s for her. You can’t check on her without a reason. So, let’s go grab some fucking coffee and bring it to her. Then you’ll see for yourself that she’s fine.”

“You go get the coffee,” I muttered, turning back to the door.

“Knight, look at me.”

Grudgingly, I tore my gaze from the door and looked at the only man I ever considered a friend. “What?”

“This is for your own good.”

I didn’t even have a chance to ask what he was talking about before I felt a prick in my neck and everything started to go black. Man, I was getting slow.

Fog clouded my senses as I peeled my eyes open and tried to figure out where I was. Everything around me was white and too damn bright. My eyes burned as I rolled my head to the side and tried to focus on anything that would stop making the world spin. Something on the floor caught my attention, making me scramble off the table. I fell with a hard thunk, my hand landing at an awkward angle under the weight of my body. But I didn’t notice any pain. My sole focus was getting to that gold chain.

Dragging myself across the floor, I snatched it in my hands and fumbled with the locket. Tears filled my eyes as I opened the clasp and saw my wife inside with our kids. “No,” I whispered, shaking my head as I clutched it tightly. “No!”

A scream tore from my throat as I remembered her being shot in the head. It was happening again, and this time, I should have stopped it.

“Knight!” I saw Pappy’s feet through tear-filled eyes, but I didn’t give a shit about him. Why did this keep happening? Why did I keep failing her? His hands grasped my shoulders, forcing me to look at him. Panic filled his features until his eyes dropped to the locket in my hands. “It’s not what you think.”

“Garrick!” My gaze shot up to the doorway where Kate stood, her eyes wide and scared, but she was alive.

I shoved off the ground on weak limbs, scrambling to get to her. She hurried inside and closed the door behind her, then caught me just as my legs were about to give out. Hunter helped her get me back to the bed, but I struggled the whole time, needing to touch her and make sure she was okay.

“You’re real.”

“Of course, I’m real,” she whispered.

“But…the locket.”

Her hand immediately went to her neck and she sighed. “It fell off. That’s all, okay? I’m fine.”

But I still needed to be sure. My hands ran over her body, and even though I was still seeing things on a slant, I knew her body by heart. Every scar and curve on her skin I’d memorized long ago.

“Nice plan, Hunter,” I heard her mutter.

“It would have been fine if your locket hadn’t fallen off.”

“What did you do?” I finally asked, pulling Kate against me, tucking her in between my legs.

“Hunter knocked you out and dragged you in here so you could see me.” I could hear the irritation in her voice, which I happened to agree with.

“It was so he could see you. I tried to get him to bring you coffee like a normal person, but he insisted on stalking you. What did you want me to do?”

“Not knock me out,” I muttered, running my lips over Kate’s neck. Her pulse hammered under her skin, and that’s what brought me the most comfort. I ran my tongue over her pulse point, reminding myself that she was okay.

“I wanted Kate to see how bad you’re getting.”

“Noted,” Kate answered. She stepped back from me, only pissing me off more than I was with Pappy. Gripping my face, she forced me to look at her, which wasn’t all that hard considering all I did was stare at her. “This has to stop. I know you’re terrified to let go, but that’s all over. We have to get back to normal.”

“When have I ever been normal?”

“Touché,” she smirked. “What are we going to do about this? You can’t follow me everywhere I go. I stayed on the property as long as I could, but that couldn’t go on forever.”

“Move the clinic.”

“We already discussed this,” she sighed. “You wouldn’t let all my patients through the Reed Security gates. Next idea.”

“Quit.”

“Not happening,” she chuckled. “I have to have purpose.”

“You do. You’re my wife and the mother of my kids. We can’t live without you.”

“And you don’t have to,” she whispered, pressing her lips to mine.

I grasped her around the neck, holding her close as I deepened the kiss. The pain in my chest only deepened with every moment my lips were against hers. I always felt like I was having a heart attack after I thought she was gone. Even after the threat was gone and she was in my arms, it didn’t stop the overwhelming fear that radiated through me.

Hunter cleared his throat like the dick he was. “Not that this moment isn’t beautiful, but we still have a problem we need to fix.”

“It’s simple. You’re going to keep him at work,” Kate answered.

“Yeah, because that’s worked out great so far,” Hunter chuckled.

“You’re going to have to make it work. You’ll have to wean him off me.”

I grunted, not liking that idea. “Or I can continue doing what I’m doing.”

“And have you pass out again in my clinic?”

“I didn’t pass out in the clinic,” I argued. “And I wouldn’t have passed out if someone hadn’t jabbed me with a needle.”

“It was necessary. You’re losing it,” Hunter argued. “You can’t stalk your wife anymore. I won’t allow it.”

“I’d like to see you try to stop me.”

“Enough,” Kate cut in. She sighed, resting her hands on my shoulders. I knew that look in her eyes. I was about to get another lecture. “Hudson, I love you more than anything in this world, but we can’t keep doing this. I need my husband back.”

“You always have me.”

“Yes, craziness and all,” she pursed her lips. “I need the man who was a little bit stalkerish but still had his own world. We can’t keep going on like this.”

“I can’t leave you alone,” I muttered, not liking that Pappy was listening in on this intimate conversation with my wife. Luckily, he cleared his throat and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

“I know you’re terrified,” Kate whispered. “I am, too. There are days I want to lock myself up in our house and never leave.”

“So don’t.” Even I could hear the strangled noise in my throat. I was on the verge of losing it. Just the thought of anything happening to her again sent me into a cold sweat.

“You know we can’t do that. It’s not good for either of us. Bad things have happened, but we can’t continue to assume it’ll always be that way. That’s no way to live.”

I had to disagree. It kept me alive to assume the worst was going to happen. But that didn’t mean I didn’t understand what she was saying. It would be hard to break my habits, to let her leave and not know if she was okay. Sure, I had her heart rate monitor linked to my phone and the video pin attached to every piece of clothing she owned. I could always check up on her, but it wasn’t the same as seeing her in person. More than anything, I needed to see her smile, to know that she was okay mentally as well as physically. And without in-person confirmation, I would always wonder if I was only seeing what someone else wanted me to see.

I gripped her hips, pulling her closer to me. “It’s going to be hard to leave you alone.”

Her warm breath washed over my face as she slid her lips across my jaw. “Then we’d better make sure you know I’m okay before you leave.”

My fingers dug into her hips as I wrapped my other hand around her neck, pulling her closer to me. Her soft lips skimmed over mine before I crushed my mouth to hers. I hissed in a breath as my cock hardened from her touch. It was always like this with her. Just one touch turned me into a raving madman, desperate for her skin against mine.

I fingered the hem of her shirt, slowly dragging it up her slender frame. Sliding it over her head, my lips immediately went to the curve of her breasts, licking at the delicate skin before I nipped at the fabric covering them. Her fingers sliced through my hair, gripping me tight as I took her nipple in my mouth and sucked, eliciting a gasp from her lips.

My hands memorized every inch of her body from her waist to her back until all I could feel was her warm, soft skin burning into my memories. Her breath hitched as I lifted her, rolling her over onto the exam table. The film protecting the leather crinkled beneath us and I yanked it away, not wanting anything to distract me from the beautiful woman laid out beneath me.

I rested my hand between her breasts, closing my eyes as I felt her heart beat rapidly under my touch. I needed this more than she realized, to always know that she was alive and real. When I opened my eyes, she stared at me with tears in her eyes, blinking them away to hide the fear I knew she still felt.

“Make me forget,” she whispered.

I crushed my lips to hers as my hand slid down her belly and deftly undid the button on her pants. I stole the whimpers from her lips as I grazed my fingers over her clit, feeling the warmth already oozing from between her legs.

“That’s it, sweetheart. Let go.”

“Garrick,” she murmured, pulling me down to meet her lips. My tongue slipped inside her mouth, tangling with hers as I slipped two fingers inside her weeping pussy. I took my time, drawing out every last pleasure from her body, knowing exactly what she needed and how much to give her. Nothing was ever hurried when I was making love to her.

But I couldn’t wait another moment to taste her on my lips, to feel her pleasure as she came for me, drowning me in her sweet cum. I tore myself from her lips and yanked her pants off, tossing it aside as I spread her out on the table. I needed to taste her more than anything, but couldn’t resist nipping at her gorgeous legs on the way.

She shivered, sliding her fingers through my hair again, something she absolutely loved doing. I groaned, sliding my tongue through her pussy as I ate every last drop as she fell apart in my arms. Her legs shook as I hooked them over my shoulders and pressed my mouth to her, eating everything she gave me. I would never get enough of her, not even after she came around me a dozen times. I would still crave her, need to feel her coming on my tongue and around my cock.

“Garrick,” she moaned. “I need you.”

Just those four words turned me into a madman, desperate for the woman who held so much power over me. In seconds, I tore my mouth from her pussy and settled between her legs, teasing her with my cock.

“Look at me,” I ordered, waiting until her eyes met mine to slowly sink inside her.

Her mouth opened in a wordless scream as I slowly sank my cock into her. Gripping her leg, I held her to me, thrusting in long, hard strokes, but never allowing any space between us. I never fucked her any other way, needing our bodies to touch every time I made love to her. Her breasts brushed against me as I slowly fucked her, jerking my hips against her as I peppered her face with kisses, making sure she knew exactly how much I wanted her.

“It’s always been you, Kate. It always will be,” I whispered in her ear. I bit down on the lobe as I thrust in one last time, slamming in so hard she cried out, her nails digging into my back. Still buried inside her, I pressed my lips to her damp forehead, then over her eyelids and down her nose until I finally reached her plump lips. My hand wrapped around her chestnut hair, tightening until I had her completely under my control.

“I would do anything for you,” I murmured. “Nothing could ever keep me from you.”

“I know.”

My cock twitched inside her body, telling me this was far from over. But there was something I needed to hear first. “Tell me.”

“I love you, Garrick.”

“Again.”

“I love you,” she choked out, tears leaking from her eyes. “I will always love you.”

“I’ll never love anyone but you for the rest of my life. And when I’m dead, I’ll still only love you.”

I rolled her over so she was straddling my lap, then gripped her hips in my hands as I stared up into her gorgeous eyes. “Ride me, Kate. Show me how much you need me.”

Her arms wrapped around my neck as she pulled me closer, doing the same thing I always did—never leaving an inch of space between us. A small smile touched her lips as she pressed her hand to my cheek. “I can’t imagine my life without you. Promise me you’ll never leave again.”

“Never.”

“Don’t make me come for you again. You nearly broke me the last time.”

I swallowed hard, hearing the hurt in her voice. Although we’d had this discussion multiple times before, it still broke me every time I heard the pain laced in her voice. “I swear to you, Kate. You’ll always have me, in body and wretched soul.”

“You have a beautiful soul, even as black as it is. You’re mine, and that won’t change.”

“Then prove it,” I said, taking her mouth with mine. “Always yours, sweetheart. I’m always yours.”


4
[image: ]
HUNTER


“That wasn’t at all awkward,” I muttered as we got into the elevator at Reed Security.

“So, close your ears,” Knight grumbled.

“I would have, but you were so fucking loud. Geez, even the patients in the waiting room were blushing. I was standing right outside the fucking door.”

“No one told you to.”

I hated that Knight took such a cavalier approach to practically everything about him having sex in public. Not that he would ever let anyone see Kate naked, but he didn’t care if anyone heard him fucking his wife. In his eyes, that meant they would all know who she belonged to.

“What should I have done? Leave and let someone walk in on you and Kate? Then, I would have a gunshot victim to take to the morgue. That’s not high on my list of things to do today.”

“And following me around is?”

The doors whooshed open and I stepped into the lobby, narrowly avoiding being hit by a throwing star that embedded itself in the wall. I swung my gaze around to find the culprit, but all I heard was giggling before the little rascal disappeared.

“Fucking menaces,” I muttered.

“It was your kid,” Knight smirked as he strode inside. “And probably the one you don’t like.”

“I like all my kids,” I shouted after him, chasing to catch up. “Are we gonna talk about this resolution?”

“What resolution?” he asked, walking into the conference room and taking a seat near the screens at the front.

“The one where you stop chasing Kate everywhere she goes.”

“Yeah, I worked that out with her.”

“How so?”

“She asked me not to and I agreed.”

“So, you’re gonna let her go out on her own?”

He huffed out a laugh. “Sure.”

Somehow, I didn’t believe him. “Knight, this obsession⁠—”

“Is taking a turn. Since she’s not happy with me following her around, I’ll have to change tactics.”

“This isn’t a battle.”

His steely gaze met mine in challenge. “How so?”

“Well, first of all, there’s no one left to fight. You wiped them all out.”

“There’s always someone else to fight. And if you think for one second it’s all over, you’d be wrong. There are still so many unanswered questions.”

“Like what?” I asked incredulously. “You took out everyone involved!”

“There’s still someone pulling the strings—someone covering up what really happened and who was behind it.”

“It’s called covering their asses. No one wants to admit how many dirty politicians were involved. But they’re dead. I don’t think it’ll be a problem.”

“See, that’s where you’re wrong. Those men died, but their families still got paid by the government for their loyal service. What they deserve is to be humiliated.”

I rolled my eyes at his ravings. There was truth to all of it, but I wanted to put that part of our lives behind us. And it was damn hard to do that when Knight couldn’t let it go. He had to watch Kate, and I had to watch him.

“Instead of humiliating them, we just move on and live our lives happily ever after. That’s the best revenge.”

“Christ, you sound like a Hallmark card.”

“It’s the truth and you know it.”

“When did you get so sappy? What happened to the man who busted me out of a prison transport and fought by my side as I tore down the disgusting leaders who profited from other men’s deaths?”

“I’m not sappy. I’m just trying to move on with life and remember that not everyone is out to get me.”

“By that right, you shouldn’t carry a weapon anymore.”

“Well, let’s not go that far.”

He smirked, leaning forward. “Because deep down, you know there will always be some evil son-of-a-bitch out there who’s willing to do anything to get what he wants. And someone has to stop him. If it’s not us, who’s gonna do the job?”

“There are other men in this world—hell, in the same country as us—who would willingly stand up to those men. It doesn’t always have to be you.”

But deep down, I knew there was no one more determined to do the job than Knight. Except now, he was all about protecting his family instead of taking out ruthless madmen. Which meant he saw ghosts wherever he went. Any person who walked outside these gates was a potential threat to his family, and he would never stop protecting them.

“Let’s say I agree with you…What do you have in mind? You already have a tracker on her, cameras everywhere, and someone planted in her office. What more could you want?”

He was quiet for a moment before that grin returned to his face. “If I’m going to stay here and not spy on my wife every single day, things have to change.”

“Such as?”

“Do you remember certain elements I added to Rocco’s house as a test?”

I frowned as I tried to remember what he was talking about. Then my gaze snapped up to his. “You want to add killer robots to the office? Knight, it’s a medical clinic. You could set off an explosion.”

“Not the robot,” he waved me off.

“But that was the only—” Dread filled my belly as I remembered something else he used in Rocco’s house that hadn’t been used before. “Knight…that’s a bad idea.”

“Only if I end up having to use it.”

“Which you will. One man looks at her the wrong way and the machine guns come out!” I shouted.

“Don’t be ridiculous. There are other ways to get rid of someone besides firing a machine gun at him.”

“Yes, but you’ve never been known for subtle tactics.”

“It’s already done,” he said, using the remote to turn on the monitor. The view from the clinic came up, but the cameras weren’t pointed at the clinic or focused on the inside. No, these cameras came from the peaks of the roof in all directions. But there were more angles than just the area around the clinic being shown.

My eyes flicked from one screen to the next as I recognized the various angles—all of them from around town. “You set up machine guns on every road leading into town?”

“And sensors ten miles out of town. I have this whole town wired and leading back to here. We’ll be prepared for anything.”

“And what about air space?” I joked.

He flicked another screen and I winced, wishing it weren’t true. “I have that covered also.”

“You…of course you did. Knight, you have fucking drones flying around town. You can’t do that.”

“Says who?”

“Um…I’m pretty sure the whole fucking town would have a problem with that.”

“It’s all good. Sean helped me with it.”

My eyes bugged out at that. “You had a police officer⁠—”

“Detective,” he corrected.

“—help you set up military-grade weapons around town, along with a drone?”

“Logan and Ryan helped also.”

I shook my head in confusion. “Why?”

“Why did I have them help? Because they’re contractors. This is what they do. I couldn’t handle the installation on my own and hide everything from sight without a little help.”

“Why would they help you?” I asked. That had really been my first question.

Sighing heavily, he turned back to me. “Look, it wouldn’t have been my first choice to involve them either. It’s not like I need civilians knowing my business. However, Lola is married to Ryan and she asked me for a favor.”

“To help blow up the town,” I nodded. “Sure, I ask friends for that all the time.”

“You should. I bet you’d feel better leaving Lucy behind.”

“I wasn’t that scared to begin with,” I retorted, wincing when I realized how insensitive that sounded. “So, what do you need me for? You already have everything in place.”

“Right, but…Cap doesn’t know.”

“You haven’t told him?” I barked out a laugh. “He should have been the first person you talked to.”

“Except, he likes ideas better when they come from you. With me…I’m the crazy assassin who’s going to get everyone killed.”

“No,” I said, standing and walking away. “I’m not doing it. This is insane!”

“It’s actually perfectly sane. The town is protected, our families are safe, and you don’t have to follow me around anymore because I won’t have to leave.”

“But you will,” I retorted.

“Yeah, but not as often.”

“You’ll still follow her every day.”

He rolled his eyes at me. “Look, I was trying to placate you. Take it or leave it. I made the effort.”

“Yeah, the effort to kill everyone.”

“You’re gonna have to get over this. And talk to Cap.”

“Talk to me about what?” Cap asked as he walked in and set his stuff down on the table. He frowned as he looked at the screen lit up with every camera angle possible throughout town. “What’s this?”

Knight nodded at me, then went back to ignoring me while he switched back to watching Kate in her office on another screen.

“Knight has…made some upgrades around town.”

“Okay, like what?”

I cleared my throat, knowing there was about to be a lot of yelling. “He…installed machine guns and…various other military equipment around town so he could spy on Kate and…keep everyone safe. Oh, and there are several drones flying around.”

Cap took a sip of his coffee and nodded. “Right. Don’t forget to fill out an expense report.” Then he walked out of the office without another word.

The whole fucking company had gone insane.
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I rushed to catch up to Lola. If anyone could get through to Knight, it was her. After all, he’d helped her so much when she was going through some rough shit.

“Lola!”

She was putting stuff away in the training center and barely spared me a glance. “Hey.”

“Hey, I need you to do me a favor.”

“Okay,” she said hesitantly, putting down the weights she’d just lifted. Thrusting her hands on her hips, she stared me down. “What kind of favor?”

“I need you to have a talk with Knight. He’s losing it.”

Her hard face quickly melted for the man. “What’s going on?”

“He’s…doing crazy things. I tried talking with him already, but nothing’s getting through to him.”

“He’s backsliding,” she sighed. “I knew this would happen. After everything with Kate…I guess I knew it was only a matter of time.”

“Well, we need to do something about it before he kills someone.”

That had her shooting me a questioning look. “Well, if he kills someone, they deserved it.”

Wow, did she really think that? I knew it was hard to gain back your humanity after leaving war. Hell, I’d been there myself and hadn’t quite felt like I would ever get my soul back, but to openly wish people to be killed was taking it a little far.

“How can you say that? After everything Ryan went through, I thought you would be more sympathetic.”

“Well, Ryan’s wife wasn’t a psychopath, so I guess I don’t really understand how the two have anything to do with each other.”

“You don’t think the people that get hurt will have families who miss them? Innocent lives could be spared if you would just talk to Knight.”

“Innocent? Is that what you think of them?”

“Uh…yeah. Nobody in this town deserves to have Knight take them out. I thought you would understand that.”

“Wait, what are you talking about?”

By the confused look on her face, I got the impression we weren’t talking about the same thing. “I’m talking about Knight shooting people in the streets. What are you talking about?”

“I thought we were talking about Knight losing his mind and leaving Kate again.”

“No, he would never do that,” I said, now a little worried that I had this wrong. “Why? Are you seeing signs?”

“No, I thought you were. I thought that’s what this whole back-and-forth was about. What people are gonna be shot in the streets?”

I huffed out a laugh, thankful she wasn’t a cold-blooded killer. Ryan would never stay with her if that happened. “I’m talking about how he set up military equipment all across town to take out potential threats.”

“Oh.” As if that was all the discussion needed, she lifted the weights and started putting them away.

“Oh? That’s all you have to say about it?”

“What should I say?”

“I don’t know,” I said incredulously. “How about Gee, that sounds really dangerous. We should stop him.”

“Why would I stop him? I told him to contact Ryan.”

She walked away, completely ignoring our conversation. I chased her as she walked around killing the lights throughout the training center, trying to reason with her.

“And you didn’t think maybe that was a bad idea?”

“Why? Better protection for the town.”

“And the possibility that someone innocent could get hurt.”

She spun around, eyeing me inquisitively. “What’s changed?”

“Nothing.”

“Something has. You’ve always gone to the extreme with protection, but now you’re worried about the town?”

“We’ve always kept things under our roof,” I argued. “He involved Sean, for Christ’s sake!”

“Yeah, I know. I told him he should get approval from him first. Not that he’s the chief, but he will be one day. It’s better to have him on our side.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Lola, the man set up machine guns around town. There are sensors on every road leading into the village. That’s insane.”

But she just shrugged me off. “If you don’t like it, talk with Cap.”

I rolled my eyes. “I already told him.”

“And?”

“And…he told Knight to expense it.”

“See?” she grinned. “It’s fine. Now, I have to go. Do I need to call someone for you?”

“Why would you need to do that?” I asked, glaring at her.

“Well, you seem a bit worked up, and since you’re getting older, we have to worry about things like heart attacks.”

“I don’t need a fucking babysitter,” I snapped, falling right into her trap.

She tossed her head back and laughed. “Maybe not, but you need something. Listen, go home. Talk to Lucy. I’m sure if the situations were reversed, Knight would be doing everything possible to help you take care of Lucy. Remember how he sat outside her apartment with you while you spied on her?”

“That was different. I wasn’t about to kill anyone. Besides, there’s no need to consider the situations being reversed. Lucy stays home.”

“For now,” she grinned.

“What does that mean?”

“It means that she’ll eventually want to leave the house, and you can’t stop her.”

She turned and walked out of the room, flicking off the last light on her way. I stood in the dark trying to figure out what she meant. Lucy wouldn’t go back to work. Hell, she was happy at home, working on the sex toy shop with the others. Not that it mattered. If she were to leave, I would behave much more appropriately than Knight. Our women weren’t cattle that needed to be herded.

Even though I knew I couldn’t stop Knight from taking these drastic measures, it still sat in the pit of my stomach like a ball of lead. I was so worked up by the time I got home that I slammed the front door, making everyone inside stop and stare at me.

“Is everything okay?” Lucy asked, shooing the kids away.

I sighed, running my hand over my bald head. “Just…Knight stuff.”

She chuckled at that, knowing good and well that Knight had the power to drive me insane.

“What did he do this time?”

I wasn’t sure I wanted her to know the specifics. Lucy wasn’t like the other women around here. Sure, she wasn’t the same woman I fell in love with, but she also wasn’t her sister, packing guns for Thanksgiving instead of clothes.

“You know Knight,” I went with. “He gets something in his mind and can’t let it go.”

She walked over to me, running her hands up my chest, purposely distracting me the way only she could. “I think I know something that could help.”

“Yeah? The kids are upstairs.”

“I don’t mind if they walk in.”

I paused, pulling her hands from around my neck. “Um…I know we’ve never really discussed this before—and I didn’t think we had to—but the kids walking in on me fucking you should not be something we’re okay with.”

She chuckled, patting me on the cheek. “That’s not what I was talking about, but it’s good to know we’re on the same page. Come on.”

She grabbed my hand and dragged me into the kitchen where piles of papers were stacked on the table haphazardly and her computer had about twenty browsers open.

“What exactly am I helping you with?”

“Figuring out where I want to go to school.”

I pulled her to a stop and tugged her back into my arms. “Why would you go back to school?”

“Because I want to brush up on a few things.”

She tried to walk away, but I pulled her back with a chuckle. “Why would you need to brush up on a few things?”

“Well, it’s sort of helpful when you want to teach.”

Again, she tried to walk away, and again, I pulled her back against me. “And why would you go back to teaching?”

“Because it’s what I’ve always wanted to do.”

“You did it.”

“Right, but now I want to do it again,” she said, giving me a funny look.

“You already have a job.”

“Yes, working at a sex toy shop has always been my dream,” she retorted. “However, I somehow think teaching will be more fulfilling.”

“And where were you going to apply?”

“The same school I taught at before,” she answered, as if that was no big deal.

“Wait, you want to not only go back to teaching, but also go back to the school where you were nearly killed?”

She had the audacity to roll her eyes at me. “That was years ago. Hardly anyone who worked there before is still teaching. Besides, the kids don’t need me around the house all the time. I need to do something or I’ll go insane.”

This was quickly spiraling out of control. I couldn’t allow her to just…go be a teacher. That was insane. “What about the whole fear thing?”

“What fear thing?”

“You know, people following you around? After everything that’s happened⁠—”

“Oh, God. Don’t even bring it up. The danger is gone. This place is fortified. I’m not worried about it.”

“Right, but you’re not going to be here,” I answered, thinking fast. “You’ll be out there. With strangers. With…creepy people.”

She smirked at me. “Yes, eager students who want to expand their minds. I can see how that would be dangerous.”

“Hey, they learn how to become psychos somewhere,” I argued.

“And I’ll deal with that.”

“How?” I asked. Man, I was losing it. Panic raced through me at the thought of her not only leaving the town, but driving all the way to the campus outside Pittsburgh. So much could happen. She could be hit by a car or kidnapped on the side of the road. She just didn’t understand how dangerous it was out there.

But then she surprised me by reaching into the back of her pants and pulling out a handgun. “With this.”

My eyes bugged out and I snatched the gun from her hands. “Where did you get this?”

“I bought it from a gangbanger at the shady end of town.”

I glared at her. “Now is not the time to fuck with me.”

“I wasn’t. The serial number is filed off and everything.”

I turned the gun over to inspect it, only to hear her laughing at me.

“Now I’m fucking with you. Knight got it for me.”

“Of course he did,” I muttered. “You don’t even know how to use this.”

“I’ve been taking lessons from Lola. I’m actually quite a good shot.”

That explained Lola’s comment from earlier. “And when were you going to tell me this?”

“When I knew I couldn’t hide it anymore,” she grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ll wear protection.”

No, this wasn’t going to happen. Things were moving too fast. I was losing control over everything, and if that happened…if that happened, I’d turn out just like Knight. I couldn’t afford to follow her around when I had work to do. She was supposed to be at the house where I could keep her safe.

In a desperate attempt to change her mind, I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her tight against me, kissing her hard. My hands grasped her ass and I hoisted her up against my cock. She moaned, gyrating against me like she always did. She was insatiable.

“Hunter,” she moaned. “The kids are upstairs.”

“Don’t give a fuck,” I grumbled, swiping the papers from the table as I laid her out.

“They’ll see,” she panted as I kissed down her belly, flicking her pants open.

“I need you,” I whispered. “I want you so fucking bad.”

She pulled me down, pressing her lips to mine. “Stop talking and fuck me.”

I kissed her hard, skimming my lips over her jaw, then nibbled on her ear. “I’m gonna put a baby in you.”

She went still beneath me, then pushed at my shoulders and kicked me in the stomach. I doubled over, wheezing in a breath as she angrily pulled her shirt down. “Did you just say you were going to put a baby in me?”

Based on the shriek, I was pretty sure she wasn’t on board with my plan. “Baby, I love you.”

“No, this is some sick attempt to keep me home. Nice try,” she scoffed. “You just ensured that you won’t be getting laid anytime soon.”

She hopped off the table and stormed upstairs, leaving me on the floor. Sighing, I pulled out my phone and dialed the one man who could help.

“This better be fucking important,” Knight grumbled.

I shook my head, hating that I had to do this. “I’m gonna need cameras and sensors set up all the way to fucking Pittsburgh. Oh, and machine guns mounted at the school.”

He was silent for a moment, then said, “Consider it done.”

Fuck, he already knew. He didn’t even ask what school. I walked right into his trap.
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I strolled into the living room, stopping when I saw Emma on the floor surrounded by dildos. Sighing, I stepped over them and made my way to the kitchen. Was this ever going to end? There was only so much a man could take of being surrounded by sex toys.

“I need you to run to the post office for me,” she shouted.

I grabbed the carafe of coffee and tried to pretend I was okay being her errand boy. “Sure.”

“And I need you to help me with inventory later!”

Of course. Why wouldn’t I have to help her organize her playthings? At first, it was exciting. We’d test them out and make a whole day of it. It was every man’s dream…until it wasn’t. Sometimes, I just wanted regular sex. You know, without the assistance of the latest gadget. I didn’t want to press a dildo to her pussy and let it eat her out when that was my job. Sure, she got off on it, but there was nothing like the feel of her coming against my mouth. And I hadn’t felt that in a while, not since her business took off and she started making more money than me.

I didn’t care about that. Hell, I was proud of her for making something out of nothing. She had a great business model. See, most women who bought sex toys were single, which meant they fantasized a lot. Like, way more than I realized. She got mail constantly asking for recommendations. And her recommendations were gold because she tested them out with me and then reported her findings to her community of followers. It’s what helped her succeed and I was happy to help with that.

But soon, those desperate women in search of the perfect replacement for a man started asking for more. Which was when Emma started with the book recommendations. A perfectly trashy novel to accompany the perfect toy. It was gold.

I felt hands wrap around my torso and cringed. I shouldn’t feel this way, but I wasn’t a plaything.

“The kids are going over to the training center later. It’s the perfect time to try my newest toy,” she whispered, pinching my nipple between her fingers.

My cock grew hard despite how I was feeling. I desperately wanted to tell her how I felt, but what guy would be stupid enough to do that? I would hurt her feelings and in the end, I would go along with whatever she wanted to make her feel better.

“Great,” I said, trying to sound happy.

I felt her pull away and knew I hadn’t done a good enough job. Spinning around, I put a smile on my face. “Any idea what you want to start with?”

“You don’t want to do this,” she frowned. “Why?”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, trying not to give myself away.

Too late.

“Why? Is it me?”

“What? You’re crazy.”

Her eyebrows shot up as she crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m crazy?”

I could feel the walls closing in as I pulled at my very loose neckline. “Uh…that’s not how it was supposed to sound. I meant that you’re crazy to think I wouldn’t want you.”

“Which is still you saying that I’m crazy,” she snapped.

“Right,” I said slowly, “but in a very nice way.”

“I can’t believe this. I do this for you. To make you happy. And this is the thanks I get?”

“Why would you do this for me?”

“Because this is what men want, right?” she shouted, tossing her hands in the air. “You want the toys and the fun and games. I have to do something to keep up with the younger ladies.”

“Why would you have to keep up with anyone?”

“Because…” Her lip quivered and I instantly felt like shit. I’d done it without meaning to. “Because you’re all…that, and I’m all…me.”

I looked up and down her sexy curves, trying to figure out what the hell she was talking about. There wasn’t a day that went by when I didn’t think of her as the most gorgeous woman I’d ever met. After everything we’d been through, she was still the hottest woman in the room.

“You’re gonna have to help me out here. I’m not sure what you’re saying.”

She crossed her arms, refusing to look at me. “You’re easily the hottest guy out of all of them. You have those gorgeous muscles and you’re tall! You’re smart and handsome, and I’m…”

“You’re what?”

“I have fake boobs!” she shouted, finally meeting my eyes. Hers were filled with tears that were on the verge of falling down her cheeks.

“Baby, what does it matter if they’re fake?”

“Because they’re not real,” she cried. “That’s why I try so hard. I don’t want you to lose interest.”

I grinned, which was probably the wrong thing to do. But her thought process was ridiculous. “I’m sorry, why would I lose interest?”

Again, that quivering lip did me in. “I don’t have the same sensations other women have. And sometimes, it’s like I have to work twice as hard to feel the same things other women do. It’s not fair that you should have to do all the work to get me there in bed.”

And now the toys made sense. I knew Emma still liked sex, but she’d never told me that the cancer and chemo had taken such a toll on her sex drive. If I had known, I would have told her sooner how much I enjoyed working for every orgasm.

Stepping forward, I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her against me. “Baby, I don’t care about your boobs. They’re just boobs. I get that you’re missing the sensations you used to have, but I’d rather have you than your boobs. And as for me having to do all the work…” I smirked at her, then lowered my lips and licked a path along her jaw. “I rather enjoy getting to rip every orgasm from your body. I don’t care how long it takes. It makes the end result so much better. So, use the toys or don’t. If they make you feel better, then we’ll keep them. But I’ve missed getting to put my lips on your pussy and feel you come on my tongue. I would throw out every toy if it meant I’d get to taste your cum on my lips every night.”

She shivered in my arms and slid her hands around my back. “You really don’t mind?”

I slid my hand into her hair and forced her to look into my eyes. “Baby, there’s only a few things in this world I can’t live without. One of them is you, and the other is feeling you come when your legs are wrapped around my head.”

The kids came running into the room, preventing me from taking her right there on the counter. But when they left, I took her up to the bedroom and the toys were nowhere in sight.
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Sweating, I wiped my forehead and lifted the ropes of the boxing ring.

“Where are you going?” Jules shouted.

“Heading home.”

“In the middle of training?”

“I need to help Emma with something.”

He rolled his eyes dramatically. “Emma? Seriously, man. She doesn’t need your help with anything. Going home to fuck her isn’t a valid excuse for getting out of work.”

“I never said I was going home to fuck her.”

“Then what possible reason could you have for leaving? That’s the only valid excuse!” he said, jumping down from the ring and running after me.

“She needs help with work. That’s all.”

“That’s all,” he said mockingly. “Seriously, what are you doing?”

I knew he wouldn’t stop until I told him. “Look, it’s not a big deal. Emma does this stuff for her business.”

“What kind of stuff?”

“Stuff like…a podcast. It’s a new thing.”

His eyes lit up with curiosity. “She talks about sex toys?”

“Yes, with women who are curious about her products. It’s…informational.”

“So… you’re running the podcast?” he asked.

“In a way.”

His eyes grew even wider as he burst out laughing. “You’re gonna be on the show, aren’t you? Are you gonna talk about dildos?”

“Would you keep your voice down?” I hissed. “Look, I’m doing this to help her out. She’s expanding and she really needs my help.”

“No, I got it,” he said, stifling a laugh. “You’re her toy expert. She needs a man’s opinion.”

“It’s not like that,” I sighed. “It’s…we’re giving women advice. They want to know what toys a man likes to use. I’m actually kind of nervous.”

“About what?” he laughed.

“About talking about sex in front of all those women.”

“Why would that be embarrassing? It’s not like you’re going to tell any personal stories.” Then he winced. “You’re not telling them about the man you almost fucked, are you?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, praying he would just drop this. “Why would I talk about that?”

“I don’t know. You’re talking about sex, and that was a sexual experience.” He shrugged. “It seems like it might come up in conversation.”

“It’s not a porn podcast,” I chastised. “We’re having a serious discussion about sex toys for business purposes. That’s it.”

He nodded, but the way his lip quivered and his eyes watered, I knew he was holding back for my sake. Once I was out of the training center, he’d burst into laughter.

“Look, I know this is asking a lot, but maybe you could keep this under your hat? I don’t need the guys knowing about this.”

“Of course. Remember? I’m the guy everyone teased relentlessly when I had no memory.”

“Exactly. I don’t need that kind of shit right now.”

“You have my word.”

I wanted to believe him, but working with everyone around here long enough had taught me that if something seemed too good to be true, it probably was. By this time tomorrow, everyone would know about the podcast and I would be teased relentlessly.

But that didn’t matter. This was about my wife, who was working her ass off to make her business thrive. I wouldn’t let her down.

I ran home and showered, then dressed and met her downstairs. I’d converted one of the bedrooms downstairs into an office for her. With all the changes over the last year, it now looked like a combination of an office and a broadcast studio.

“Are you ready?” Emma asked eagerly as she ran around the room, setting out products for us to discuss. We learned after the last time that it was best to have the toys on hand. If I didn’t have the product in front of me, Emma had to use more creative ways to remind me which product was which, leading to more sharing with her listeners than was absolutely necessary.

“Let’s get to work,” I grinned, hoping to put her at ease. I didn’t particularly like doing this, but I would do anything for her.

After she was all set up, she took our first caller.

“Hello, my name is Annabelle, and I was wondering what would be a good choice for a newbie?”

“Hi, Annabelle!” Emma said cheerfully. “I would recommend starting out slow and figuring out what you like. The Snake is a good way to go. It’s multifunctional and has a lot of settings, but it’s a good price.”

“Next caller,” Emma said cheerfully. “Hello, you’re on the air with Emma and Blake.”

“Hi,” the high-pitched voice said, clearing her throat. “I was wondering what you would get for a man.”

“Well, we have numerous toys for your lover⁠—”

“No, I mean, what toys do men like to use on women?”

Emma grinned, flicking the switch for me to talk. “I’ll pass that over to my husband.”

“Hello, caller,” I said, trying not to feel self-conscious. “Personally, I love using The Flower on Emma.”

“But…what would you use on yourself?”

I frowned at the question. “I would use one of the male toys.”

“But, let’s say you enjoyed using the women’s toys,” she continued. “Say, you enjoyed a little back door pleasure?”

I grimaced at the thought of anything coming near my rear. “Uh…” I chuckled. “I can’t say I’ve ever done anything like that, so I’m afraid I can’t answer your question.”

“You’ve never had Emma play with you there?” the caller asked.

I turned off the switch and hissed at Emma, “I didn’t sign up for this.”

“Oh, just have fun with it! She doesn’t know you.”

I was about to protest when Emma shot me the look. Sighing, I flipped on the switch again. “Again, I’ve never done something like that. I would stick with the male toys.”

“Have you ever done it to someone else?”

“You know, this isn’t a sex show. It’s just a podcast about the toys.”

“But haven’t you ever say…fucked a sheep?”

Suddenly, it dawned on me. I stood so fast, I nearly knocked the table over. I tossed my headphones on the table as familiar laughter filtered through the room. I ran out the door where the guys were sitting in their truck, laughing their asses off at me.

“I’m gonna kill you!”

Jules shifted into reverse while Sinner and Cazzo tossed stuffed baby sheep out the window at me. Just as I grabbed for the handle, Jules hit the gas and tore out of the driveway, shoving his middle finger out the window at me.

I stood there fuming, trying to figure out how to get back at them, but the damage was already done. The podcast was ruined. Turning around, I trudged back to the house and tried to figure out how the hell I was going to make this right for Emma.

But what I wasn’t prepared for was the lively conversation Emma was having at my expense. “—and then he realized once he had her home that she was really a he!” she laughed hysterically. “So, I guess you could say he came close once.”

She turned and winked at me. I glared and slammed the door, marching up to my room where I proceeded to throw out every single toy in her “love box”, as she called it. That was it. We were only having ordinary missionary sex from now on.
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I strolled into the library at half past eight. Ever since Claire took her old job back, I was constantly competing with her love for the written word. Half the time, she was so lost in her fantasies that she forgot the time and didn’t come home until well past ten o’clock at night. I was beginning to feel like an unloved novel.

“Claire?” I called out, but was met with silence. I didn’t understand why the library was open so late. No one was ever here with her at this hour.

I made my way through the lower level, searching every room for her, but had no luck. Sliding my hand over the old oak banister, I made my way up to the second floor. It had been years since we ran from the men trying to steal that old book in this very library. Of course, I had been younger then. The years had worn on my bones and muscles, reminding me I wasn’t quite as limber as I once was. Maybe I needed to jump off the roof again to remind myself what it was like to live vicariously with the woman I loved.

“Claire?” I called out again, this time pausing when I heard a whimper. Pulling my gun, I quickly moved through the shadows, hugging the wall as I ran through the restricted section. Only the most voracious readers were allowed over here, and you had to show your reading list and pass a test before Claire would allow you to check out one of the old tomes.

“Please,” Claire whimpered just beyond the door.

I couldn’t see inside, but there was the dim light from an old lamp casting shadows off the walls. Panic that I hadn’t felt in years returned at the thought of the love of my life being in danger. She could handle anything, but right now I knew whatever was happening was bad.

I peeked through the crack between the door and the frame, only able to see my wife wiping tears from her eyes as she stood stiffly. I hated when my wife cried, and whoever was in there with her was about to pay for the distress he was causing.

“It’ll only hurt for a moment,” an older voice murmured.

I spun around the door with my gun raised at the same time I heard the sound of slicing and Claire’s horrified screams.

“Hands in the air!”

Claire let out a screech so deafening that I nearly lost my concentration. As for the man—I wasn’t sure what to make of it. An older man sat behind a desk with what looked like a letter opener. Only…he wasn’t using it as a weapon. It was currently slicing under the page glued to the front of the book.

I shifted on my feet, totally lost as to what was going on. “Put down the weapon,” I ordered.

The man raised an eyebrow at Claire, then hissed, “I thought you said this book belonged to the library.”

“It does,” she said quickly. “I’m so sorry. My husband is a little overprotective.”

“Of a book? And here I thought it was silly you were crying over it.”

Confused, I waited for my wife to give some indication of what was going on. She didn’t fail. Her jaw dropped in shock and she immediately let the man have it. “A book? That’s all this is to you? It’s a first edition of Gone With The Wind! That book is a classic, and you think it’s silly to be crying over the fact that this treasure is damaged?” she shrieked.

“I can fix this,” he said gently.

But my Claire was a softy for books and broke down in tears. “It’ll never be the same. As sure as you’re slicing through the glue to rebind it, you can never rebind what has been broken in my soul!”

Shoving the gun in my holster, I realized now was not the time to point my weapon at anyone. Though the man clearly had a death wish. I hurried over to Claire and wrapped my arms around her. “Baby, you need to calm down.”

“Calm down? Did you just tell me to calm down?” she asked, spinning in my arms. “Do you realize what’s happening? A book is being dissected! It’s a classic and its once pristine condition is now tarnished because somebody didn’t respect that book. And you want me to calm down?”

“I want you to not have a coronary,” I continued. “Listen, I understand that you’re upset, but he’s just trying to help. I promise, I’ll be here with you the whole time.”

Her eyes filled with tears and her lip quivered. “You promise?”

“I won’t leave your side.”

I wrapped my arm around her shoulder, and together we stood waiting as the man gently repaired the book. I had to stop Claire from running to the book several times, and when the page was fully removed, she turned into my arms and sobbed like when her father had died. It broke my heart, and I had to turn away as we both struggled to compose ourselves—but for very different reasons.

“There,” the man smiled, holding it up for us to see. “Good as new.”

Claire wiped the tears from her face and hesitantly walked forward, holding out her hands for the precious treasure. Upon inspecting it, she turned to me with a brilliant smile. “It’s perfect.”

“Just be careful with it. Remember, it’ll never be the same again,” the old man said.

“You can barely see the scar,” Claire murmured in awe.

“Honey,” I said slowly. “You do realize the book didn’t actually have surgery, right?”

She turned to me with a scowl. “Did you see the knife?”

“Yes.”

“Did you see the light overhead?”

“Um…yeah.”

“It was book surgery. We could have lost one,” she choked out. “Don’t ever tell me the scars aren’t real.”

Glancing at the old man, I could see the faint smile on his lips. He shook his head as he packed up his things in an old leather medical bag, closing the clasp over the opening.

“My work here is done.” He pulled a card from his pocket and handed it over. “If you ever need my services again, you know who to call.”

I took it from him with a grateful smile, tucking the card into my pocket. As he passed, he leaned in and whispered, “They’re all afraid with the first one. Give it time.”

I frowned at his statement. “Women?”

He jerked back, his eyebrows pulled down in consternation. “No, son. Librarians. They’re a fickle bunch, but she’ll be okay in a day or two.”

“What can I do to help?”

He sighed heavily, shaking his head. “Keep an eye out for her mental state. No doubt she’ll keep the book close for a day or two. And then she’ll go into a state of denial⁠—”

“Denial about what?”

“That the book is okay. It’s part of the grieving process.”

“But the book isn’t ruined. You saved it.”

“Yes,” he sighed, staring up at the intricate carvings around the ceiling. “But alas, the book will never be the same. It’ll take some time for her to come to grips with that. But in time, she’ll recover…until the next poor soul has a torn binding. Call me when it happens. You’ll lose a few before she becomes immune to the process.”

I nodded uncertainly as he walked past me, smelling of books and glue. I held her close until the tears subsided and Claire pulled herself together. She smiled up at me with puffy eyes.

“You must think I’m insane.”

Completely. “Not at all,” I said softly. “These books are important to you.”

“They are,” she whispered emphatically. “Each one is a piece of history—a part of my soul. To lose one…” She clasped her hand over her mouth as she fought more tears.

I struggled to stay silent, to not yell at her that it was just a book. While I felt horrible for what she was going through, there were actual people dying out there every day, and she was acting as if this book’s potential demise was the end of the world. Would she grieve this much if it were me on the slab?

Somehow, I doubted it.

“How about we get you home?”

She gripped my arm and stared up at me pleadingly. The old man’s words reverberated in my head, telling me it would take time for her to adjust. “Would…would you mind if I stayed here tonight? I don’t want to leave it alone.”

I did, in fact, mind that she wanted to stay with a book. “Why don’t you just bring it home with us?”

Her eyes widened, letting me know I’d made a critical error. “You want me to remove a book from the library after everything it just went through?”

My mouth gaped open at the hostility on her face. “No! I…I thought we could give it a new home with us. Maybe it should be retired now that it’s so old. It’s served its purpose.”

“I could never remove a book from the library. That’s stealing. Besides, this is its home. It’s been here since the library opened. I could never⁠—”

She turned, closing her eyes tight as she once again choked back a sob.

I sighed heavily, knowing I’d lost this round. “It’s fine. You should stay here with it tonight.”

“Really?” she asked, peering up at me through wet lashes.

“Of course.” I pressed a kiss to her lips and turned around, striding out of the library with my shoulders slumped. I had been defeated by a book. My life would never be the same.
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Walking into work the next morning, I was determined to make some changes in my life. Though the danger had died over the last year, we were now struggling with this gaping hole in our lives where everyone tried to adjust to the way things were. While Claire was easily fitting back into her world, I was faltering to find purpose in my everyday life.

The guys were all sitting around arguing about something, though I couldn’t make out what it was since they were all shouting over one another. I took my seat beside Hunter, listening in as he whispered with Knight.

“No, I want them every mile.”

“Every half mile would be better,” Knight snapped. “You came to me, remember?”

“I want to keep track of her, not have a camera follow her every move.”

“Then why the fuck are we doing this?” Knight argued. “If you’re going to stalk your wife, go big or go home.”

I rolled my eyes and leaned in to listen to Cap’s conversation, hoping what he was talking about was less creepy.

“—and then you’ll drive her⁠—”

“Are you crazy?” Sinner snapped. “I’m not getting a vehicle with that woman when she’s nine months pregnant. I’ve seen her vagina way too many times as it is.”

“She’ll realize what’s happening if I get in the SUV with her. This is the way it has to be.”

“Never,” Sinner argued. “You won’t ever catch me doing something like that again.”

Shoving back from my seat, I wandered around the room, hoping someone would talk about something other than nonsense. Craig was lounged back in his chair with a smile on his face, so I wandered over to him.

“Yeah, it was amazing. I took her to this little hole-in-the-wall restaurant for dinner and we had the best time. What an anniversary dinner.”

Now, this was something I could get behind, and I nearly sat down until Alec responded.

“You tossed your wife in a trunk on her anniversary. How is that amazing?”

I ditched the chair at the last second and moved on.

“Vittoria was kicked out of another camp.”

“You should see the hole in the wall from when I lit the cannon!”

“I got a call from Reid. Their house was broken into, but he was able to subdue the intruder until the police arrived. He broke the guy’s nose.”

“I went to this seminar about the best way to present dildos to prospective clients. It was really interesting. I took notes!”

“Can you look at my wax job? I think my nuts have a rash.”

I had enough. Walking to the front of the room, I let out a loud whistle and silence immediately descended on the room. I closed my eyes and reveled in the peace and quiet while it lasted. I knew it wouldn’t be long.

When I opened my eyes, everyone was looking at me like I was the nut job. “We have a problem,” I said, voicing my concerns to the room. “Everyone here is growing restless. It’s time for a change.”

Hunter huffed out a laugh, glancing around at everyone else. “What are you talking about? We just got our lives back.”

I nodded, conceding to his point. “Yes, we did. And what are we doing with them?” I made eye contact with every one of them. “Knight is once again planning how to spy on his wife. I’d say he’s in a rut.”

That earned me a glare.

“And what a surprise, Hunter’s joining in on the chaos. And what about you?” I pointed at Cap. “Your wife is pregnant again. How many times is this now? We’ve lost track of the number of children you have running around. Put your dick away so we can all stop worrying about who’ll be stuck with Maggie on delivery day.”

I heard a chuckle coming from Alec and snapped my gaze in his direction. “You’re no better. How many cannons do you have now?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “What’s your point?”

“My point is, no one needs another cannon—or tank,” I added for good measure.

“I do,” he snapped. “How many superhero outfits do you have?”

“I’ve hung up my cape,” I admitted. “Yesterday, I walked into the library to pick up Claire. As you all know, she started working back there after things settled down. She’s getting back to her life, and it made me realize something. Our wives are better at adapting to this life than we are. Lucy’s going back to school. Maggie is still chasing every story she can. Reese is back at the school,” I pointed out. “Ryan is still running a successful business⁠—”

“Ryan’s not my wife,” Lola smirked.

“That’s debatable, but nevertheless, he’s moved on. It seems our spouses are better at rebuilding their lives than we are. We’re terrified by the unknown and clinging to everything we know as if that’ll somehow change our lives. But the truth is, we’re incapable of change.”

“So, you want us to do what?” Cazzo asked. “Should I go work with Vanessa at the restaurant in town?”

“Yeah, I could be a barista at the coffeehouse,” Jules grinned.

“That’s not what I’m saying. Since we are incapable of change, we need to move forward. We’re stuck in this…gnarled mess of our lives. We need to get back to what we do best. We need…a job. A good job. No more installing security. No more babysitting celebrities. I’m talking the kind of job we took back when we were badass and took down armies!”

“Uh…we never took down an army,” Cap said, raising his hand.

I slapped it down, glaring at him. “You’re the boss. Why are you raising your hand?”

“Because you came in and took over. And…” He glanced around and shrugged. “It was nice for someone else to take over.”

“No!” I shouted. “We’re not moving backward. Onward and upward! That’s what we’re supposed to be doing. You can’t move backward and step down! You’re our leader.”

“I honestly wouldn’t mind the break. I have this pain in my back. I think it’s from sitting too much.”

“Yeah, and my knee hurts,” Chance grumbled. “I think I torqued it the last time we were running drills.”

“So move past it,” I snapped.

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind taking a little bit of a break,” Jackson nodded along. “Remember that job a few months ago with the trapeze guy? He kept bugging me to try it. I think I really messed up my wrist. All that swinging around...I don’t know how they do it.”

Chance agreed. “Tell me about it. Even my ergonomic mattress isn’t working for me. I was thinking of getting a really fancy bed. And maybe seeing a chiropractor.”

“Ooh, I know a good one,” Ice grinned. “He’s fucking awesome. I went there after Lindsey and I tried to have sex on the washing machine.”

“Tried?” Hunter jabbed.

Ice glared at him. “For your information, it didn’t work because of the height. There was nothing wrong with the mechanics.”

Burg cleared his throat, leaning back in his chair. “I’d just like to announce that my wife is no longer in need of dildos.”

The whole room went quiet as his brows furrowed.

“Uh…not that she was in need of them before,” he tried to correct. “I mean…what I mean to say is that—” He shoved back from the table, glaring at Sinner. “I’m not a sheep fucker!”

Sinner let out a laugh. “I never said you were.”

“You said it on live radio!”

“I was just teasing you. Geez, don’t take it so seriously.”

“Seriously?” Burg scoffed. “My wife runs a business and you had her talking about our personal life on the radio!”

“Yeah, but you already did that,” Sinner pointed out.

“Enough!” I shouted. “Seriously, what is wrong with all of you? Is this what we’re doing now? We’re arguing about sex and mattresses and…wax jobs?”

Hunter raised his hand. “In all fairness, we always did that stuff.”

“Okay, but we’re falling into bad patterns here. Knight, you understand what I’m saying, right?”

He shrugged, but didn’t say anything else.

“Come on. You’re the guy who yells at us when we do stupid shit. You’re supposed to get pissed at us! Remember that time you had us all shooting at each other? Remember, Burg shot someone in the neck and he freaked out because he thought he killed Hunter?”

“Yeah, that wasn’t cool,” Hunter muttered.

“But it worked,” I said excitedly. “Do you remember how alive you felt after?”

Hunter glared at me. “Sure, it was the highlight of my year.”

I looked around at everyone else. Surely, someone felt the same way I did. “Chance…”

“I guess I wouldn’t mind getting out there again.”

“You guess?”

He shifted in his chair, looking at everyone else. “Yeah, I uh…it would be good for us. Another big job,” he nodded. “Jackson, you in?”

“I could go for another big job. Knock me off my ass for a bit.”

“That’s the spirit!” I shouted.

“So…we’re good now?” Cap asked, getting to his feet. “You’re done freaking out?”

“I’m not freaking out. I’m…” I sighed and walked toward the door, shouting over my shoulder. “Just go back to your wax jobs.”

But before the door swung shut, I heard Cap ask, “Is it just me or did he seem a little tense to you?”

And Hunter replied, “I could get him a spa treatment.”

Yeah, like that was the problem.
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SINNER


“Morning,” I smiled at Cara as she crawled up from under the sheets. She’d just given me the best morning wake-up call of my life, and I planned on returning the favor. I pressed my lips to hers, rolling her over as I slid between her legs.

“Not this morning,” she laughed around a kiss.

“Why not?”

“Because I have my period.”

I groaned, dropping my head to her chest, nuzzling my nose between her perfect breasts. “I thought I had another couple of days.”

“Sorry,” she chuckled. “Why do you think I woke you up like that?”

“Because you’re the best wife ever.”

Her hands cupped my cheeks, then forced me to look up at her. “It’s only a few days.”

“Or…” I started to move my hand around to her backside, but she stopped me, shaking her head.

“Not a chance.”

“You’ve let me before.”

“Yes, but not today.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Give me one good reason why.”

“I have cramps.”

“I’ll work them out.”

“That’s not the right area,” she laughed, pushing me off her.

I flopped onto my back and watched as she strode across the room, pulling her robe off the back of the door. I hated when she covered herself up, but with kids in the house, I guessed it was fine.

“What are you doing today?”

“I thought I’d go visit Alex.”

“Really?” That had me sitting up in bed. “I didn’t know you were hanging out with her.”

She spun around, shooting me a droll look. “She’s a friend.”

“Yeah, but you don’t hang out with friends.”

“Well, she’s Cole’s wife, who happens to be friends with Ryan and Sebastian. Occasionally, we see each other.”

“And you were both attacked by the same serial killer,” I pointed out. “I thought you might want to leave that part of your life behind.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, walking over to the bed and climbing up over my body. “Aren’t you the one telling me that I have to face my fears?”

“Yes, but I didn’t mean you should remind yourself of them on a daily basis.”

“It’s fine,” she smiled. “And Alex doesn’t get out very much. What happened to her…if I can help in any way—even by visiting so she doesn’t have to leave the house as often—I’ll do it. Besides, I need a break from the kids.”

“They go to training every day. Except for the demon.”

“Stop calling your son a demon.”

“I can’t because he’s a demon. I swear to God, Cara, his eyes freak me the fuck out.”

“Sebastian already talked to me about you and your fear of our kid. He thinks you’re really afraid of what that kid represents.”

“And what’s that?”

She pressed a kiss to my lips, then ran her thumb over the bottom one. “That you’re being taunted by your past. That in your mind, your child represents your failures, and if you don’t find a way to stop those failures, you’ll fall into a dark hole that no one can save you from.”

I grunted. “He got all that from a demon kid?”

“Personally, I think it’s all rubbish.” She pushed off my lap and walked toward the bathroom.

“Yeah? And what do you think it means?”

A coquettish smile passed her lips. “I think it’s your brain trying to manifest a way out of getting up with him at night. But what do I know?”

And then she walked into the bathroom and closed the door. I bristled at her assessment. I was a great dad. I wasn’t trying to get out of anything. When something needed to be done, I took care of it. I got up in the middle of the night to help her because that’s what a good husband did.

Satisfied with my own thoughts, I got out of bed, ready to slip into the shower with Cara when I heard none other than the demon kid wailing in the other room. I thought about leaving him. Hell, it wouldn’t hurt him to cry for a minute or two. If I walked out, Cara would get him. But that would prove her point that I didn’t want to take care of him, and I couldn’t allow that to happen.

“He’s just a kid,” I muttered to myself.

Walking down the hall, I turned on all the lights I could. Even with the morning light streaming in, I wanted to make sure there was no way his beady eyes could somehow burn a hole into my head. I flipped on the light and smiled at him because that’s what you did when you were terrified of your own kid.

“Hey there, little guy. How are you this morning?” Very carefully, I walked across the room with measured steps, making sure not to take any sudden movements. After all, that’s when evil things attacked. “I’m not here to hurt you. I only want to check your diaper.”

The kid was only whimpering now, looking up at me with this pitiful expression that I knew to be a lie. He only wanted me to think he was complying with me. But the moment I got too close, he would go in for the kill.

“I’m going to very carefully pick you up out of the crib and lay you down to change your diaper, okay? There is absolutely nothing to fear.”

Reaching in, I grabbed him and held him away from my body, making sure he was far enough away that he couldn’t do me any harm. At least, I hoped not. I made it all the way to the changing table without a single thing happening. I breathed a sigh of relief and laid a hand on his tummy while I grabbed the wipes and a new diaper from the shelf underneath.

“Alright, now I’m going to undo your jammies. Okay?”

“Why are you talking to him like you’re terrified?”

I jumped a foot, spinning around to face Cara while holding the demon still. “You scared the shit out of me.”

She strolled in, tucking her towel against her breasts as she smiled at her spawn. “Hey, Kane. How’s momma’s little boy?”

I snorted. “Little boy my ass,” I muttered under my breath.

“What?” Cara asked, spinning around to face me.

“Nothing. I was just saying how good he is for you.”

“He would be good for you, too, if he didn’t think you hated him.”

“Hey, I do not hate him.”

She shot me a challenging look and turned back to the kid, giving him kisses and telling him how precious he was. It was all a bunch of bullshit. That kid giggled and smiled for her, but the moment she was gone, that kid did his best to terrorize me.

“There you go,” she smiled. “All better.”

She shot me a scolding expression. “Do you think you can put his diaper on? Or would that be asking too much?”

I smiled at her, though I was trying really hard not to snap. “Of course, baby. Anything for you.”

She smiled sweetly and tossed the dirty diaper in the diaper pail. “Thanks, baby,” she said mockingly.

As she strolled out of the room, I walked closer to the table and stared down at the little guy. “So, it’s just you and me again.”

The giggling face he had just worn for Cara was now replaced with a scowl. I grabbed the diaper, preparing to put it on him when piss shot out of his little prick and nailed me right in the face. I just barely closed my mouth in time. When he was finally done, which felt like forever, I grabbed a wipe and carefully washed down every inch of my face. Staring down at him I asked, “Are you finished?”

He burst into laughter, then proceeded to shoot shit out of his ass and all over my hand.
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After taking the demon child to daycare, I headed into Cap’s office, ready to hash things out. Unlucky for me, Maggie was there also, and she looked like she wanted to devour him whole. I turned around just as I was about to enter, but wasn’t fast enough.

“Sinner!” Cap practically shot out of his chair to get to me.

“I was just leaving.”

“No, we need to talk.”

I slowly turned around and glanced at Maggie. “Alone?”

“Yes, company business,” he said, lifting his brows at me.

“Oh, of course.”

He wrapped his arm around her waist and kissed her hard. “I’ll be watching you, Freckles.”

“Yeah, I know,” she sighed, marching past me out of the room. I barely moved before she shoved me into the wall. Apparently, it was my fault he sent her away.

“So, what’s the company business?”

“Shut the door,” he said seriously.

Now I was a little worried. I did as he asked, not at all surprised when he hit the shades and the switch to make the room soundproof. Sitting down in front of him, I prepared for the worst.

His brows furrowed as he stared at me. “We’ve been through a lot, you and me.” I nodded. “And…hell, we’re practically family. We do everything together.”

“Right,” I said slowly.

“I want you to know that there’s no one in the world I trust more than you. If it weren’t for you, I probably wouldn’t even have Maggie in my life right now, scaring us all with her pregnancies.” He cleared his throat and continued. “Which is why this is so hard for me to do.”

I sat upright, staring at him in shock. “You’re firing me? Boss, after everything I’ve done for you! I’ve seen your wife’s vagina!”

“Wait—”

“Is that what this is about? Because I gotta tell ya, it did nothing for me. I’m a one pussy man and that is not the pussy I wanna be stuck with for the rest of my life!”

“I don’t think you have a thing for my wife,” he snapped.

“Then why are you firing me?”

“I’m not,” he bit out. Thrusting his hand through his hair, he stood from his seat. “I’m not telling you to leave. I’m…I’m asking you to…to be my second.”

My confusion quickly morphed into deeper confusion. “Are you racing at Thunder Road?”

“What? No, I mean at the delivery.”

“Hell no,” I said without a moment’s hesitation.

“See, that’s how I know we’re not best friends,” he pointed at me. “If we were, you would take my place in an instant. We are no Danny and Kinnicky.”

“We’re also not talking about racing cars. If we were, I’d stand in for you at any time. But we’re talking about different mechanics and I can’t put myself through that again.”

“I would do it for you,” he argued.

“And I already have done it for you multiple times. I’m sorry, I can’t do that again. I won’t, and you can’t make me.”

“Sinner,” he pleaded, walking around the desk and falling to his knees. “I can’t do this again.”

“Then stop getting her pregnant.”

“You don’t understand. I love all the after birth stuff, but…she’s a demon when she’s giving birth.”

My eyebrows shot up, not in surprise, but in disbelief that he would say that to me. “Yeah, I know.”

“Then… do this for me. Be the man I can’t be.”

I leaned back in my seat. “And what are you willing to give me?”

“Anything,” he answered quickly.

“Really? So, you’d be willing to take over the night shift at my place? You’d watch Kane for me in the middle of the night?”

“Of course.”

I chuckled darkly. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into, and luckily, I’m a better friend than you. I would never ask you to do something that would undoubtedly make you question who you are for the rest of your life.”

“He’s not that bad,” Cap scoffed.

I grabbed him by the collar and hauled him against me. “Why do you think I came to talk to you?” I hissed. “That kid giggled with my wife and then shot me the evilest glare before he pissed in my face. It was intentional. I’m telling you, it’s like…like…” And then it hit me. “It’s like we’ve switched babies.” I released him and slumped back in my chair. “Switched babies. Holy shit, I have Knight’s kid!”

“You don’t have Knight’s kid.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because the timing doesn’t add up. His kid was born months before Kane.”

“Man,” I said, shoving a hand through my hair. “So, you mean my kid is gonna grow up to be a psycho and…it’s all my fault?”

“I’m afraid so.”

This was horrible. For just a moment, I had a glimmer of hope, but it was quickly squashed out with reason and intellect. I couldn’t rely on that. I needed hope, dammit. Hope that my son wouldn’t grow up to be a serial killer, that I hadn’t totally fucked him up. What if this was because of my job or because of the nightmares I still had from time to time? Was I sending off the wrong vibes to him?

“I don’t know that I can deal with this. I think…I think I need to be sent away.”

“We only have local jobs.”

My gaze shot to his. He was now back in his chair, leaning back and assessing me.

“But…you can get me a job—something far away.”

“Chance already said he’d take it.”

“So take it back! Tell him that I need it more.”

“Sinner—”

“No, this isn’t fair. After all I’ve done for you, you can’t leave me hanging!”

His eyebrows perked up. “I might be willing to compromise…for a price.”

I swallowed hard, knowing what I had to do.

“Are you willing to pay the price?” he smirked.

This was it—I had to do it for my sanity. Even if it meant I was scarred for life, I would risk seeing Maggie’s nether regions again so I could get the break I needed from the kid who wanted me dead.

“If I do this, there have to be systems in place…assurances that we will do everything necessary to ensure a swift and timely delivery in a hospital. There will be no fuckups. Are we clear?”

“Crystal.”

I nodded and held my hand out for him. “Then let’s get to work.”
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“Alright, first up on the agenda today,” I said as I stood in the conference room around everyone. “Where do we stand on Operation: Freckles’ Delivery?”

“All vehicles have had an oil change in the last week,” Cazzo said. “I’ve also made sure that all tires have been rotated or replaced, and the spare tire on all vehicles is full-sized.”

“Perfect,” I grinned. “And the car seat?”

“There’s one in the back of every SUV.”

“Don’t you think that’s taking things just a little too far?” Florrie asked. “Come on, I know Maggie’s a little wild, but you’re preparing every vehicle with car seats?”

I nodded, understanding her point of view. “Sinner, you want to take this one?”

He stood and cleared his throat. “Some of you may not have had the privilege of dealing with a Maggie pregnancy, but I, unfortunately, have been witness on more than one occasion. She’s conniving, devious, and manipulative.”

“That pretty much all means the same thing,” Florrie retorted.

“Exactly,” Sinner said seriously. “She isn’t one to mess with, and we have to be prepared for all possibilities. Unless…you want to go along and see what happens when Maggie goes into labor?”

Florrie didn’t say anything, and neither did anyone else in the room.

“Alright, where does that leave us?” I asked.

“I’ve made sure all medical kits are up to date,” Hunter said, “Along with that, Sean is on speed dial to clear the road in case of an emergency.”

“I have Kate on standby,” Knight confirmed. “She wasn’t too happy about it, but I persuaded her it was in her best interests.”

“You did what?” Hunter asked, his eyes wide. “Hud, tell me you didn’t do anything…”

Knight smirked. “Unless you think fucking her until she said yes is harmful, we’re all good.”

That was more than I needed to know, but the job was done, which was all that mattered. “Alright,” I said, getting us back on track. “I’ve ensured that her bag is packed and ready to go, along with the baby’s. Where do we stand on maps?” I asked Burg.

“I’ve mapped out ten possible routes to the hospital, listed in order first by time, second by traffic flow, and third by routes that could potentially be hazardous.”

He passed out papers to all of us as he walked around the table.

“I also took the liberty of color coding the routes and programming all of them into the SUVs.”

“Good lord, the hospital isn’t that far away,” Florrie snapped. “Why did you need ten different routes?”

“Again, should I refer you to Sinner?” I asked.

“No,” she grumbled.

“Rocco, how’s the baby vest?”

“Locked and loaded.” He gave a firm nod and picked up the vest from the floor and plopped it on the table. “This baby has been upgraded since it was given to me. I’ve added in a soothing vibrator in case the baby is fussy and a white noise machine.”

“Gunfire?” I asked.

“First on the list,” he nodded. “I’ve also added in a tarp at the bottom of the carrier, for those big blowouts when you just don’t have enough space to deal with the mess. It can easily be rolled up and tucked away until you can safely dispose of the biohazard.”

I smiled at him. He thought of everything. “It’s just missing one thing.”

He stood and pulled the carrier on, grinning at me like a fool. “I gotcha covered, Cap. For the possible scenario in which you would need to perform a HALO jump.” He opened a side pouch and pulled out a baby-sized mask. “Since that would be dangerous for the baby, I’ve included a mask for the baby’s safety, along with a GPS unit so you can safely navigate to your desired location.”

“Alright, that’s enough,” Florrie shouted, slamming her hand on the table. “Are you serious right now? A HALO jump with a baby? When could you possibly need to do that? And correct me if I’m wrong, Mr. Medic Man, but that would be extremely dangerous for the baby.”

Rocco frowned at her like he didn’t understand why she was so upset. “Well, all HALO jumps are dangerous. That’s why I’ve prepared all this.” He laughed slightly. “I mean, it would be pretty irresponsible not to be prepared for all scenarios. This is Maggie we’re talking about after all.”

Florrie turned to me with a scowl on her face. “That’s it. I don’t want any part of this. You’re all insane, and I’m one of you!”

She stormed out of the conference room, letting the door slam shut behind her.

I turned to Alec. “Do you think it was the route planning or the HALO jump that sent her over the edge?”

He shrugged. “It’s a tossup, but I’d go with the route planning.”

“Okay,” I nodded. “And with that in mind, does anyone else have a problem with what we’re doing?”

Lola sighed. “I feel like I should say yes just because I’m a woman, but…I was there when Maggie blew up the hotel. I get it.”

I nodded in appreciation. “Alright, along the note of kids…this is rather an unusual request, but I need volunteers to stay at Sinner’s house over the next few nights.”

“For what?” Gabe asked.

“For…various fatherly duties that he cannot at this time perform,” I explained, hoping I didn’t sound like a psychopath.

“Like what?” Jules asked.

I glanced at Sinner. This was not the time for him to explain how he thought his kid was a demon. It wouldn’t help us right now. “You know…basic things. Changing diapers and such.”

“That’s what he has a wife for,” Ice snapped.

“Like I said, Sinner will be out of town.”

“Hold on,” Irish asked. “Where’s Sinner gonna be?”

“Out,” Sinner responded. “Away. On a job.”

“What job?” Cazzo asked. “Any job you have, we have too!”

“Not this one. It’s a special assignment,” I cut in. Christ, this was too much work. All this to see if anyone else thought his kid was a serial killer in the making.

“I’m out,” Burg snapped. “Special assignment, my ass. You really expect us to believe he’s leaving and you can’t tell us why? And you need us to change diapers for his demon kid?”

My head snapped in Sinner’s direction and he flushed bright red. “Who else have you been telling your feelings to?”

“I…nobody!” Sinner argued.

“Please,” Burg snorted. “You’ve been telling anyone who will listen that your kid creeps you out at night.”

“I have not!”

“Just yesterday in the showers, you were going on and on about how you think your kid is trying to kill you with his eyes,” Burg countered. “And the week before while we were on the job. And two weeks before that while we were preparing for the job. Fuck, right about now, I’m pretty convinced you’re a demon too!”

The other guys shook their heads in disgust, pushing up from the table and walking out. Sinner stood, trying to negotiate with them, but nobody was biting. Once the room was cleared, he turned back to me with a scowl. “Thanks a lot.”

I shrugged. “Sorry. I tried.”

He jabbed a finger in my face. “I quit as your second.”

“You can’t!” I said in a panic. “We’re Danny and Kenickie!”

“We were,” he huffed. “Now, you’re just Doody.”

I paled, stumbling back a step. “That’s just mean.”

“Yeah? Friends don’t let friends raise demon babies alone.”
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The alarms sounded throughout the building, jerking me out of the progress reports I was reading. I jumped up from my task, grateful for the interference, even if the whole place was coming down. I ran out of the office, hitting the button on the wall to lock down all important files. The windows instantly shuttered and when I shut the door, I heard the multiple locks engage.

With a quick glance at the elevator, I saw everything had already gone into failsafe mode, making it impossible for anyone to get in or out without the right sequencing running through the system. The only way out now was through the tunnels leading out of the safe room.

Storming into the IT room, I saw Becky already at work. “Status check.”

“All systems are running at full capacity. The gate outside hasn’t been breached and there’s not a single bird in the vicinity.”

I paused, repeating what she just said in my head. “Wait, no one’s attacking?”

“Possibly a stealth attack,” she said, rolling across the floor in her chair to another computer. As her fingers moved swiftly over the keys, I watched the screen, looking for any answers as to why we were in lockdown mode.

“Anything?”

“Not yet, boss.”

My nostrils flared in anger. This was just pissing me off. Either we were being attacked or we weren’t. What the fuck was this half-assed shit? “Well, where the fuck are they?”

“I don’t see anything,” she said, just as puzzled as me. “Not a single system has had even the slightest breach.”

“Maybe a sneak attack?”

“That none of our sensors picked up? I doubt it.”

“Well, if we’re not being attacked, then why is the system going haywire?”

“Boss—”

“This is fucking ridiculous!” I shouted, tossing my hands in the air. “You know, I thought we were actually on the verge of action!”

She stopped typing and slowly turned to face me. After a moment of staring at me, she smirked. “You miss the action.”

“Do not,” I scoffed.

“Yes, you do. All of you do. You like to pretend that you’re happy with the peace and quiet, but you miss the thrill of the hunt and the chase. You want to be shot at!”

I rolled my eyes at the ridiculous notion that I would actually wish to have bullets flying at me. “Becky, in case you’ve forgotten, I’m partially blind in one eye. Bullets flying at me aren’t exactly my friend.”

“No, but neither is a slow day.”

Irritated, I stormed toward the door.

“Don’t you at least want to know where the alarms started?”

Dammit, now I had to stay and face her teasing. But I was the boss. This was part of the job. Turning, I jerked my head to the screens. “Show me.”

“Of course,” she grinned. “We wouldn’t want to leave a single stone unturned.”

“Just get on it,” I growled.

“Alright, alright. Keep your pants on. Let’s see,” she said, tracing the alarms back to the point of origin. “Here,” she pointed at the screen. “It’s in the training center.”

She hadn’t even finished talking when I headed out of the room. I ran to the secondary access point we’d installed earlier this year and ran down the stairs to the training center where most were gathered since the jobs had been slower. Storming through the doors, I stumbled to a stop when I saw everyone gathered in what looked like a fight club.

“I got twenty on Cazzo!”

“Nah, he’ll lose his cool. My vote is for Rob.”

And so it continued. They were betting on a fucking fight? I marched over to the crowd and started pulling people back by the scruff of their necks. By the time I got to the middle, Cazzo and Rob were both a bloodied mess. I didn’t know what started this, but I was about to finish it.

I let out a piercing whistle, satisfied when everyone stopped immediately and turned to face me. Cazzo was heaving breaths in and out while Rob was more relaxed, acting like it was no big deal to have his face smashed in by Cazzo’s massive fists.

“What the fuck is going on here?” I shouted.

Cazzo swung his gaze to Rob’s and let out a low growl. “He fucked my wife.”

Rob barked out a laugh. “No, I didn’t.”

“Then why the fuck am I hearing that?”

“Um…because you’re believing rumors? Trust me, Vanessa is sexy as hell, but do you honestly think she would leave you for me? Not that I wouldn’t hit that in an⁠—”

Cazzo launched himself at Rob, slamming his fist into Rob’s face. The hit was one that Rob didn’t recover from immediately. In fact, he was out cold on the ground.

Rolling my eyes, I stepped in front of Cazzo. “That’s enough. This needs to end.”

Cazzo’s nostrils flared as he stared down at the man he thought defiled his wife. “Scum.”

“Rob didn’t sleep with Vanessa. You know that.”

“What I know is that if I don’t get away from him, I’ll smash his face into the ground.”

“Alright, you’re being just a tad dramatic here.”

His eyes flicked to mine. “Send me out.”

“What?” I laughed. “Over this?”

“I swear to God, Cap. I will fucking kill him if you keep me around him.”

Talk about dramatic. I wasn’t sure what got Cazzo’s boxers in a knot, but he was acting like this was the 1700s and another man insulted his wife. Therefore, he had to duel with Rob for his wife’s honor.

“What do you want me to do? Create a job for you?”

“There has to be something,” he muttered under his breath.

“Trust me, if there was a way to get you out of here, I would send you. Hell, I would go myself.”

“Maggie’s about to have a baby,” he said accusingly.

“Do you want to be around when Maggie delivers? Trust me, it’s no picnic for anyone.”

I gripped his shoulder, trying to shake him out of the anger-fueled haze that had taken over. Now that the fighting was through, almost everyone had vanished, no longer interested in what happened from here.

“So, any idea how you set the alarms off?”

He cocked a grin at me. “It may have been because I was chasing this asshole through the building.” He shrugged slightly. “I may have fired a few rounds.”

“At Rob?” I asked incredulously.

He snickered. “It’s not like I was actually going to take him out.” He ducked his head. “I may have known that he didn’t sleep with Vanessa. I really just wanted to scare the piss out of him.”

“I’d say you failed,” I grinned. “He didn’t look at all concerned.”

“I know,” he said glumly. “Are we like…really fucking old or something? Are we losing our touch?”

“No,” I shook my head, but deep down, I questioned whether or not he was right. If we were getting too old, where did we go from here? Did we just retire and sip margaritas in the summer and shovel snow in the winter? That couldn’t be all there was to life. And the thought of staying home with Maggie and the kids all day…yikes, that was more than I could handle.

“No, you know what? We’re not getting too old. We’re in the prime of our lives. We still have years before our age catches up with us. But you’re right. We need a job to go out on.”

“Yeah.”

The sooner the better. And it needed to be something dangerous to really get the blood flowing. None of this pansy protection crap. We needed something that made us feel alive and reminded us what kind of men we really were.

The only question was what would Freckles do when she found out?

I glanced at Cazzo. “Maybe I’d better sleep at your place tonight.”
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I rolled over and groaned at the pain in my back. It was the kind of pain you felt after sleeping wrong the whole night. I tried to sit up, but found it extremely difficult. Why was this so fucking hard?

Opening my tired eyes, I turned my head to look at Maggie. She had her arm thrown up over her head and she was snoring like a freight train. I yanked my pillow out from behind my head and smacked her in the face with it.

“Stop snoring. I was trying to sleep.”

She ignored me, slipping her hand down to her pants, scratching at her crotch. When had my wife become so disgusting? It would be different if she was feeling herself up, but to just scratch at herself…that was something men did.

I could hear the triplets jabbering in the other room. Sighing, I figured I would have to be the one to get up with them, but just once I wished that she would do it.

“Baby,” she said sleepily, kicking her foot out at me. “The kids are up.”

“Yeah, I can hear them,” I snapped. “You know, just once it would be nice if you got up with them instead of leaving me to take care of them.”

She started snoring again, completely ignoring me. It figured. Of course she would sleep in and leave me to take care of them. I started to roll out of bed, but got stuck mid-roll. I felt a hard kick in my stomach and slowly looked down.

Panic flared through me when I saw the protruding belly attached to me where my hard, chiseled abs should have been. I blinked several times, sure that I was seeing things. That was when I noticed I also had two very sizable breasts attached to my chest.

“Oh my God!” I shrieked, grabbing them in my hands. They were big and saggy. I scrambled out of bed as fast as I could and headed for the bathroom to see myself in the mirror. I waddled over to the en-suite, my belly slowing me down every step of the way, along with the pain in my hip from a horrible night’s sleep.

Flinging the door open, I turned to the mirror and gasped in horror when I saw myself. I was wearing a nightie, one of Maggie’s nighties. My belly was sticking out, just like hers. I quickly lifted the fabric, thinking maybe she played a practical joke on me. But there in front of me was a gigantic belly sticking out. I yanked down the top, staring at what looked suspiciously like Maggie’s breasts.

I stumbled back into the door, shaking my head rapidly. What the hell was going on? I waddled back into the bedroom over to Maggie’s side of the bed and shook her awake.

“What? I’m trying to sleep.”

“Maggie, you have to wake up.”

She flung off the covers, kicking them away. My eyes widened in horror as I stared at her naked man-chest. She had the face of Maggie and the strawberry-blonde hair, but the rest of her was…a man’s body. She was even wearing my boxers. As she laid there pretty much passed out to the world, I lifted the top of the boxers, taking a look at what was inside.

I slapped my hand over my mouth, letting out a little squeak. She had my dick on her body. Shaking my head, I ran out of the room and down the hall. Bypassing all the kids’ rooms, I made my way downstairs and flung the front door open. I ran outside, needing to get to Reed Security. But as I ran down my driveway, I had to stop and take a deep breath. I had a stitch in my side and pains under my rather large belly that felt like my tendons were stretching.

“What in God’s name is going on?”

“Cap?” I heard from somewhere around me.

I looked around quickly, wondering who was there. Peeking out from behind a bush was Hunter.

“Hunter? Why are you hiding behind a bush?”

“For the same reason you’re out here in a nightie,” he hissed.

“What are you talking about?”

His head shot up as he scanned the area, then crept out from behind the bush. He was wearing a pink tank top with really short, frilly pink shorts. And his tits…

I pointed at his chest. “You have them too!” I gasped.

“Do you think I don’t freaking know that? What the heck is going on?”

I noticed a slight rise in his voice, almost a girly tone. Did I sound like that too?

“I have no idea! I just woke up like this,” I said, waving a hand down my body. “My back is killing me and I’m carrying around what feels like a toddler in my belly. My feet hurt and I really just want to throw a grenade,” I whined.

“Cap!” I looked over my shoulder to see Sinner running toward us. His boobs were bouncing all around the place. He was wearing something similar to me, except he wasn’t pregnant. Why was I the only one who was pregnant? He was panting by the time he got to us, and bent over to catch his breath, giving us a great look at what was underneath his nightie.

“Would you stand up? You’re showing us your tits.”

“These aren’t my tits,” he said cupping them. “I don’t know who they belong to, but I woke up like this! And where’s my dick?”

“Hey,” I snapped. “At least you could see you didn’t have one. I don’t even know.”

“Do you want me to look?” he asked.

“No!” I shouted. “God, I’m so hungry. I need something to eat.”

“I think we have bigger things to worry about right now,” Hunter shouted. “We have women’s bodies. Our wives have dicks, and worst of all, my kids are asking me to take care of them!”

I ran a hand over my face, trying to think of something to do, but it was like my brain was on the fritz. I couldn’t even put together a coherent thought. “Okay, what would old us do?” I asked.

“Get the machine guns,” Sinner said.

“Go fuck Lucy.”

“Get a grenade,” I added, slapping a hand over my mouth. My eyes widened as I stared at Sinner and Hunter. “Oh God. I’ve turned into Freckles!”

Hunter shook his head, swallowing hard. “No…this isn’t…” He glanced around wildly.

“Wait,” Sinner snapped his fingers. “If we have their bodies, that means we can do anything we want.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked irritatedly.

“Think about it…All the times we’ve wanted to touch our wives but they wouldn’t let us. We have free rein to do it now.”

I stared at him for a moment and then slapped him upside the head. “That’s what you’re thinking about now? We’re in bodies that don’t belong to us and you’re thinking about sex?”

“Hey, Mark is very talented with his hands.” He slapped his hand over his mouth, shaking his head. “Did I just say Mark?” I nodded, confused as hell. “Oh my God. It’s like I’m turning into her. Is my hair still the same? Please tell me it’s not long.”

“No, but you still have a vagina and boobs,” Hunter pointed out.

“What are we going to do, Cap?” Sinner asked. Then he winced. “Please tell me you’re not going to make me help deliver that baby. I can’t handle seeing a man’s vagina.”

I suddenly felt very dizzy. If I didn’t figure out what was going on soon, I was going to end up delivering this kid. I wasn’t cut out for that kind of pain. Was this some kind of fucked up universal payback for the meeting yesterday about Maggie? It was meant with the best of intentions. I just wanted her to be safe for her delivery—not take on her body and do the job myself!

As the three of us stood in my driveway staring at each other, I knew nothing would ever be the same.

[image: ]


“Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath and pressing my hand to my chest. God, it felt like I could barely breathe. “Okay, what would old us do? Let’s think about this.”

I started pacing, but it didn’t last long before I was out of breath again. I started fanning myself as a heat wave washed over me. Was this really what it was like to be pregnant? Thank God it happened to women and not men. We were built for war and hunting, not birthing babies and carrying around extra weight—unless it was from carrying someone out of a war zone.

“Cap,” Hunter said, his voice pitching. He cleared his throat and tried to lower it. “It occurs to me that if we’re in the wrong bodies, then so are other men on the property.”

“Yes!” Sinner shouted, jumping up and down and clapping.

I slammed my hand down on his shoulder and glared at him. “Remember, deep down you’re still a man.”

“I can’t help it, Cap,” he whined. “Cara’s taken over. I can hardly see a glimpse of the man I was.”

“But we’re going to fix that,” I reassured him…her. “Okay, Hunter’s right. There have to be others like this. We just have to figure this out.” I glanced around the property, wondering who to go to. “Cazzo!”

Hunter’s shoulders sagged and he kicked his foot at the ground. “But that’s all the way at the other end of the property. I don’t want to go that far.”

“Wolf,” Sinner pointed to Craig’s house.

“Seriously?” I stared at him. “You want to go to the man who stalked his wife, tricked her into marrying him, and then kidnapped her to marry her?” I said, thrusting my hand on my hip. When I saw it, I pulled my hand away and tried to take a more manly stance, but it was hard with this huge belly.

“He’s right,” Hunter sighed. “Honestly, I think we should go see Ryan,” Hunter griped. “I know it’s far, but Ryan has enough manliness to be like Oh my gosh, this is really horrible, but also Lola’s there.”

“Oh my gosh, this is really horrible?” I asked, my voice pitching high to mimic him.

“Hey, I can’t help it. I’m in a woman’s body! Deal with it!”

She…He stomped off toward Ryan’s house. Sinner and I followed, not really knowing what else to do. I watched in fascination as Sinner tiptoed through the tree line, wincing and crying out when he stepped on a twig. “That really hurt! And I just had a pedicure. This is not how you take care of your feet!”

Hunter spun around and glared at Sinner, throwing his hands on his hips. “Oh yeah? I just had my hair done. Do you have any idea what it’s like to wake up to this,” he gestured to his hair, “and have no idea how to take care of it? I look like…like a man tried to do my hair!”

“A man did try to do your hair,” I said, trying to calm him down. “We have to remember, we’re still Hunter, Sinner, and Cap. We just…Fuck, I don’t know. This is the weirdest thing that’s ever happened. We just need to figure this out.”

“And if we can’t?” Sinner asked, a hint of fear in his voice.

Standing tall, I put on my bravest face, though my chin wobbled slightly. “Then I know where the grenades are. Come on. Let’s get in the car. I’m freezing my tushy off in this nightie.”

A chuckle came from behind me and I spun around as best I could. Hunter and Sinner were staring at me appreciatively.

“What are you staring at?”

“You really know how to pick out clothes for Maggie. Damn, Cap. You look hot in that nightie.”

I marched over to Sinner and slugged him across the jaw. “Don’t talk about my wife that way!”

He grimaced, holding his jaw. “Hey, I’m a man and a woman at the same time. As a woman, I can appreciate your figure and tell you that even pregnant, you look damn fine. But as a man, I can’t help but stare at your rack.” He slapped a hand over his mouth with wide eyes. “Please don’t tell Cara I said that!”

“If we don’t get out of this, we’re going to have bigger problems than having split personalities. I can’t meet clients this way!”

Hunter gripped me by the shoulder. “Let’s just get over to Ryan’s house. He’ll know what to do.”

I nodded way too much. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

We climbed into Hunter’s truck, but we all just sat there. I looked over at him and then at Sinner in the back seat. “Are you going to start it?”

“I don’t have the keys,” he snapped.

“Well, hot-wire it or something.”

He held up his hands and showed me his nails. “I just paid forty-five dollars to have these done. I’m not chipping a nail!”

Sinner shoved open the back door and flung open the front. “Move your legs. I’ll do this.”

Hunter stiffened and pressed back in his seat. “Okay, I’m going to pretend there is not a man other than my husband between my legs right now.”

He took a deep breath and blew it out. Luckily, Hunter’s truck was older and still capable of being hot-wired. After a few tries, Sinner shook his head. “I don’t know what I’m doing. It’s like I became Cara and forgot my training or something.”

“Can you please stop talking to my vagina?” Hunter screeched.

“Hey, I’ve seen way more of you than this,” Sinner snapped.

“You’ve seen my wife’s vagina?” Hunter snapped.

Sinner tried to back out and slammed his head into the steering column. He got out of the way just as Hunter lunged for him. “Remember, I’m two people! And I’ve never seen anyone’s vagina but my Lollipop’s! Oh, and Maggie’s, but that was totally by accident.”

“Can you not remind me that you’ve seen my most private parts,” I snapped. “Look, I’ll just go inside and grab the keys. Where are they?”

“Lucy always keeps them in a bowl by the door.”

I nodded and shoved the door open, waddling up to the house. “You would think someone other than the pregnant person would run for the keys, but no, of course the men would leave it up to me.”

I could hear the thoughts in my head and coming out of my mouth, but they didn’t make sense. Was this always how Maggie felt? I opened the front door quietly and peeked inside. When I saw everything was clear, I snatched the keys out of the bowl, but didn’t make it out before I was caught.

“Hey! I could use some help with the kids.”

Peeking my head back inside, I gave a girly wave to Lucy. “Hey,” I said nervously. God, she was walking around with the body of Dwayne Johnson. This was insane, and frankly, I was a little jealous I didn’t have Hunter’s body.

“Maggie? Why are you in my house this early in the morning in your nightie? Lucy would kill me if she saw you in that.”

I gave a nervous chuckle. “Oh, he’s with me.”

“He?”

“I mean she!” I quickly corrected. “We’re just…going to the store.”

“In your nightie.”

I nodded quickly. “Emergency.”

He snorted. “Well…don’t blow anything up.” He started to walk away, but then stopped. “Can you take the kids with you? I’m kind of busy.”

“Doing what?” I snapped, sounding an awful lot like Maggie.

“Well, I have to go to the bathroom and…take a shower,” Lucy said, sounding exactly like Hunter.

“I think you can handle the kids for five minutes.”

I slammed the door, feeling a gigantic urge to go slip a grenade in the toilet, just to scare the shit out of him. As I got back in the truck, Hunter beamed at me. “You got them?”

“Yeah, and you’re kind of an asshole.”

“I was out here!”

“Yeah, well I had to deal with the female/male version of you in there. God, are we really all that selfish?”

Sinner leaned forward resting his arms on the back of the seat. “Is it wrong that I’m not sure if I want pussy or dick right now?”
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“Easy on the potholes,” I snapped at Hunter. “I’m carrying like twenty extra pounds here.”

“Oh, like you’re the only one that’s ever carried a baby before.”

“Eight,” I snapped. “Eight babies. When you carry eight babies in your belly, you can bitch to me all you want.”

“I can’t believe you’re still with that man,” Sinner said from the back, examining his nails. “If I were you, I would have dumped his ass after the first failed vasectomy. Tell me again why you didn’t go with him?”

“Like it would have mattered,” I sighed. “You went with him. Why didn’t you notice?”

“Hey, I did the whole bro thing,” Sinner said as his manly side reappeared. “I was there, holding your hand. It’s your fault.” He frowned. “Cap’s fault. Christ, I can’t keep track of who I am anymore.”

“I can’t believe you ladies fell for it,” Hunter laughed. “Like a man ever does what he says he will.”

“Hey, I got snipped,” Sinner snapped. “I have the follow through. The rest of you walked out of there completely intact.”

We pulled down Ryan’s driveway and butterflies erupted in my stomach. “I’m so nervous. Do you think he’s…changed also?”

“God, I hope so,” Hunter grumbled. He reached into his cami and manipulated his breasts. “How do women walk around with these things all day? My tits are hanging all over the place.”

“I have this great new bra,” Sinner said from the backseat. “It’s no underwire, but still holds the ladies up.” Sinner slapped a hand over his mouth, shaking his head. “Please make it stop.”

I flung open my door and gently stepped out. “Guys, we’re on the right track. Let’s just see what Ryan says. If he’s half as freaked out as us, he’ll have some sort of solution.”

“You know who would help right now?” Sinner asked, his eyes wide. “Cece.”

“Logan’s wife?” I asked.

“She’s always full of crazy ideas. I bet she would know exactly what to do.”

I rolled my eyes as I shut the door. “Thanks, but I’d rather take my advice from someone who isn’t a crazy person.”

Waddling up to Ryan’s front steps, the breeze blew up my nightie, sending a chill through my bones. “Remind me to never get Maggie any of these again. You know, this is probably the least comfortable thing to wear?”

“Tell me about it,” Hunter said, shifting in his shorts. “I keep thinking these are too short and my dick is hanging out. But then I remember I don’t have a dick anymore.”

Taking a deep breath, I knocked on the door, waiting with trepidation for Ryan to answer. What if Lola answered instead and she started laughing at me?

“Anyone else thinking we should have put more clothes on before we left?” Sinner asked.

The door swung open and Ryan stood there, staring at all of us. His eyes roamed our bodies, but I couldn’t tell if the odd look on his face was because we were all in some form of lingerie or because we were guys in women’s bodies.

“This was not what I expected when I opened the door,” he muttered.

“Because we’re…not fully clothed?” I asked, hoping to lead him into saying what was on his mind.

“Well, that and I’m seeing way too much of you.”

We all looked at each other. That didn’t answer our question.

“In what way?” Hunter prodded.

Ryan’s eyes bugged out. “Well, don’t get me wrong, Hunter. You’re a great looking guy, but I don’t need to see your tits, especially this early in the morning.”

I frowned as I slowly turned to look at Hunter.

“Come on in. You guys must be freezing.”

I slapped my hand against Hunter’s chest, moving it quickly when I felt his nipple. “He recognizes us as guys.”

Hunter nodded. “Yet, he thinks it’s totally normal that I have tits.”

Sighing, I stepped inside and waddled behind Ryan over to the kitchen counter.

“Take a seat. I’m just getting lunches packed for school.”

I tried to sit on the high stool, but my big belly wouldn’t allow for it. Ryan quickly rushed over and grabbed another chair. “Here, sit in this one.”

I lowered myself down, but just as I sat, he pressed his hand on my belly, grinning widely. “She’s active this morning.” Then he leaned down and started talking to my belly. “Are you driving your daddy crazy?”

“Wait,” I grabbed his arm. “You know I’m Cap?”

He smiled. “Of course, I know you’re Cap.” He paused, staring at me funny. “Although, now that you mention it, you seem a little like Maggie today.”

“What’s going on here?”

I craned my neck to see Lola walk into the room. She was grinning at us as she walked over and pressed a kiss to Ryan’s cheek.

“So, what are you ladies up to today?”

“Ladies?” Sinner asked.

“Um…should I not call you that?”

“Yeah,” Ryan laughed. “Why are you calling them ladies?”

Her hand flew to her hip in a huff. “Well, because they’re ladies and I’m not sure what else you want me to call them. Should I just shout out, hey, bitches?”

Ryan frowned at her. “You can’t see that Cap, Sinner, and Hunter are all sitting here?”

She looked over at us strangely. “Um…only if you think Cap is pregnant,” she snorted.

“Wait,” I shook my head. “So, you think we’re Cap, Hunter, and Sinner,” I said to Ryan.

He nodded.

“And you think we’re Maggie, Cara, and Lucy,” I said to Lola.

“What the fuck are you playing at?” Lola snapped.

I turned to Sinner, shaking my head. “This is weird.”

“No shit this is weird. We’re in women’s bodies, but one of them thinks we’re men and the other thinks we’re women. When in reality, we’re a combination of the two!” Sinner shouted.

“Hey, it’s alright, man. Calm down,” Hunter said, rubbing Sinner’s shoulders. “We’ll get through this.”

“Get through this? I don’t want to get through this!” he cried, almost a little too much like a woman. “I want my dick back. I want my muscular body and my devilishly good looks!”

“Is this some kind of sick joke?” Lola asked, her arms crossed over her chest. “Why are you doing this?”

“We just woke up like this!” I insisted.

“And you,” she turned on Ryan. “Why are you going along with this?”

“Going along with what? You don’t see them?”

“Of course I see them! I see three women.”

“I see three men!” he countered.

“And you don’t think it’s weird that one of them’s pregnant?” she retorted.

Ryan’s brows furrowed as he thought about this. “I guess you’re right. Maybe it’s something I drank.”

“You think? Because there is no way that three grown men would be sitting in our kitchen—one of them pregnant—and all of them wearing women’s clothing with tits hanging out!”

I dropped my head in my hands and sighed. “I really need to blow something up.”

“See?” Lola pointed at me. “Now, if anyone is going to say that, is it Maggie or Cap?”

Ryan nodded. “You’re right.” Shaking his head, he sat down on a stool. “I don’t feel so well. I think I should go to the doctor.”

“No kidding,” Lola snapped.

Sinner snorted. “If he needs to go to the doctor, then so do we. Maybe a psychiatrist or a psychologist?” He turned to Hunter. “Which one is the head shrink?”

“They’re both head shrinks,” he mumbled. “A psychiatrist might have us locked up though.”

I felt pressure in my belly and a tightening that felt like that weird labor pain test we did back in Colorado. “Oh shit.”

“What’s wrong?” Lola asked.

“I really do need a doctor.”

“Get in line,” Hunter grumbled.

“No, I mean I need a doctor because I’m going into labor.”

I looked up at Sinner and Hunter, all of us staring at each other with terrified expressions. If we didn’t figure this out fast, I was going to be giving birth to a kid through my vagina that shouldn’t be there.
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“Okay,” Hunter said, his voice laced with panic. He started flapping his hands like a girl, his distress greater than mine. “Don’t panic. Don’t panic.”

“Don’t panic?” I screamed incredulously. “I’m about to have a baby, and I’m a man!”

“What are you talking about?” Lola asked. Shaking her head, she walked toward me like a scared cat. “Maggie, you’ve been through this so many times before. You’re going to be fine.”

“Stop calling me Maggie,” I snapped. “I’m Cap. I run Reed Security. I have a wife and a shit ton of kids, but I am not about to give birth to one!” Turning to Hunter pleadingly, I cried, “You gotta help me, man.”

“I don’t know what to do!”

“You’ve done this a million times before.”

“No,” he shook his head rapidly. “Hunter’s done this a million times before.”

I grabbed him by the shoulders, shaking him hard. “You are Hunter!”

“I’m not!” he cried, tears streaming down his face. “Oh God, I’ve turned into Lucy. I don’t even remember how to use a subcompact machine gun!”

“You have to get Rocco,” I said, bending over as a cramp tore through me.

Hunter nodded quickly, his fingers fumbling nervously as he pulled out his phone. “Right, I can do that.”

I turned to Sinner. “Man, I’m gonna need your help on this.”

“No way. I don’t know anything about having babies!”

“You’ve delivered most of mine!”

“That was different! And I’m not even me now!”

I thought about that quickly, nodding along. “You’re right, but you’re half woman now. You know what happens to a woman. You can help me. Tap into the female side of your brain.”

He cringed, his face contorted in this weird look. “This is so gross. I’m going to see your manly woman parts.”

“If you think this is gross for you, try being the man who has to give birth to a baby!” I shouted.

“Would you calm down? You’re freaking me out!”

Lola spun me around. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, but you’ve got this. We’ve got plenty of time to get to the hospital.”

My eyes widened as I shook my head. “No way. I’m not showing up to the hospital half man, half woman. I’ll become a science experiment!”

“I think I need to sit down,” Ryan muttered. “I don’t feel so good.”

“You should try being a man in a woman’s body!”

“Stop yelling at me!” Ryan snapped. “This is a lot to take in.”

“You think?” I shouted.

“Alright,” Hunter said, flapping his arms again. “Rocco’s on the way. I didn’t know how to explain this. It’s so weird. He knew it was me…Hunter, but couldn’t figure out why I was telling him I didn’t know how to deliver a baby.”

“What did you say?”

“I told him I hit my head and lost my memory,” he cried, tears streaming down his face. “I hate myself so much right now! I think I’m PMSing!”

“Again,” I said with as much calm as possible. “I’m having a baby!”

The doorbell rang and Lola rushed over to answer. At this point, Ryan was slumped in a chair, holding his head in his hands. “I don’t know how I’m going to explain this to the guys.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, when you stop showing up for poker night, do I tell the guys that you became a woman? Do I say you’re still you, but with tits and a vagina?”

“That’s what you’re worried about? Poker night?” I screeched.

“This is a lot to take in! Since I met Lola, I’ve been shot at, been on the run, and now I’m dealing with a man-woman! So, don’t snap at me for losing my shit!”

Rocco rushed over, but stopped when I turned and he saw me. “What the fuck is going on?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you see?”

“I see my boss about to give birth. What the fuck?”

My shoulders relaxed and the tension eased. “So, it’s not just us?”

“Us?” he asked incredulously.

Sinner and Hunter slowly turned to Rocco, their heads bowed in shame.

Rocco took a step back, running a hand over his face. “I’m seeing things. This isn’t real.”

“Then what the hell is happening?” Hunter cried. “I don’t want to be a woman!”

Rocco swallowed hard, setting his bag down. “Okay, let’s just take things one step at a time.” He scratched the back of his head, trying to wrap his brain around this. “Okay, so you’re a man, but you’re a woman. Do you have a vagina?”

“Yes,” I said, unsure of where this was going.

“Oh, thank God,” he breathed a sigh of relief.

“Thank God? Why thank God?”

“Well, it would be a lot harder to push a baby out of a penis.”

I almost passed out at the thought of having to do just that.

Rocco took a calming breath. “Okay, we can handle this. We’ll get the baby out and then we’ll work on figuring out how to get you back to normal.”

“Do you have a magic pill for this?” Sinner snapped. “Because I’m not seeing how you’ll suddenly change our biology!”

“Well, you woke up this way. Maybe we can put you in a coma or something, and when you wake up, you’ll be men again.”

Hunter stared at him for a moment, then exploded. “That’s your big plan! You’ll put us to sleep?”

“Do you have anything better?”

Pain ripped through my stomach and I bent over, gasping for air. “Oh God, it’s coming!”

“Let’s get you down on the ground. Sinner…uh…Cara, I want you to support him…her from behind. And Lola, I’m going to need a lot of towels.”

She snorted. “You actually believe this?”

“You don’t?”

She rolled her eyes and walked away.

“Ryan,” Rocco snapped, but he just sat there moaning and shaking his head. Rocco turned to Hunter, obviously not getting anything out of him. “Hunter, I need anything we could possibly need for delivering.”

“I don’t know what that is!” he cried. “I’m not Hunter anymore!”

“Fuck, this is a clusterfuck.” Rocco knelt down between my knees and muttered, “Okay, you can do this. It’s totally normal. Just another vagina, but with a man attached.”

His eyes widened as I felt the need to bear down. I screamed as loud as I could, gripping Sinner’s hand as I pushed. Rocco’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “Yeah, I’m out.”
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Pain ripped through me and I sat up, rubbing my stomach as I breathed hard. “Oh God,” I moaned, clutched my stomach, then looked down in shock. My stomach was flat. I tossed off the covers in the dark, sure that I was imagining things, but I wasn’t. My stomach was muscular and completely lacking a baby bump.

I jumped out of bed and ran to the bathroom, laughing in relief when I saw my own face in the mirror. I had no boobs and no pregnant belly. I spun and looked at my ass, grateful that it wasn’t Maggie’s. As much as I loved her ass, I didn’t want to have it. And there were no more silky pajamas. I was just me in my sleep shorts. I slipped my hand down the front and gripped my hard length in my hand.

“Ah, it’s good to have you back.”

“Sebastian?” I heard Maggie say softly from the other room. Grateful to hear her voice attached to her body and not my own, I walked into the other room and slipped into bed beside her.

“Yeah, Freckles?”

“Rub my back. I have a long day ahead of me.”

I gladly slid my hands over her back. I was just grateful that I wasn’t in her body anymore. I thought back on my dream, shaking my head in disbelief. It all felt so real. And now I was even more aware of just how bad it was to be pregnant. This had to be the last time, if only to spare her the pain and suffering I felt in just one day.

She started to drift off, so I slipped out of bed and quickly showered. I felt renewed, like a new man as I washed myself. I jerked off, just to remind myself I could, and when I came on the wall, I rubbed my semen around with a grin.

“It’s good to be back,” I laughed. “Fuck, was any of that real?” I muttered to myself. It couldn’t be. If it was, I wouldn’t be back in my body. Chuckling to myself, I shut off the water as I tried to push the worst day ever from my mind.

After toweling off, I pulled on my work clothes and headed downstairs for some breakfast to start this day off right. I would never be so flippant about Maggie’s responsibilities around the house again. I would unload the dishwasher more and help out with the kids in the mornings instead of leaving it all to her.

I glanced at the clock and realized I could still get a workout in if I left now. Then I thought of Maggie sleeping upstairs in bed and all the kids that weren’t up yet. My hand ran across my stomach and I shrugged. I’d make sure to help her tomorrow.

With a little extra pep in my step, I headed out the door and over to Reed Security. A light workout was all I really needed to get my day started. Upon entering the training center, I was surprised to see I wasn’t the only one who was up early today for a workout. Sinner, Hunter, and Rocco were all here, talking quietly across the room. When Sinner spotted me, he stopped talking, his eyes dropping to my stomach as I walked over.

“Guys,” I said, wariness in my tone.

“Oh, thank God, you sound like you,” Sinner exhaled a long breath. Then he was walking up to me, wrapping his arms around me. “You’re you.”

“Of course I’m me. Who else would I be?”

“Maggie,” he said, as if my question was stupid.

I stiffened and pulled away from him. “What are you talking about?” I looked at all three of them, each looking more uncomfortable than the last. It couldn’t be. There was no way they had the same dream as me.

Hunter’s arms were crossed over his chest, and as he stared at me, he scrubbed one hand over his face, shaking his head slightly. “It’s just…it was so real.”

“No,” I whispered. “You dreamt it too?”

His eyes widened. “You were Maggie, but you were you. And I was Lucy, but still me. And every minute that passed, I was slowly losing myself.”

“And we went to Ryan and Lola’s,” I added, my eyes widening in shock. I winced as I looked at Rocco. “And you came to the house⁠—”

“When you went into labor,” Rocco finished with a nod.

I shook my head, completely baffled. But then anger took over and I launched myself at him. “You left her, you son of a bitch!” I grabbed him by the shirt and slammed my fist into his face. “How could you do that?”

“It wasn’t real!” he argued, tearing my hands from his shirt. “None of it was real. It was a dream!”

Sinner and Hunter were yanking me off him, struggling to hold me back. My cheek was flinching uncontrollably as I stared at him. “You left my wife.”

“It was you,” he argued. “If you want to talk semantics here. You were her.”

“Yes, and she was me!” I slammed my fist into my chest. “You left my wife in her hour of need.”

“Alright, let’s just back up for a minute here,” Sinner said, holding out his hands placatingly. “Let’s remember that none of this actually happened.”

Hunter scoffed. “It felt so real. How the hell do we go back to the way things were after all we’ve seen and done?”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Would you relax? It’s not like we were at war. We just…had a glimpse into the other side. So, now we treat our wives better, knowing what we know.”

Hunter nodded, glancing at the other two, who also nodded. “But we don’t ever talk about this. Never,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “This is the last time we ever speak of what happened,” he said, his voice cracking at the end.

“Agreed. Now…let’s just get a workout in. I’m sure after lifting some weights, we’ll all feel better.”

They all agreed and we went our separate ways, none of us wanting to be too close to the other. After my workout, I went to the locker room and showered again, pulling out fresh clothes from my locker. By the time I finished, the other guys were filtering into Reed Security, ready to start the day. For some reason, all the guys had the kids this morning. Maybe the women were on strike. They all brought them down the hall to the kids' training area and disappeared through the doors.

I headed up to my office to check my emails, but for some reason, my password wasn’t working on my computer. I sighed and scrubbed a hand over my face. This day sucked ass. I needed a do-over. I saw Hunter walk past, glancing at me and pointing to the conference room. I nodded and stood from my chair, ready for our morning meeting.

But when I walked into the room, I stopped in my tracks. Hunter, Sinner, and Rocco stood beside me, all just as confused as I was. All the wives turned toward us, expectant looks on their faces. And at the head of the table was Maggie. She stood, quirking her eyebrow at me.

“Can I help you, Sebastian?”

“Um…we’re ready to start our day.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Well, you better get over to the shop then. Those sex toys won’t sell themselves.”

Then she turned back to the ladies and pointed at the screen. “Now, Cara’s team will take point on this mission…”

The voices around me started to fade, and before I knew it, I was being shuffled into the hallway. I looked up at the other guys, their faces just as grim as mine. What the hell was happening?
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“What the hell is going on in there?” I shouted.

“Keep your voice down,” Rocco shushed me, dragging me away from the door. “There has to be a logical explanation for all this.”

“Really?” I asked, really freaking out. “Like what? I would love to hear how you explain that our livelihoods have been taken over by our wives!”

“Yeah, and now we’re just sex toy workers?” Sinner scoffed.

“Really?” Hunter mocked. “That’s the worst part? Maggie’s in there with control over all the weapons. I think that issue is a little more pressing than whether or not we work in a sex shop.”

“No, Sinner’s right,” I nodded. “If we just work in the shop, and the women really have control over Reed Security, we have no way of stopping them.”

Hunter sighed, running his hand over his bald head. “But if we don’t work here, what else has changed in our lives?”

“What do you mean?” Rocco asked warily.

“Were we ever in the military? Do we even know how to hold weapons?”

“Why wouldn’t we?” Sinner asked.

“So much has changed,” I nodded. “What if they were the ones in the military and we were the ones they met. Everything would be different.”

“My rulebook would no longer exist,” Rocco said, a horrified look on his face.

I scrubbed a hand over my jaw. I had no idea where to go from here. If all that was true, how would we pick up the pieces of our lives? “We need to find the guys and talk to them.”

“Yes!” Hunter snapped his fingers. “We find them and see if they’re experiencing the same symptoms.”

“No, we need to talk to Lola. She was the only female that had any idea something was going on.”

We all poked our heads into the conference room. The women were all fully engaged in whatever was going on, but Lola…she looked up at us and actually winked.

“Fuck, did you see that look?” Hunter asked. “I knew she was evil. I should have seen it when I was sleeping with her.”

“You used to sleep with Lola?” Rocco asked. “You never dip your pen in the company ink.”

“Can we focus on the bigger problem?” I snapped. “If Lola has somehow manipulated things and…”

“And what? She remembered the dream and in a matter of hours, took over the company?”

“Wait,” Rocco pulled us back into the hallway. “This is wrong. If Lola was part of the dream, then she would be changed too. This can’t be Lola.”

“Then who⁠—”

“Hey, guys!”

I turned to see Ryan walking down the hall in tactical gear. He looked like one of us, wore his hair like us, and even had guns strapped to his thighs.

“Ryan?”

“Yeah,” he said, looking around. “Would I be someone else?”

I poked at his face, thinking he might change into someone else. “It’s really you.”

He swatted at my hand, chuckling uncomfortably. “Okay, you’re starting to act a little weird.”

“This can’t be,” I stared at the ground. Looking back up at him, I narrowed my eyes. “Who’s the owner of Reed Security?”

“Of what?”

“Reed Security.”

“Never heard of it.”

“How is that possible? We’re standing in the Reed Security building right now.”

He barked out a laugh, clapping me on the shoulder. “Right, good one. This is Jackson Security Agency. You know that. You helped me pick out the name.”

“I did?”

He laughed again, looking at me strangely. “Are you trying to pull my leg or something? Is this payback for the time I gave Caitlin the sex talk?”

“You did what?” I shouted.

“Yeah, you remember? You called me over, wanting someone to help give Caitlin the sex talk.”

“No, I gave James the sex talk.”

He tossed his head back and laughed. “Right. That kid has been having sex since he was fifteen. Hell, he gave me pointers.”

I cringed, not wanting to think about that. “Where is he now?”

“He’s a SEAL. You know that.”

“I don’t know anything right now,” I murmured.

“Hey, I have to get back to work. We’ve got a big job coming up, but let’s do lunch sometime.”

“What about poker night?” I asked as he walked away.

“Uh…sure. I suppose we could set something up. You don’t like bowling anymore?”

He waved and then was gone. I turned to the guys, my fingers strangling my hair. “What the fuck is happening?”

“No kidding,” Sinner snorted. “Who goes bowling?”

I glared at him, but he just shrugged. “I’m just saying. At least we went with Go Fish. You sound boring in this life.”

Sighing, I stomped over to the elevator and pressed my hand to the scanner, but nothing happened. 

“Need some help there?” Knight stood from behind the desk wearing a white button-down with a red and green striped tie. 

“Knight?”

He quirked an eyebrow at us. “I prefer Hudson.”

“Seriously?” Rocco asked. “Since when?”

“Well…since always.”

“Wait, you know me, right?” Hunter asked.

Knight scoffed. “Of course I do.”

“Oh, thank God!”

“You’re married to Lucy. Man is she amazing with a rifle. I wish I had her skills.”

My jaw dropped as I stared at the man who turned us all into a new level of awesome. But he wasn’t him any longer.

“Hey, I was thinking we could all get together this Friday with the kids. You know, the girls have been working late and the kids have been bugging me to have everyone over so we could bake cookies.”

“Bake cookies,” Hunter deadpanned.

“Yeah, just like old times. It’ll be fun.” In a very unlike Knight fashion, he grinned wide, his bright white smile nearly blinding us all. 

“Knight, if I were to pull the pin on a grenade, what would you do?”

He frowned for a moment, then grinned at me. “Is this like a Maggie test?”

“What’s a Maggie test?”

“You know how she kept testing you while you were on the run.”

“When I was…” I looked at the guys and shook my head. “What are you talking about?”

He looked at the four of us, obviously confused. “When you were on the run from your abusive ex. Maggie came to your rescue…You don’t remember that?”

The world spun around me as I stared at Knight wobbling in my vision. Everything was upside down and inside out. My life was no longer my own. The dizzying feeling became too much.

“Sinner?”

“Yeah?”

“Catch me.”

And then I passed out.
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Someone was slapping me on the face. I peeled my eyes open against every instinct, hoping this time everything would be different. Maggie stood over me, an annoyed expression on her face. She was tapping her foot and her arms were crossed over her chest as she glared at me.

“You didn’t take your medication today, did you?”

“Medication?”

“Your medication,” she huffed. “For your diabetes.”

“My diabetes?” I asked, confused as hell.

She sighed and walked over to Raegan, holding out her hand. “Can I have his insulin?”

Raegan nodded, walking over to Hunter’s medical cabinet and pulled out a syringe.

“What’s that?” I asked, sitting up. Sinner and Hunter watched in fascination as Maggie strode over and grabbed my shirt, lifting it up and shoving the needle into my belly. I gasped in pain, sure the woman was purposely trying to cause me harm. “What the hell was that?”

She pressed her fingers to my throat and stared down at her watch. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you to take your medication. I swear to God, it’s like taking care of a toddler. Did you at least bring your inhaler today?”

“Inhaler?” Sinner snorted.

I glared at him, but turned back to Maggie, trying to figure out what the fuck she was talking about. “Why would I need an inhaler?” I asked.

Again, she huffed, dropping her hand. “Well, if you want to die of an asthma attack, by all means, go play with your friends and pass out.”

She turned to leave, but I grabbed her wrist, hauling her back to me. “Wait a minute. I don’t have asthma or diabetes!”

“I think I would know since I’m the one that saved your life when you almost died after running a quarter of a mile.”

Hunter stifled a laugh behind his hand. “Pussy.”

I glared at him, turning back to my wife in confusion. “There has to be a mistake. Maybe I was misdiagnosed or…”

She pressed her hand to my cheek and sighed. “I know this is hard for you to deal with, and finding out about your heart condition last month has really done a number on you, but you need to face this.”

“Heart condition,” I said to myself. I didn’t feel like I was sick or had a heart condition. In fact, I felt just like I always did. I shoved off the table and stood, yanking my shirt back in place. “I don’t have a heart condition or diabetes or⁠—”

I was waving my arms around wildly when I noticed I was suddenly missing two fingers. I stopped and stared at my hand, my eyes wide as I took in the missing digits. My eyes slid over to Hunter and Sinner, who just now noticed also. I swallowed hard and slowly looked up at Maggie.

“Hey,” she whispered. “It’s okay. It hits me sometimes too. I wasn’t there when you needed me. And you were so brave. Honestly, I’m surprised you lasted as long as you did.”

“Huh?”

“The boat accident.”

Frowning, I looked at her in confusion. “No, it was a hostage situation.”

“I think that’s your brain telling you what you want to hear. It was a boat accident. Your wedding ring got caught on the side of the boat as we were docking, and the boat slammed into the dock, ripping your finger off.”

I stared down at my missing fingers, trying to figure out how that happened. “How did I lose the other finger?”

“Well, we had to cut it off to save the rest of your hand. The way you were stuck…” She patted me on the shoulder awkwardly. “Maybe you shouldn’t think about this right now. You’re having a rough day.” Stepping back, she turned to Raegan. “We really need to get back to work. Is he good?”

“Yeah, he’s fine.”

“Alright, sweetie. I have to get back to work. Are you going to be alright?”

I nodded numbly and continued to stare at my missing fingers.

“Why don’t you go home and rest. And remember, no eating any sugar. I have a busy day and no time to deal with taking you to the hospital.”

She turned and left the room, leaving me with Hunter and Sinner. “What a loving wife,” I muttered.

“Dude, you’re such a pussy in this life. A boat took out your hand? What the hell?” Hunter laughed.

“Not to mention that he’s an asthmatic diabetic with a heart condition,” Sinner added.

“Hey, if I’m different, then so are you guys.”

“Yeah, but so far, we’re not looking like the pussies here.”

“There you are,” Knight grinned as he came running through the door. “So, I went to the store to get you some of those sugar-free candies you like so much. I thought it would cheer you up.”

“Sugar-free?”

“Well, I don’t want Maggie on my bad side.”

“Knight, why the hell are you acting like this?”

He grinned at me, his smile way too toothy for the man I knew. “Taking care of a friend? It’s what I do.”

“It’s not what you do,” Hunter grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest. “You never help anyone unless it’s life or death.”

Knight frowned. “That doesn’t sound at all like me. Oh, and you should see what I got! I ran by the mall the other day and they had these really cool man bags.”

He spun his belt and revealed a fanny pack around his waist. “Isn’t it awesome?”

“No,” I stood suddenly. “This is all wrong.” I started pacing the room. It wasn’t Knight who wore the fanny pack. It was Craig. “I can deal with a lot, but I can’t deal with Knight wearing a fucking fanny pack!”

“It’s a man bag,” he argued. “And besides, it holds everything you could possibly need.”

“Does it hold a gun?” I snapped.

He gave me a funny look. “Why would you need a gun?”

“Right,” Hunter nodded, eyeing me closely. “Because we don’t use them.”

I played along and nodded. “Right, silly me.”

“Anyway, everyone’s meeting in the training area. Lola’s going to give us all some tips on self-defense. It’s going to be so cool,” he grinned. “Should we all go together?”

Like I needed anyone to give me self-defense lessons. Still, it would help me to figure out how much everyone else knew about what was going on if I saw them all working as one. “Yes, Knight. We should all go together.”

“Man, I just love when I get to hang out with you guys,” he smiled. “I feel like I’m part of the cool club.”

I glanced over at Sinner and shook my head. This was going to be an interesting experience.
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“Man, I’m so stoked for this,” Knight grinned as we walked into the training area and lined up against the wall.

Lola was already in the center of the ring, warming up with Claire, who did some fancy footwork before swiping the legs out from her opponent. My eyebrows shot up in surprise, but it was when Claire delivered a knockout punch that I really started to worry about my sanity.

“Aren’t they amazing?” Knight asked, his eyes wide with amazement. “I wish I had even half the talent they had.”

I turned to Knight, jerking my chin at him. “Just what exactly did you do before you took over in reception?”

He looked at me funny. “You should know. You’re the one that saved my butt.”

“You mean in the fire.”

He eyed Hunter skeptically before slugging me in the arm, barely hard enough to even leave a slight bruise. “Sure, it was the fire,” he joked. “You know, if it weren’t for Kate…” He shook his head. “I don’t even want to think about what might have happened.”

Shaking my head in confusion, I turned to Hunter, but he didn’t get it either. “I’m confused. How exactly did I save you?” I asked warily.

He looked at me solemnly. “You’re so modest. I think it was God that sent you.”

“Excuse me?”

“You were my savior in my hour of darkness.” He looked back over to the ring and sighed. “If Kate hadn’t met you at the clinic when you were first diagnosed with diabetes, we never would have gotten out of the jungle alive.”

Hunter nudged me, stepping forward. “Remind us what happened there?”

“I was preaching the word of God to my flock when this amazing woman in the Amazon jungle—Kate—stormed into my life. She was so full of life, I didn’t even know what hit me.”

“Wait,” I stopped him. “You were preaching?”

“I know,” he smiled. “God works in mysterious ways. I never thought that was my path until I was shown the light.”

“And Kate…”

“She was on a humanitarian effort when we were attacked. She still had your number, and she knew Maggie worked here. The moment she made that phone call, those women were geared up and flying down to save our butts.”

“You were a preacher,” Sinner said again.

“Minister.”

“Excuse me,” I smiled at Knight, pulling Sinner and Hunter away from the man. “What the fuck is going on?”

“Agreed. There’s no way Knight is a minister. They can’t have sex,” Sinner said.

“That’s priests,” Hunter corrected. “And I think it’s more strange that Knight would give up killing to preach the word of God.”

“Except, he didn’t give it up,” Rocco frowned. “He was never a killer.”

I glanced around the room. Something was really off here. There was no way this was our new reality. We just had to find the one thing that would show us the way.

“What’s on your mind, Cap?”

“I have a feeling we’re stuck in some sort of dream state we have to work our way out of.”

“A dream state,” Hunter nodded. “That makes perfect sense,” he said sarcastically.

“No, think about it,” Rocco joined in. “Our worlds are turned upside down. But if you think about it, there are red herrings everywhere.”

Sinner looked up to the sky, checking for birds. “Uh, I think you need your head examined. There are no red herrings in sight.”

“Dumbass, I wasn’t talking about birds. There are signs everywhere, clues that will lead us out of this hell if only we could figure them out.”

“Okay,” I nodded, liking where he was going with this. “Knight is the obvious one. He’s a preacher, which means that…”

“Which means what?” Hunter asked.

“Fuck, I don’t know. How about Lola? She keeps glancing at us weirdly. She winked at me in the conference room. She knows something.”

“Yeah, but what?”

“We should just ask,” Sinner said. “Think about it, if she’s really a guide of sorts, then she’ll know how to get us out of this.”

“He’s right,” Rocco agreed. “She was the only one who couldn’t see what was happening at her house when Cap was giving birth. And now she shows up here like she knows something’s fucking with us.”

I took a deep breath and walked across the gym toward her. When I got closer, I saw she was sparring with Maggie, and she was kicking Lola’s ass. I whistled for a timeout, but they didn’t listen. Probably because I wasn’t the boss any longer.

“Play up the injury, Cap,” Rocco whispered.

I rolled my eyes and crouched over in pain. “Oh, the pain! My…”

“Finger,” Sinner whispered.

“Heart!” I shouted. “It’s…pumping really fast. I think this might be it.”

Maggie jumped down out of the ring and crouched by my side. “What’s wrong?”

I held my head, acting like it would explode. “There’s just so much pain.”

“I thought you said it was your heart?”

“Uh…right,” I said, shifting my hands to my chest. “It hurts so bad. Can you find Raegan?”

Maggie huffed off in exasperation as she stomped away, and I finally had Lola all to myself. “What’s going on?”

“What do you mean?” she asked, smiling at me coyly.

“You remember what happened before.”

“You mean when you were pregnant with Maggie’s baby?” she asked, her eyes twinkling.

“Exactly. How do you know that shit?”

“Because I was there.”

“Ryan was there too, but he doesn’t remember a goddamn thing!” I shouted.

“What is this place?” Sinner asked.

“This is…let’s call it an alternate reality.”

“How do I get out of it?” I asked hurriedly. The sooner I got out of this defective body and back to my virile self, the happier I would be.

“Think, Cap.”

“What? What does that even mean?”

She looked around urgently. “If you want to get out of this, you have to think!”

“Think about what? I don’t know what the fuck is going on!”

“Hurry, Cap. They’re coming. You need to get your ass moving!”

I looked around, trying to figure out what she was talking about, but the building looked the same.

I grabbed her arm as she tried to run away. She spun and put a gun in my hands. “I need you, Cap. Get to work.”

Then she ran off, leaving me alone. I turned to Hunter, Rocco, and Sinner, but none of them were there. The whole building was silent until a whizzing sound filled the air and an explosion rocked the building. I stumbled and fell to the floor, staring up in horror as the ceiling collapsed, falling right on top of me. I felt my bones being crushed and the air thickening around me. Then everything went silent. With little effort, I pushed the rubble off my body and stumbled out of the wreckage, pressing a hand to my stomach, noting the blood dripping from a wound.

As the dust settled, I looked around the building, searching for any sign of Lola or the guys, but no one was around. What was she talking about? Who was coming—or already here? And what was with the cryptic messages? Why wouldn’t she just tell me what was going on?

An eerie silence filled the air, and suddenly it all came rushing back to me.
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“Cap! Get your ass moving!” Lola shouted from the doorway of the hut. 

I stared around the small room, trying to get my bearings. I couldn’t figure out what the hell happened. I could hear the gunfire just outside the tent, and when I glanced down, I saw the gun in my hand, waiting for me to fire. I slowly sat up, my side killing me and my leg throbbing. What the hell had happened?

Knight stormed into the tent wearing all black, but a white collar around his neck, making him look like a minister or something. Brushing aside his coat, he pulled out a gun and reloaded. 

“You good to go?” he shouted.

“Where?” I asked, completely confused. Was I in another dream? Fuck, I had to stop waking up in a different scenario. It took me too long to figure out what was going on.

“We have to haul ass out of here.”

“Where’s here?”

He grinned at me. “The fucking Amazon. You don’t remember?”

I shook my head, still wrapped up in my dream and how it all related to what was currently going on. I pushed to my feet, swaying slightly as the blood rushed to my head. I wasn’t so sure I was going to make it. Knight handed me a second gun, but I shook my head. “I can’t shoot with my left.”

“Why the fuck not?”

“Because I only have three fucking fingers,” I shouted, holding up my hand to find all five fingers perfectly in place.

“I think you might have hit your head harder than we thought.”

He turned to leave, but I grabbed onto his jacket, pulling him closer to me. “Do I have a heart condition?”

“What the fuck are you talking about?”

“Diabetes?”

“Cap, now’s not the time to come up with insane illnesses. This is fucking life and death,” he said, tearing my hands from his jacket. I stumbled after him to the door, leaning heavily against the side of the hut. My head was spinning and my whole body felt like it was ready to collapse. Fuck, even my bad eye was more fucked up than before. I was practically fully blind in that eye.

“Lola,” Knight shouted as she fired off a few shots. “We need to reach the extraction point.”

“No fucking way. Not without Hunter, Rocco, and Sinner.”

“Sinner?” I said to myself. Wasn’t he just fucking beside me?

“We’ll have to send in another team,” Knight said. “There’s no fucking way we can get them out, not with Cap in this condition. As it is, we’re going to have to carry his ass out of here.”

“I can walk,” I said as I slid down the wall and face-planted. I stared at the dirty floor and tried to remember how I got here, but nothing was coming back to me. Only that fucking dream, but it had seemed so real.

At least in this dream I had a gun and people knew me as Cap. Was I still the sad, pathetic husband of Maggie? Was the company mine again? Fuck, I needed a drink. Or ten.

Knight hauled me up over his shoulder, sending pain shooting through my stomach. I groaned, trying not to move as he suddenly took off from the house. I vaguely saw Lola running after us, providing cover as we raced through the trees. My face kept getting slapped with branches, but that was the least of my worries. I had to figure out where we were and how the hell we got here.

Knight hauled me off his shoulder and my back hit hard metal. I glanced around, taking in the sides of the truck we were currently laid down in. Knight was beside me, reloading his weapon as I stared at him in a dazed state.

“Is that medicine kicking in yet?” he shouted, but I just stared at him. “Fuck,” he swore, sitting up and popping off a few rounds. “Lola, we could really use an extraction right now!”

“Ice is getting into position. His team is laying down cover fire so we can get the fuck out of here.”

“Is the RHIB in place?”

“As long as Wolf didn’t fuck it up!”

I turned to Knight, my hand just barely grasping his jacket. “What the fuck is going on?”

“Not now, Cap. We have to get you home. Maggie’s about to have the baby.”

My mind drifted back to a few days ago…At least, I was pretty sure it was a few days ago.

“What do you mean, you have to leave? I’m about to have a baby, Sebastian!”

I stuffed more clothes in my bag, making sure I had all the gear I needed. “We have a situation I need to take care of.”

“If you leave, I’m going to have this baby alone!”

“You’re not alone. You have all the women beside you. Hell, they practically run this company.”

“Don’t placate me, Sebastian. You’re leaving when I need you most.”

I turned to her, grabbing her hand and pulling her to me. “If I could stay, I would. But Sniper’s team is stuck in the fucking Amazon. We’re all going down there.”

“They’re trained to get out. Send everyone else, but you stay behind.”

“I don’t leave my men behind. You know that,” I said scathingly.

“You just leave your wife behind,” she said, tears filling her eyes.

“Maggie, since when have you ever needed me? You run off and do your own thing all the time.”

“But I always had you close by. What if something happens and you’re halfway around the world?”

My face softened as I stared at my wife. “You’ve done this many times before, even with triplets. You’ll do great. Besides, we’ll be back before you even go into labor.”

She stepped back, wiping at her face. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”

She turned and stormed out of the room, leaving me feeling like shit. I wanted to stay with her, but the truth was, it was all hands on deck to retrieve Chance’s team. Hell, he’d already been captured once and he just barely made it back to us. I wouldn’t abandon him again. I picked up my bag and headed down the stairs. Maggie was waiting for me, her eyes downcast.

I tilted her chin up, forcing her to look at me. “Nothing is going to happen. You’ll see.”

“I have a bad feeling about this. Don’t let me down, Sebastian.”

“I’ll come home to you. I always will.”

I gasped in pain as we drove over a particularly rough patch of ground and my body jolted. It was starting to come back to me. And it looked like I would be breaking one promise to Maggie, I wouldn’t be coming home just the way I was.
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KNIGHT


Lola was driving like a crazy person and loving every minute of it. Since she retired from the teams, she rarely saw any action, but the minute we heard about Chance’s team going missing, she was right back in the action. So was I. In fact, I didn’t mean to be. I was perfectly content to stay at home with Kate and the kids. It was the promise I made to her. But she insisted on me going along, that I could save lives.

I remembered staring at her, hating that she was asking me to go to the Amazon. I didn’t want to leave her. I didn’t want to risk everything again. She was the love of my life, and all too often with us, things didn’t go as planned. But she kissed me hard and told me to go do what I do best. How could I refuse that?

“Wolf, tell me that RHIB is ready!” I shouted into coms. It was nearly impossible to hear with the gunfire and the truck roaring. I laid down in the back with Cap as I reloaded, leaning over him to grab another magazine.

“We’re two minutes out,” he answered. “Rocco’s with me.”

“Thank fuck! I’m not sure the medicine I gave Cap is doing the job.”

“Well, that’s what you get when you listen to witch doctors,” he laughed.

I glanced over at Cap, who was staring around the jungle whizzing past us, his eyes wide and his pupils nearly shot. At least we knew the drugs were actually in his system. Now we just had to hope they didn’t kill him.

“What the hell is going on?” Cap asked. “Am I tripping?”

I huffed out a laugh. “Something like that. I had to give you some jungle medicine to counteract the snake bite.”

“Snake bite?” he asked in confusion.

“What’s the last thing you remember?” I shouted, sitting up and firing off a few rounds. When I laid back down, Cap was staring at the sky in confusion.

“I was pregnant with Maggie’s baby.”

“What?” I asked in confusion.

“And Hunter and Sinner were women.”

“What the fuck did they put in that medicine?” I shook my head and sat up again, laying down cover fire. Lola spun the truck, parking right in front of the river. I hopped out, ready to fire when the RHIB came flying down the river. Wolf was shouting like a lunatic, loving this just a little too much.

I grabbed Cap by the shirt and hauled him over the side of the truck. Leaning him up against the side, I slapped him on the face. “Stay. Understand?”

He nodded dazedly. I just needed a few more seconds before I made my move. Wolf wasn’t in place yet. Lola and I took out one vehicle, but there were still more coming at us. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cap slide down the truck, falling sideways. I glanced over my shoulder and decided it was now or never.

“Lola! Cover me!”

I bent over and hauled Cap over my shoulder, then took off for the RHIB. “Just hang in there, Cap! Maggie’s waiting for you.”

“She’s not going to make me have her baby, is she?”

I ran hard, pushing past the pain in my back. I gritted my teeth as Cap bounced on my shoulder. I would not let my forties get to me like this. I was still the same badass I always had been. Sure, the years were starting to wear on me, but I would not give in and let life get away from me.

But even as the bullets flew around me, I could tell I was just a second slower than usual. And slow people got dead. I was just about to the RHIB when I flung Cap from my shoulder and tossed him inside. Screw being gentle. I just wanted to get out of here in one piece.

Spinning, I pulled my gun from my side holster and started firing. Wolf had us pretty much covered, but even with the firepower we had, this wouldn’t be a clean getaway.

“Lola! Now!” I shouted.

She nodded and pulled a grenade, tossing it as far as she could, then ran for her life. It was enough to cause a distraction, but not to get us clear. I fired off round and round, refusing to get in the RHIB until everyone was safe inside. My body jerked as a bullet pierced my shoulder. Gritting through the pain, I adjusted my stance and kept firing. Then I heard it…the sound of something large coming our way.

My eyes widened as a tank rolled into the clearing. The gun was pointed right at us. Turning, I flung myself into the RHIB as I shouted, “Go, go, go!”

Wolf tossed me his gun and grabbed the wheel, turning us quickly to get out of there. We heard the fire of the gun and took cover, praying it wouldn’t hit us. When we didn’t even hear a splash, I sat up and looked at the destruction on land. The tank had fired on the men chasing us, blasting them to smithereens.

“Holy shit,” Rocco said, staring at the chaos. “They fucking did it.”

“Did what?” I asked. “Who are you talking about?”

He grinned. “Who do you think? That there is the work of a sinner.”

“Fucking hell,” I rolled my eyes. “You didn’t think to tell us that?”

“I wasn’t sure it was them.”

“Wolf,” I snapped. “Let’s go pick up our comrades.”

“Aye, aye, Captain.”

“I’m not your fucking captain,” I muttered. Nodding to Cap, I asked Rocco, “What do you think?”

He was just starting to examine him. “What the fuck did you give him?”

I shrugged. “I went to the local village and described what happened. They put something together for me.”

“And you didn’t think to ask what was in it?”

“They didn’t exactly speak the language.”

“Then how did you tell them what was wrong?”

“I played charades with them.”

“Man, I would kill to see that,” Lola smirked.

“Not as much as I would kill you if you saw it,” I retorted.

We pulled alongside the shore and Wolf killed the engine. Sinner and Hunter popped the hatch on the tank and came out grinning. “Man, did you fucking see that?” Sinner shouted.

“Got a front row seat,” Rocco shouted back.

“We came driving out and saw them firing at you. At first, I had a little trouble getting the gun in place⁠—”

“He almost fired at the RHIB,” Hunter informed us.

“Hey, it was a slight miscalculation.”

“You were ninety degrees in the wrong fucking direction,” Hunter argued.

“I corrected it!”

“Hey!” I snapped. “Get your fucking asses in the RHIB now. The last thing we need is more company.”

“I could just get back in the tank,” Sinner suggested, pointing at his new best friend.

“I could also leave your ass behind,” I growled.

He frowned, staring down at the tank. “But I just got this.”

“And if we don’t get out of here, that’ll be your home for the foreseeable future,” I snapped.

“We need to get Cap to a hospital. I don’t know what the fuck you gave him, but it’s making his breathing too shallow. We need to haul ass,” Rocco said urgently.

“Are you in or out?” I shouted at Sinner and Hunter.

“In!”

They came running over, both of them jumping in, but as Sinner planted his feet, Lola hip-checked him, knocking him overboard. He came up spluttering, wiping the water from his face.

“Not cool,” he said, taking her hand as she helped haul him into the RHIB.

“That was payback,” Lola smirked.

“For what?”

“You know what.”
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MAGGIE


I paced the conference room at Reed Security. Becky kicked me out of the IT room an hour ago when I wouldn’t stop bugging her. In my defense, my husband was an ass.

“I’m sure he’s fine,” Kate said to me, sitting in one of the chairs. I shot her a knowing look, understanding she was just as worried as I was. All of the wives were, but I sent them out to the range, blowing shit up to stay calm. I, unfortunately, didn’t have that luxury.

I ran my hand over my large belly and blew out a breath. Kate had been ordered to stay by my side at all costs, which was just a gigantic pain in my ass when I was trying to grab a plane ticket down to the Amazon to kick some ass and get my husband home. The last I heard, he was unable to come to the satellite phone, but no one would tell me why. That was twelve hours ago.

“Pacing the room isn’t going to get you there any faster.”

I ignored Kate and tried to think of any reason he could possibly be out of contact. And why none of the other men were getting back to me. I knew Becky was hiding something from me. She was taking Sebastian’s side on this one, which had to mean that something bad had happened.

Becky came running around the corner, the sat phone in her hand. “I have Burg on the phone for you.”

“Why would I want to talk to him?” I snapped. “Where’s my husband?”

She shrugged, handing it over. “Just talk to him.”

I took it from her outstretched hand and pressed it to my ear. “I swear to God, you’d better have some really fucking good news for me.”

“Freckles, you need to calm down. Remember your condition.”

“My condition,” I spat, “is about to get a lot fucking worse if someone doesn’t give me some fucking answers!”

“He’s fine. It’s nothing,” he said in one of those voices where you knew he was downplaying what was going on.

“If everything’s fine, then why isn’t he coming to the phone?”

“Uh…because he’s the boss. He has to take control of…shit.”

“What kind of shit?”

“Jungle shit.”

I closed my eyes, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Burg, either you tell me what’s going on, or I will get on the first plane and head down there myself to find out what’s going on.”

“You can’t do that,” he said urgently. “Uh…think of the baby.”

“I have had seven kids, Burg. Seven! Most of them in places other than a hospital. Trust me when I say there is nothing that will stop me from getting to my husband and dragging him back here so he can help me raise our kids!”

It was silent on the other end for a moment. “Okay,” he lowered his voice. “I’ll tell you, but know that we have this under control.”

I blew out a breath and waited. “Okay, tell me.”

“He got bitten by a snake…a poisonous snake.”

“You let him get bitten by a snake?” I shrieked. Kate hurried over and put her hands on me, trying to calm me down, but I shrugged her off.

“We didn’t let anything happen. It’s the jungle!”

“You’re all military trained!”

“Not against snakes,” he pointed out. “Men with guns and knives, sure. Wildlife isn’t really our forte.”

“Then maybe you shouldn’t have taken a job in the jungle,” I shouted.

Kate turned me to face her, mimicking the breathing technique she taught me. I was in no mood to breathe. I wanted to kill.

“Look, Knight found a village witch doctor, or something, and she gave him an antidote. I mean, we hope it’s an antidote.”

“And now he’s better, right?”

“Well…he thinks he had your baby.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I…I don’t really know. He thinks he was pregnant, and that Sinner and Hunter were women.”

“But the medicine is working,” I asked, hoping he would actually give me an answer this time.

“It appears to be having an effect on him.”

“Burg, I swear to God, if you don’t stop talking in riddles and give me some fucking answers, I’m going to make sure Emma never sleeps with you again.”

“Alright, alright! Geez, you’re mean when you’re pregnant.”

“That’s not the only time she’s mean,” I heard Sinner laugh in the background.

“Sinner’s there?”

“We’re all here,” he answered.

“Then why is my husband the only one who’s dealing with this?”

“Would you like several of us to go get bitten by snakes also?” he retorted.

Fine, I could see his point. That didn’t mean he wasn’t pissing me off. “I want to know the minute he’s better. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Now put Knight on the phone.”

He sighed heavily. “It’s your funeral.”

There was some scuffling in the background and then Knight’s voice came over the line. “Maggie.”

I took a steadying breath, then spoke to Knight in a way I’d never done before. “If you do not bring my husband home to me alive, I will make sure your kids only deal with me in training for the rest of their lives. I will bring my kids over in the middle of the night and let them scream in your ear.” I lowered my voice. “I will make sure you are the only person around when I go into labor. Am I being clear?”

“Crystal,” he bit out.

“I’m glad we understand each other.”

I hung up and turned to Kate, who looked stunned.

“Did you just threaten my husband?”

“That’s exactly what I did.”

She nodded, clearly impressed. “Okay then. Let’s get you a drink. I think you’ve earned it.”

“I can’t drink,” I reminded her.

“It’s for me. You’re just there to use as an excuse.”
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SINNER


“Anyone else think Cap is looking a little off?” I asked as I stared down at his face.

Now that we were away from the guys trying to kill us, I took a moment to breathe. I stared down at my boss, worried Maggie was going to kick my ass when I returned. If Cap didn’t get better, she was going to kill me. Or force me to deliver her baby.

The only reason Cap and I were down here was to escape our situations. Him—being there for yet another delivery. And me—to escape my demon baby. Oh, and to rescue a missing team. But that was just a side note in the big scheme of things. However, if I didn’t return Cap in the condition he left in, I’d be dealing with more than a creepy kid.

“He’s been poisoned and Knight filled him with voodoo medicine,” Rocco retorted. “Of course, he looks off.”

“It’s not like you had any better ideas,” Knight grumbled. He had his pocket knife out and was cleaning under his nails as if we weren’t in the jungle trying to escape a million different people who wanted to kill us.

“We could have gotten him to a hospital in time,” Rocco argued.

“Not likely. He was barely breathing.”

“Guys, shouldn’t we do something?” I asked. “Seriously, this isn’t a good look.”

“We’re in the middle of the fucking jungle,” Knight muttered. “What exactly do you want us to do?”

I looked around into the dark night. With only the moonlight guiding us downriver, it was hard to see what dangers lurked around us. Still, it was a risk we had to take. I wouldn’t let Cap die, especially if I had to face a certain woman’s wrath when we returned home.

“Look, I think we should go to the shoreline and see if we can find anything to help him.”

Knight snorted. “You want to go to the shoreline to search for an antidote for the antidote? That’s funny.”

“What do you suggest we do? If his face keeps swelling, he won’t be able to breathe.”

“I didn’t tell him to get bitten by a fucking snake.”

I glared at Knight, fighting back the urge to punch him in the face. “You’re such an asshole.”

He looked up at me, a bored expression on his face. “Your words wound me,” he said woodenly. “Whatever will I do now?”

“You won’t be saying that when Maggie comes after you.”

That seemed to snap him out of his lackluster concern for our friend. His jaw ticked in irritation, and I could tell I’d finally gotten through to him. “Fine, what would you suggest we use to cure him?”

I thought about it for a moment. I was no medic, but there had to be something we could use. “Weed,” I said, a grin on my face.

“Weed to cure him?” Rocco laughed. “That’s funny.”

“Weed has medicinal purposes, and it’s grown in warm climates. We should be able to find some easily.”

“It won’t do any good,” Rocco snapped. “It’s not going to do a damn thing to help him.”

“You don’t know for sure unless you try,” I argued.

“Can I just point out,” Lola spoke up, “that we’re in the middle of the fucking jungle? The river is dangerous enough, and you want us to dock to find weed?”

“Hunter, back me up here. You can see the benefits, right?”

“Hey, marijuana is great for pain relief, even PTSD symptoms, but allergic reactions? I’ve never heard of it. And how do you plan on applying it?”

Frustrated, I turned to the last guy that might support me. “Wolf, come on, man.”

He shrugged. “I say we try it. You never know, it could be the miracle cure.”

“Seriously?” Rocco grumbled, stepping forward. “You want to try and cure him with weed?”

They all looked around at each other, but finally, Knight stepped forward. “I say we try it. Like he said, what’s the worst that could happen?”

“We could get stranded on the river,” Lola pointed out. “Someone’s been following us for the past two hours. They could attack and kill us.”

“Wow, I like your faith in our skills,” I snorted.

“This is the jungle, their territory.”

“How do you know we’re dealing with natives? It could be literally anyone else.”

“Because others wouldn’t move so quietly through the jungle,” she said, her eyes scanning the shoreline. “Fine, you want to do this, you go ashore.”

“Fine,” I snapped. “Someone has to do the job. It looks like I’m the only one willing to do what’s necessary.”

“You’re the only one afraid of Maggie,” Rocco retorted.

“Hey, you have no idea what it’s like to see her when she’s about to have a baby. It’s the scariest fucking thing in the world.”

I was pretty sure I was still traumatized from all the times I’d seen Maggie’s vagina. There was no way I was going through that again. Not to mention that the stakes were higher because we’d literally run away just as she was about to have a baby. She was already pissed. If I brought back a dead Cap, I would be a dead Sinner.

“Alright, let’s do this shit,” Knight snapped. “Get us to shore.”

“You’re going with him?” Lola asked. “Are you crazy?”

Knight looked back at me, shaking his head slightly. “He did save my wife’s life. If he went ashore and got himself killed, I would never forgive myself.”

I pressed my hand to my chest. “I’m truly touched, man.”

“If anyone’s going to kill you, it’s gonna be me,” he said, turning back to the jungle before leaping off the boat as Wolf guided it to the shoreline. “Come on, let’s get this the fuck over with so we can go home.”

I turned back to everyone else. “For a moment, I actually thought he cared.”

“Sinner! Get your ass moving. If any natives come after me, I’m feeding you to them!”

“Yeah, I can feel the love,” Hunter grinned. “Don’t get dead.”

I laughed at that. “Do you know who you’re talking to?”

I turned and jumped off the boat, hearing Hunter call after me. “I know exactly who I’m talking to. That’s why I said it!”

I sloshed through the water, chasing after Knight as he stomped ashore. This really was a stupid idea, but if it helped even a little, I would go down in history as a Reed Security legend. And I’d keep my balls for a few more days.

“My grandmother moves faster than you,” Knight taunted over his shoulder.

“I didn’t know you had a grandmother. I thought you were just spawned from Satan one day.” A witty statement given what I was dealing with at home.

When he didn’t respond, I thought I might have actually hurt his feelings. “Knight, I was just joking.”

He still didn’t respond.

“I don’t actually think you were spawned from Satan. You know, you’re not actually a bad guy.”

He still didn’t say anything. He kept marching forward, ignoring me as he stomped through the tangled roots and weeds.

“In fact,” I continued. “Some would say you’re the best of us.”

Man, was I going to have to get down on my knees and praise the guy? This was getting ridiculous. “You know, I admire the way you left for Kate. Not many of us would give up our world to keep the woman we love safe. It was a ballsy move.”

Still not a single goddamn reaction.

“Although, I think you might have overdone it a little with the depressing look on your face when you returned,” I chuckled. “Might have been laying it on a little thick.”

He spun around and glared at me. “Are you going to talk the whole fucking time? Because I thought we were here to do a job.”

“I…I was just trying to connect with you.”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “That was how you thought you could connect with me?”

“I was trying to show my admiration for you.”

He sneered. “You don’t admire me. Fuck, you barely like me.”

“Okay, well, that’s true, but I’m supposed to lie to save your delicate ego.”

“You are not,” he snapped.

“You’re right. That was a lie too. Frankly, the whole idea of sucking up to you makes me nauseous. I was just trying not to piss you off. I don’t like the idea of being left in the Amazon.”

“If I was going to kill you, I would have just dumped you in the river and left you for the crocodiles.”

That made me chuckle. “There are no crocodiles in the Amazon.”

When he didn’t return the laughter, I stopped. “Seriously?”

“There are worse things that can kill you,” he said in a deadly voice. “Like poisonous snakes. Are we going to find that weed or talk about our feelings?”

I rolled my eyes as he walked away. “Right. I forgot that I was talking with the human robot.”

“Not a robot. I’m just not interested in having some kind of bonding ritual with you.”

“Would it really kill you to try and fit in a little?”

“Yes.”

I stomped after him, getting really pissed off now. “You know, if you would just⁠—”

He held up his fist and crouched low.

“Oh, that’s great,” I snapped. “Pretend we’re about to be attacked so⁠—”

He turned and lunged at me, slapping his hand over my mouth as he took me to the ground. Glaring at me, he signaled there were four tangos.

I rolled my eyes at him, but he pressed his hand harder against my mouth. Okay, it was possible we actually were under attack. I doubted he would lay on me for any other reason. I gave a tight nod and he rolled off me.

We both got to our feet, staying low as we spotted the men dressed in nothing more than some kind of jungle underwear. And all of them were carrying machetes.

“What’s the plan?” I whispered.

Knight slowly turned and glared at me. “Don’t get dead.”

I nodded. “Good plan.”

It was a shit plan. In fact, it was missing all the basic elements that determined what a plan was. No beginning, strike, or ending of a plan. It was…a goal. But I didn’t have time to discuss that with him. He started moving, keeping low as he rushed through the undergrowth.

“Shit, I guess that means I have to follow.”

I hurried behind him, wincing as he ran flat out, tackling the first guy to the ground. I wasn’t sure why he didn’t use a gun. It would have been more efficient. I chased after him, yelling as I ran out into the open and tackled the second guy. He rolled me, his large belly nearly squishing me in the process. He pulled a dagger from God knows where and swung at me.

Wide-eyed, I rolled away from him, jumping to my feet in a desperate attempt to get away. Growling at me, he slashed through the air with the machete, backing me up until I was against a tree. I ducked at the last second, stepping out from under the machete that was now embedded in the tree. He jerked the handle as I pulled my gun.

“Enough of this silence crap.” I pulled the trigger, ending the battle before it got out of control. And in the seconds that followed, I realized why Knight had opted for hand to hand combat. My eyes widened as I heard the warrior cries in the distance. Knight looked at me in disappointment, shaking his head as he pulled his own gun and finished the job.

“You just couldn’t handle a little one-on-one action,” Knight muttered.

“He’s huge!” I said, pointing at the man on the ground.

“And you’re fully trained to take him on.”

“Sorry, we didn’t train for machete fighting in the military.”

He picked up the machete the other man was fighting with, running his finger across the blade. “It’s nice.” He stared at me expectantly.

I picked up the machete laying on the ground at my feet and shrugged. “I guess. Are we fighting the rest of them too?”

“No, dumbass. I’m waiting for you to find the weed.”

“Oh, right,” I cocked a grin at him. “I sort of forgot about that with all the large men rushing us.”

He still stared at me.

“Right! I’ll get on that.”

I hurried off through the trees, looking for anything that even resembled weed. I could hear the cries in the distance growing louder. I didn’t have much time.

“Sinner!” Knight called.

“I’m working on it!” I scanned the ground as quickly as possible, hoping what I found wouldn’t turn out to be poisonous. The last thing Cap needed was another thing to potentially kill him.

I heard Knight’s sword strike metal. Fuck, this was getting serious. I ran back in his direction, determined to get to him. I couldn’t sacrifice his life to possibly save Cap. Then I would have his life on my conscience, too, and yet another wife ready to chop off my balls.

“I’m coming!” I shouted, leaping over a downed tree limb. My boot caught on a branch sticking up in the air and I fell flat on my face. Leaves stuck to my tongue and I spit them out, looking up right into a huge patch of weed. God, I really hoped it was weed.

I grabbed the machete that I’d dropped and sliced it through the base of the plant, then held it in the air. “I’ve got the weed!”

Knight slashed his machete through someone’s stomach, then turned to me with a nod.

“Look out!” I shouted, but he was already turning and swinging hard, slicing through the man’s face. I winced as blood spurted from the man’s head. I wasn’t squeamish, but that had to really hurt.

“To the RHIB!” Knight shouted, striking one last man before taking off through the trees. I ran parallel to him, hoping none of the natives caught up to us. I would hate to have to fight them off while holding the weed in my hands.

“Ow!” I shouted as something lodged in the back of my thigh. I kept running, but my leg was starting to feel numb. I started stumbling as I ran, just hoping this wasn’t the end. Was I shot with a poisonous dart?

Suddenly, Knight broke through the trees, catching me right as I stumbled and almost fell to the ground. I dropped the machete, choosing to hang onto the weed since that’s what I risked my life for. Knight practically dragged me to the RHIB as Lola laughed her ass off. By then, nearly half my body was numb and growing weaker by the second.

Knight tossed me overboard and I rolled, staring up at the sky. My eyes started to drift closed as Lola shook her head at me. “I hope the weed was worth your life.”

I hoped so too, and right before my eyes closed, I realized Cap really was my Danny Zuko.
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ROB


I sat at the airport all by myself—watching the luggage—because apparently, I was that guy. I was fully trained just like all of them, but I was left behind. And for what reason? Some chick thought it would be a good idea to spread the rumor that I had slept with Cazzo’s wife—which I totally hadn’t. I may have thought about it, but no one was stupid enough to even chance Cazzo’s wrath.

It was the dead of night, and I was the only one here. I sat on my luggage, leaning against the wall as I tried not to fall asleep. It had been days. Days. Who ran off into the jungle and left a man behind? It wasn’t right. Hell, I was supposed to have a sweet setup in some hut in the middle of the jungle, but instead, I got the smelly old man who was sitting in the corner behind the service desk with a cigar hanging out of his mouth.

I groaned and closed my eyes for a moment. I knew I should stay alert, but damn, days on end of this shit was killing me. I sighed heavily, letting my shoulders sag as I tried unsuccessfully to relax the muscles in my neck. If I wasn’t at the tiniest airport in the world, I would at least stretch out on some chairs. 

They had no chairs. 

The bathroom was the size of a porta-potty, barely leaving me enough space to take a shit without needing to wear a gas mask. There was a single vent that I was pretty sure was clogged from lack of cleaning, and the door didn’t shut all the way. At least I could kick my shoe up against the door to keep it shut since the bathroom was so tiny.

I grimaced as I shifted and smelled myself. The heat was stifling and since there was no air conditioning—and no fucking shower—sweat was permanently soaked into my shirt. And fuck, did I smell. I didn’t even want to be around me right now.

My phone rang and I jumped to answer it, thinking it was Cap finally getting back to me with a plan. But when I pulled out my phone, I was disheartened to see it was only Maggie.

“Yeah?”

“Don’t yeah me. Where is my husband?”

I frowned, unsure how to answer that. Did I really want to tell her that I had been left behind to watch the luggage? “He’s…uh…”

“Don’t even pretend to lie to me. I know he’s fighting for his life right now. Who the hell gets bitten by a snake? It’s the fucking jungle. Bring some snake bite shit!”

I jumped up from my seat and glanced around, trying to figure out what to do. “No, he’s uh…he’s totally fine. I just heard from him a half hour ago. I’m meeting him at the next drop point.”

“Really? You expect me to believe that?”

“I wouldn’t tell you that if it wasn’t true,” I lied, hoping I could save some face here.

“Let me talk to someone else.”

“There’s no one else here.”

“You expect me to believe that they just left you behind?” she said incredulously. 

I rolled my eyes because that was exactly what they had done. “I stayed behind to monitor the situation. I came under attack and had to hightail it out of there,” I quickly came up with an excuse. “I need to get to a secure location, and then I can give you more details.”

“I thought you said they were meeting you at the next drop point?”

“Right…uh…if they can make it,” I clarified. “I’m kind of running for my life right now, Maggie. It’s not like I have time to explain every goddamn move I make.”

I winced, hoping she didn’t kill me when we returned home. If we returned home. I wasn’t even sure anyone was alive right now.

“Listen up, I am not having this baby⁠—”

“What?” I feigned not being able to hear her. I grabbed my wrapper from the candy bar I had eaten earlier and started crinkling it in front of the microphone. “Maggie? I can’t hear you. Must be…reception is…” And then I hung up with a grin, proud of my work. Now I just needed to figure out what the hell was going on.

I thought for sure they were fucking with me when they left me behind, with promises to check in with me and give me further details. It turned out, they found themselves in a world of trouble, and now I was going to have to get them out of it. The first thing I had to do was find their location.

I pulled out my bag and grabbed my laptop, booting it up. Rubbing my hands together, I waited for the progress bar to finish and then got to work finding their sat phones. Becky was supposed to be monitoring all this from back home, so why the hell hadn’t anyone checked in?

It was nearly impossible to establish a good wireless connection out here. With the thick tree coverage, I wasn’t even sure I would have any luck. But then I got the faintest hint of a dot blinking on the screen before it disappeared.

“Yes!” I shouted, shoving both fists in the air. But there was no one around to share in my victory because they left me the fuck behind. I didn’t have a woman at home, and apparently, I was expendable to Reed Security in some form or another. 

Shoving my laptop back in my bag, I ran over to the counter and rang the bell, trying to wake up the smelly man. He jerked awake and slowly looked over at me. 

“Where can I get a vehicle?”

“Eh?”

“A car. You know…” I mimicked using a steering wheel. “I need a vehicle. Motorola,” I said, wondering if I got that right, which I was pretty sure I hadn’t.

“Yo necessito mover in un…carro a…ayudar!” I pointed out to the jungle. Fuck, I had no idea what I just said, but I hoped it was close enough.

He spoke, but I didn’t understand a word he said. Maybe they didn’t speak Spanish in the Amazon. It took another fifteen minutes, but I finally got a set of keys and a Jeep (or something that resembled one) and loaded up what I could in the back. Getting in, I slammed the door and pressed my foot all the way down. It was time to go hunting.

For my team, not the snake that bit Cap.
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I groaned as I drifted in and out of sleep. Peeling my eyes open, I stared into the darkness and wondered where the fuck I was. Figures swayed above me, and it didn’t take a genius to recognize the man beside me based solely on his stance. I’d recognize it anywhere.

“What the fuck happened, Knight?” I asked, struggling to sit up.

“A snake attacked you.”

Frowning, I was sure this was some kind of joke. “Seriously?”

“Do I look like the type of man that tells jokes?”

He had a point. Sighing, I laid back down and stared up at the night sky. “Where are we?”

“On the river. We haven’t been able to reach the rest of the team yet.”

“Why not?”

“Well, they were off doing the job while the rest of us were trying to save your ass.”

The problem was, I couldn’t remember what the job was. “Did I hit my head or something?”

“No, but your face is swelled up and now you’re unrecognizable.”

“What?” I gasped, running my hand over my face. The puffiness was evident whether I was holding a mirror or not. I knew I looked like a freak. “Is this from the snake bite?”

“Nah,” he said nonchalantly, staring out into the night. “Best guess is you’re having a bad reaction to the antidote.”

“Your best guess?” I asked incredulously. “And you’re not at all concerned?”

“Cap, we’re in the middle of the fucking jungle. The fact that your face is the size of a balloon isn’t a big deal. Your heart didn’t stop, so I took that as a good sign.”

“Hey!” Sinner said as he came into view. “How’s it going, big guy?” He waved frantically at me as he grinned. If I could actually make out which one of him was the real Sinner, I would have attempted to punch him in the face.

I groaned, throwing my arm over my face. We all called someone big guy when things were really shitty. “Is it that bad?”

“Bad? Why would you ask that?”

“Because my face is twice the size it normally is. I’m surprised I can even see anything.”

“Well, you couldn’t before,” he laughed.

“What do you mean?”

“You don’t remember?” he frowned.

“I don’t remember jack shit!”

“Huh. Well, that’s probably a good thing. I doubt you want to remember anyway.”

“Remember what?” I asked hesitantly.

“Well, you know, when you started swelling up, we had to think of something.”

“Okay.”

“And naturally, we didn’t have any treatments for anaphylactic shock.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, not liking where this was going. “What did you do?”

“Technically, I didn’t do it. Okay, I may have come up with the idea, but it was Rocco who applied it.”

I shifted where I laid and looked at Rocco. He grinned and waved at me.

“What did you do?”

He feigned being hurt. At least, that’s what it appeared through my swollen eyelids. “Me? It was Sinner.”

“It was not,” Sinner snapped.

I pinched the bridge of my nose, thoroughly annoyed with this conversation. “Would someone please tell me what happened?”

Lola shoved Sinner out of the way and stood beside me. “You were swelling up and Sinner remembered that sometimes weed can be medicinal.”

“Yeah, but not like that,” Rocco retorted. “Which I told him.”

“Hey! He looked like an Oompa Loompa!” Sinner argued.

“And since nobody had any better ideas, Sinner hopped ashore and grabbed what he thought was a weed plant.”

“It looked just like it,” he grumbled.

“And it turned out to be poisonous.”

“Wait, so I’ve been poisoned twice?” I asked incredulously.

“Yeah, but it’s totally cool,” Sinner said, kneeling beside me. “Just sit back and relax. You’ve got your health⁠—”

I pointed at my face angrily. “You call this health?”

“Well…you’ve got friends,” he grinned. “Everyone needs friends. And you have Maggie, and that hoard of kids at home…”

“Wow, thanks for bucking me up,” I said sarcastically.

He slapped me on the shoulder. “Hey, that’s what friends are for. Besides, what are the chances the swelling won’t go down? I mean…” he laughed, covering his mouth.

I stared at him expectantly, waiting for the funny part of this. “What?”

“Well, it’s just…you never get hurt, so this was bound to come around. I just wasn’t expecting your face to blow up.”

I tried to rub my face in frustration, but I was really numb and couldn’t really feel anything. “What do we know?”

“Not a whole hell of a lot,” Knight grumbled. “Half the guys are missing, and we’re just floating down the river, hoping we don’t get blown up.”

“That’s all you have?”

“What more do you want?”

“A fucking status update. Some clue as to why I’m down in the jungle. Anything that might tell me what the fuck is going on!”

“Basically, Chance’s team came to the Amazon. They got lost and we had to come find them⁠—”

“They got lost?” I asked incredulously.

Knight glanced over at Sinner. “Well, technically, they disappeared. I mean, if you want to split hairs.”

“And then what happened?”

“Well, we came down here. You got bitten by a snake, and now we’re trying to catch up with everyone else.”

“Who’s everyone else?”

“Well, Rob is at the airport, Irish is…well, he’s somewhere,” Sinner explained. “Chance’s team is missing, as you know⁠—”

“What about the rest of your teams? Where’s Cazzo? And Alec and Florrie?”

“They uh…they sort of disappeared too,” Sinner nodded. “It’s a really long story.”

“I’m all ears.” I stared at them expectantly, but all of them just stared at me. “So, that’s it? No big reveal?”

“Give us a break, Cap,” Sinner said, sitting down on the edge of the boat. “We’ve been through a lot.”

I jabbed a finger in the general direction of my face. “So have I!”

“Yeah, but you didn’t go through what I went through. We really had a Danny and Kenickie moment back there.”

I frowned, not understanding. “What are you talking about?”

“Shit, you don’t remember that either? Damn, that was good, too.”

“Sinner,” I said in exasperation. I was already feeling like shit. The last thing I needed was to battle with him right now.

“What Sinner is failing to say,” Lola smirked, “is that he went into the jungle to find you weed to slap on your face.”

I frowned. “You mean, marijuana?”

“Yep!” she said cheerily.

I stared at her, then swiveled to face Sinner. “Why would you do that?”

“Because no one else had any better ideas. I’ll have you know I went to great lengths to procure that medicine for you.”

“Yeah, he got himself shot with a dart and everything,” Knight said lazily.

“My whole body went numb. Hell, I was as close to death’s door as you could get.”

“You were not,” Rocco snapped. “You fell asleep and had a weird dream. That’s it.”

Sinner shifted uneasily, and if my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me, he was looking at me like he knew something…maybe something I knew also. I narrowed my eyes—well, in my head I was narrowing them. In reality, I was probably just looking at Sinner through swollen eyes.

Did he have the same dream? Was that even possible? It was bad enough that I had been trapped in multiple alternate realities, but was it likely that I shared that reality with someone else?

“Well, it certainly felt like death,” Sinner rattled on.

He was covering up for what really happened, and now I had to wonder just what Sinner’s dream was about.

“Well, now that the story of your heroic rescue is clear as mud, what the fuck are we doing here?”
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The last few hours of my life were completely lost on me. Not to mention, I had the most insane dream that couldn’t possibly ever happen. But as I stared at Cap, it was like we shared a connection deeper than anything I’d felt before. Almost as if we…were linked.

I shook my head, trying to dislodge the horrific nightmare from my mind. I would never tell another living soul what happened under the influence of that dart. In some ways, I wished the dart was actually poisonous and had killed me. That would have been preferable to the trauma I incurred in my dream state.

“Guys, I’m not kidding. I’ve been poisoned, poisoned again, and would really like to know why the fuck we’re down here,” Cap snapped.

When no one else immediately offered the truth, I decided it was up to me to step up and explain in only a way I could. I grabbed a cigar from my pocket. It was meant for when the job was done, but this seemed like the right moment to use it—for effect and everything. I sat down on the bench seat and lit the cigar. The bright light illuminated my face for a moment as I inhaled the sweet odor of the Cuban.

“It was precisely one week ago today,” I said, blowing out a puff of smoke and choking on it as I waved the puffy cloud away from my face.

“Should you be smoking that?” Rocco asked.

I shot him an irritated glare and continued with my story, staring off into the dark night that had overtaken the jungle. “As I said, we got the call precisely one week ago. It was late at night, but like tonight, only it was raining.”

“It was still daylight, asshole,” Wolf muttered. “And there wasn’t a cloud in the sky.”

I slowly turned to him, taking another draw from my cigar. I blew it out in his face, attempting to make that O that the Cheshire cat made. It didn’t work. “Do you want to tell the story?”

“It might go faster.”

“Anyway,” I said loudly, turning back to Cap. “Whether it was dark or light out doesn’t matter. We got a mysterious call…one that none of us was expecting. He said he was a friend of Cash’s and desperately needed help. We didn’t realize at the time just how dangerous this job was. Had we known, we might never have taken it.” I paused for dramatic effect. “The man went by the name of Rafe. He claimed an alliance with Cash, but said we couldn’t contact him, that he couldn’t be drawn into this particular problem.”

“Did he say why?” Cap asked through swollen lips.

I shook my head sadly. Standing, I stretched slightly, walking to the edge of the boat as I placed my hands on my hips and stared at the shoreline. “No, and since it was for Cash, we all readily agreed to take the job. Biggest mistake of our lives.”

“I don’t know,” Knight grumbled. “Allowing Alec to have a tank on the property doesn’t seem like a very good idea.”

“Wait, so Chance’s team volunteered for the job?”

“In a way,” I said slowly.

“Then in what way was it?” Cap snapped.

I sighed, ready to paint him the picture I knew he was waiting for. “We were all in the conference room…”

“I’m not going to the jungle,” Cazzo argued. “I don’t care who this Rafe guy is. He mysteriously calls us out of the blue, claiming to have an attachment to Cash, but won’t reveal what it is? I don’t buy it for one minute.”

“Look, I know this is a shit job,” Cap sighed, hanging his head as he leaned his fingertips on the table. “Cash has really pulled through for us over the years. Rafe made it pretty damn clear that this job could go nowhere near him, that it would somehow put his wife in danger.”

“Eva?” Florrie asked. “Isn’t she the one that practices with the crazy one with throwing knives?”

“Whatever their relationship is, the job is legit,” Cap continued. “We’re looking to recover a stolen gem. It’s said to be worth more than your life.”

“Why can’t Cash be involved in that?” I asked.

“I don’t know the reason, but Rafe was pretty insistent. Either way, I checked into the missing stone. Other than the value of the gem, I’m not sure why he needs it recovered so desperately but he’s willing to pay handsomely for it.”

“Ooh,” I held up my hand. “I vote that my team goes. We’re the best team for the job.”

“Bullshit,” Lola argued. “If a gemstone is missing, you need a woman to go down to validate it’s real. I think Knight and I should go down.”

“Now, Lola,” Knight sighed. “I’ve already told you that I’m through with that stuff. I promised Kate.”

“Kate is tired of your ass. She needs you to go.”

Knight sighed, placing his hands on his hips. “You’re right. I have to do it for her. She wouldn’t want me to leave my team in the clutches of whatever the jungle might throw at them. This is a sacrifice I must make.”

“No, it is I that should go down there,” Chance announced. “I’ve been in this position before. I have seen the seedy underbelly of this world, and I won’t expose any of you to it. Well, besides the rest of my team,” he clarified.

“Alright, enough of that shit,” Rocco cut me off.

“Hey, I was in the middle of telling an amazing story, and you just barged into my scene.”

“Yeah,” he snorted. “It was a scene, alright. And a terrible one at that.”

“Then what really happened?” Cap asked. “And don’t give me any more bullshit stories. I want the truth this time.”

I thought my story was pretty damn good, but since no one was interested in my flair for the dramatic, I waved for Rocco to continue. It wouldn’t be nearly as dramatic and cinematic as my version, but he could probably be trusted to get the job done.
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“Fine,” I said, stepping forward. “I’ll tell it since this dipshit obviously can’t handle it.”

I glared at Sinner one last time before shoving him away from the seat and planting my ass down so Cap could see me. I steepled my fingers in front of me as I considered how best to say this.

“Look, Cap. We’ve all been there. Relationships are hard.”

“What does this have to do with the job?”

I blew out a breath and leaned back, staring up at the night sky. “So much, Cap. It was both the beginning and the end for us…”

I pressed my hand to Brook’s belly as I kissed her on the lips. In only seven short months, we’d have a baby Rocco on the way. “Baby, I love you so much.”

“I love you, too, Rocco. Be careful, and remember what I told you about your job.”

I nodded. “Kick some ass and make sure I’m home for dinner.”

She smiled up at me with those gorgeous eyes that nearly had me tossing aside the brown paper lunch bag she packed for me, scooping her up into my arms, and calling off work for the day. “I almost forgot. I signed your revised copy of the Relationship Rulebook. I really liked that addition about giving you twenty minutes when you get home from work before we speak. I think it will be wonderful for us.”

“I’m glad you agree.”

“Alright, anyone can see that this is a load of bullshit,” Hunter stood. “There’s no way Brooke would willingly agree to sign any rulebook that Rocco gave her ever again.”

“Oh, well, I suppose you can tell it better.”

“Somebody better fucking tell me,” Cap muttered.

“And since when is Brooke pregnant?” Lola asked. “Were you just waiting to tell us that?”

“No, I—Christ, there’s no easy way to say it.”

“You lied because you didn’t want to admit that you knocked up your wife?” Craig said.

“I didn’t lie. I…embellished the truth.”

“About her being pregnant?” Cap asked.

“No, about…” I blushed, running my hand around the back of my neck. “Okay, so I might have…misled you about Brooke’s current state of mind.”

“Meaning she’s fucking losing it,” Sinner laughed. “Yeah, I remember those early days. Good luck, man. You’re gonna need it.”

“Anyway, skipping ahead to the meeting…”

Cap stormed into the room looking more enraged than I’d ever seen him. I leaned back in my chair and waited for the inevitable bomb to go off. Something must have happened with Freckles, though that wasn’t all that uncommon. Cap and Freckles were like oil and vinegar potato chips. You either loved them or hated them. Apparently, today was a hate day.

“Alright, let’s get down to business. Some fucker named Rafe is claiming an association with Cash. He wants us to go retrieve a gemstone down in the fucking Amazon.”

“Why doesn’t he just ask Cash?” Cazzo asked.

“Because…I don’t even fucking know. And frankly, I don’t care. It’s a job, and I desperately need this.”

“Maggie’s driving you crazy again?” Burg grinned.

“Fuck, she’s about to blow any day now. I can’t handle one more minute of the whining.”

“Well, in her defense,” Sinner sat forward, “you keep knocking her up against her will. And don’t think I’ve forgotten about the whole vasectomy thing. That still stings, man.”

“The vasectomy or the betrayal?” Wolf asked.

“The betrayal. But sometimes, I still have phantom pains. You have no idea what the nightmares are like. Worse than when I was held in California.”

“Anyway,” Cap continued, completely ignoring Sinner’s pain. “We need a job, and I need to get the fuck out of here.”

“No,” Sinner stood up. “You’re not leaving me here alone with Maggie right before she’s due. I’ve seen that shit way too many times.”

“Well, I’m not staying here!”

“Hey, you’re the leader of this business,” Irish cut in. “If something happens to you, the whole fucking company falls apart. I volunteer to go down there and retrieve the stolen gem.”

“You don’t even know the job.”

“Don’t care,” he shrugged. “For my leader, I will give whatever it takes. This company is only as strong as its weakest link. I refuse to be that link.”

“Yeah, you’re not just running off to avoid Maggie duty,” I cut in. “You need someone strong and muscular in case we encounter any…jungle people. I vote for Wolf, Florrie, and myself to go down.”

“I’m just as qualified, if not more,” Hunter stood. “I vote with Irish.”

“It’s just as important to have a few people without a conscience going down there,” Chris chimed in. “I’d say after what we accomplished with that gang, my team is the one that should lead the charge.”

“Hey, asshole, we were all involved in that,” Cazzo argued. “Besides, you guys are all doing this so you don’t have to be around when Maggie goes into labor. The truth is, you don’t care about Cap and what he needs. You only care that you’re not here to witness whatever might happen this time. You’re all fucking pathetic,” he spat, then turned to Cap. “Whatever you need, Cap. We’re here for you.”

“Thanks,” he nodded. “I could really use your support at home.”

“Nice work,” Sinner grumbled. “You walked right into that one.”

“I was trying to go about it a different way,” he muttered.

“Look, the point is, we need a team to go down there, and whoever that is needs to be prepared for a rough time.”

I beamed, ready to pack my shit and get out of here before Brooke started another tirade about something I didn’t understand.

“However, at this time, I think it would be best to send Chance’s team down there.”

“What?” Chance asked at the same time as everyone else. “Cap, you gotta be kidding me. Why would you send me to the Amazon? Do you realize there’s a bunch of poisonous shit there? And animals that want to eat you? Why me?”

“Because you’re the only fucking team that hasn’t tried to get out of being here when Maggie goes into labor.”

“Hey, we didn’t say anything,” Tacos complained.

“Yeah, the last thing we need is for you and Storm to get into a thumb war in the middle of a rescue.”

“Cap, I really don’t think this is a good job,” Chance argued. “Maybe you’re right and you should take a few days to get away before all your freedom is stripped away.”

“No, we’ll do it this way for now,” he said, decision made. “Your team will leave tomorrow morning and report as soon as you find the gem. If you need backup, we’ll send down reinforcements. We don’t want a huge presence down there unless the situation calls for it. It could be a simple retrieval.”

“And that’s basically what happened,” I finished with a nod.

Cap looked at us, waiting for us to say it was all a prank. “Wait, so I wanted to get away from Maggie?”

“Well, she was really hounding you about getting the baby’s room set up,” Sinner winced. “I can’t believe you haven’t done that yet.”

“Yeah, that baby could come any day now,” I agreed. “Second pregnancies tend to go quicker than the first.”

“Yeah?” Cap asked. “And what about the…fifth?”

He looked around at all of us like we knew the answer.

“Yeah, that sounds about right. And this doesn’t get back to Maggie!”

“Which part?” I huffed.

“Any of it.” He sighed and rested his head back down. “Fuck, I hate to hear the rest of the story.”

“Oh, it’s a doozy,” I grinned.
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“Fuck, my head is throbbing,” I said, pushing the sides of my head in as if that would stop the pain. “What the hell did you try to cure me with if it wasn’t weed?”

“Now, Cap,” Sinner said, holding out both arms. “In my defense, I was trying to save your life. Maggie called and she was bitching us out. And you know how she gets. I figured it was better to take the chance that we might kill you with whatever we were applying than to go back with you dead from not trying.”

I thought about it and had to agree. “It’s probably for the best. I’ll get more sympathy if I return home like this than if you had been able to heal me. Fuck, do you think she might have the baby while I’m gone?”

“Boss, we’ll get you home in time,” Rocco promised.

“No!” I said a little too quickly. “I mean…maybe this one time, it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to not be there. You know, because of the snake bite and…additional remedies. Plus, it’s the jungle. Who knows what kind of diseases we might have picked up.”

“Right,” Sinner nodded. “I’m on his side. Best not to accidentally poison anyone back home. In fact, we might want to stay an extra day or two.”

“I hate to tell you this,” Wolf cut in, “but we’re not going home anytime soon.”

“Why not?” I asked, shoving myself into a seated position.

“Because we’ve got company.”

“Oh fuck,” Knight muttered.

“What?” I asked urgently, still unable to see more than a few feet in front of me. “Someone give me a gun.”

“Yeah,” Lola barked out a laugh. “That’s not going to happen. I’m not getting shot.”

“You’re going to leave me here without a weapon?” I snapped.

“Just lay back,” Sinner said soothingly. Then he started stroking my fucking hair. “Shh, it’ll be alright. Sinner’s got you.”

“Would you get your fucking hands off me,” I gritted out through clenched teeth. “ I swear to God, I will shove whatever you gave me up your ass, and then you won’t be able to shit for a month.”

His hand immediately retracted and I heard him step back. “Geez, I was just trying to be comforting.”

“So, not to interrupt…whatever this is, but maybe we want to figure a way out of this?” Wolf asked.

“I got it,” Hunter answered. “Get me close and I’ll jump over to their boat.”

“And you’re just going to take them all out?” Knight retorted.

“You don’t think I can do it?” 

“I think the guy holding the machete will cut you to ribbons before you even step on his boat.”

“Right,” Hunter answered. “I guess you’re coming too.”

“Wait!” I shouted. “Where’s my fucking gun?”

“Here,” Sinner shoved something into my hands. “Swing that at them.”

I felt along the wood and tossed it as hard as I could. “A stick? You gave me a fucking stick?”

“Hey, that was a very nice stick. I’m not jumping in the river to get it for you.”

“Alright, everyone ready. The targets are approaching,” Wolf warned.

“I can’t see anything!”

“You’re already blind in one eye,” Knight responded. “This isn’t that much different.”

And then chaos erupted around us. With only blurry vision, it was impossible to make out what exactly was going on. I heard a lot of grunting, saw shapes moving quickly around me, but wasn’t entirely certain how much danger there was. And then I heard the gunshots.

I quickly shoved my body against the side of the boat, trying to protect myself as much as possible. I scrambled to find anything around that might help me protect myself. My fingers clutched onto something hard and I grabbed it, holding it up in case anyone came near me. Shuffling nearby had me swinging as if my life depended on it. I made contact with a body, grinning when a hard thump landed beside me.

“Jesus, Cap. I’m on your side,” Lola groaned.

“Oops,” I said sheepishly. “You know, that wouldn’t have happened if someone would just give me a gun.”

I blinked a few times, trying to clear my vision. It was enough to see her standing guard in front of me. I had never let a woman protect me in my life, and I wasn’t about to start now. Even if she was my employee, I couldn’t allow her to take a hit for me. Ryan would kill me, and I really couldn’t afford more enemies than Maggie at the moment.

I shoved to my feet and grabbed Lola’s arm, thrusting her to the side as I stepped in front of her. Puffing out my chest, I faced down my enemies, determined to kill them even if I couldn’t see them. I held my weapon out in front of me and dared them to attack.

I felt a tap on my shoulder and glanced over my shoulder. “Um…Cap?”

“Yeah?”

“What are you doing?”

“I’m defending you.”

“With a hammer?” Lola asked sarcastically.

At least now I knew what I was holding. I flipped it in my hand, testing the weight of it. “Stand back, Lola. I’ll take care of this.”

I heard her snicker in amusement, but didn’t care. My honor as a man was at stake. I swung hard as a dark figure approached. I felt the end of the hammer connect with his flesh, then spun and took out the next person who approached me. All around me, the sound of grunting and flesh being torn filled my senses. Lola’s hand was on my back, guiding me where I needed to go. I was fighting on pure instinct at this point.

A figure approached from the right, rushing to me in a blur. I turned and swung with all my might, giving a satisfying grunt as the man collapsed at my feet. Using only my good eye, I scanned the area, catching only blurry figures, but none of them were coming at me. That was a good sign.

“Is that it? Did we get them all?”

I felt Lola pat my back. “You did good, Cap. You did Maggie proud.”

“That’s right,” I nodded. “Let it be a lesson to all of you that while I may be down, I’m never out.” I pointed my hammer at them for good measure.

“It’s just us, Cap,” Hunter said in a bored tone. “You don’t have to prove you’re still a man.”

Was that what I was doing? Maybe I was. After all, that dream while I was out of it really hit me hard.

“You know, we could have handled things.” I turned at the sound of Craig’s voice. “It’s okay to sit out one time.”

“Wolf, let me ask you a question…when you were trying to win Reese over, what did you do?”

“I…uh…took her for a joy ride.”

“You kidnapped her,” I snapped. “You convinced her to marry you and you had Knight shoot you.”

“Right, but that was about convincing her to give me a chance. Maggie’s not even here,” he said in confusion.

“You’re right. She’s not here, but what happens when we get home? Everyone will want to know what happened down here. How do you think it’ll sound when my wife asks what I did and I tell her I was poisoned and then poisoned again? Oh, and then I sat curled up in a corner while others fought to protect me?”

“Okay, I see your point,” Craig answered.

“When I return home, I can hold my head up high and tell the woman I love that I bravely fought off our attackers with only a hammer while I was mostly blind.”

A throat cleared behind me.

Of course, Lola would point out the one thing that made me look weak. “Fine, I did it with the guidance of Lola.”

Hunter chuckled. “Yeah, maybe don’t mention that part.”
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ROB


“Come on!”

I slammed my hand down on the steering wheel as the engine smoked on the side of the dirt road. I’d gotten maybe a mile into the jungle before the Jeep died a horrific and painful death. I didn’t know jack shit about fixing cars, and that blinking dot on my screen had vanished quicker than I could say Jack Robbin.

I flung my door open and got out, stomping around the vehicle, as if that would help a damn thing. I yanked the hood open and stared at the engine inside. It was smoky. That was the extent of my assessment. I turned and stared off into the jungle, trying to come up with some way I could help my friends, but not a single idea came to mind. I could hoof it back to the airport, but then what? I could stare at the walls a little more? Field more calls from Maggie? None of that would be helpful.

The only way to fix things now was to move forward. Staring at the engine block wouldn’t help matters since I barely knew what an engine block was. Maybe at some point in my youth, I should have stood outside with my old man as he stared at the engine. He didn’t know anything about fixing cars either, but at least I would know what to say as I did nothing.

Grabbing my pack out of the passenger seat, I secured it to my back and started hiking through the sweltering heat. I held my tracking device in my hand, hoping that little light would start blinking and guide me in the right direction. It would be foolish to stay on the side of the road, not knowing who might be headed this way. If the guys were in trouble, that meant any other unwanted visitors could be in trouble also. I needed to keep hidden. I quickly made my way through the trees, just within sight of the road. Anyone driving along wouldn’t be able to see me, but I could see them and, hopefully, recognize if they were a danger to me or not.

The further I got from the Jeep, the more I felt like this was well and truly the most fucked up decision of my life. Sweat poured from my forehead despite the shade of the trees, and a ring of sweat circled the neck of my shirt. I could smell my own stench, and not even the most powerful deodorant could fix me. I needed a shower desperately, but the urge to find anyone on my team pushed me to keep moving.

Finally, breaking through the trees, I heard the distant rumbling of an engine. I squatted down and watched through my binoculars, praying it wasn’t anyone dangerous. I needed something to go my way. Adjusting the diopter, I nearly fell backward as I adjusted the focus ring. I had to be seeing things. Pulling the binoculars away, I shook my head, then stared through the eyepiece again.

I wasn’t seeing things. Driving the vehicle was a woman with hair so black and sleek and shiny…and that face. I shook my head, sure that when and if I saw her up close, she would really be hideous. But right now, she was the most beautiful creature I’d ever seen. I couldn’t stop my feet if I tried. Before I knew it, I was standing in the road, staring down a vehicle driven by someone who was sure to be the maker of my inevitable death.

Her eyes popped even wider than the beautiful, round orbs I first saw through my binoculars. Dark brown—no, chocolate. Deep wells that captured me, pulling me into their depths. I was lost in those gorgeous peepers. She honked the horn, and only that shook me from my thoughts long enough to realize that I looked like a crazy person.

That’s right. I was standing in the middle of the road, blocking her from crossing. I should do something about that. Maybe step aside. Yet, that would only make room for her to leave. Maybe I should wave my arms in the air.

But…she had already stopped. She didn’t need me to flag her down again. No, what I needed were words. Words were those things that left a person’s mouth when they wanted to relay a message. I was usually good with those. Hell, my life was built around words. Yet, at this moment, any thought or reason for opening my mouth struggled to make its way to the surface.

She brushed her long hair over her shoulder, watching me curiously as she placed her hand on the top of the window and stood in the Jeep. This was it. I had her attention. Now I just had to open my mouth and go for it.

“Uh…necessito…lifto.” Right. Good job, asshole. It would help if you didn’t sound like a fucking idiot.

She stared at me in confusion. I couldn’t blame her. Hell, I wasn’t even sure of what I was saying, let alone if she spoke the language. There was nothing for it. I was going to have to do the unthinkable and approach the vehicle. I could do this. I was a man, after all. I’d seen all my colleagues do it. They walked over to a woman and spoke. It wasn’t that hard. Maybe if I spoke in English she would understand. Or hell, I could just show her my equipment. Maybe she’d understand what I was trying to say.

I walked toward her and showed her my GPS tracker which didn’t actually have any points of location showing. “Necessito…uh…mover un location.”

Her brows pinched adorably, and she gestured with her head like she was motioning for me to get in. I didn’t bother to question it. I raced around the vehicle and climbed inside, grinning at her the whole time.

I couldn’t believe that worked! She actually talked to me. Well, she cocked her head. That was basically the same thing. Close enough, anyway.

“I’m Rob.”

As if in slow motion, she swung her hair behind her as the wind caught it, blowing it out of her face and parting those pouty lips. Yes, the wind literally parted her lips. That’s how powerful this moment was. And all I could do was stare. I was caught in her web, reliant only on my abysmal powers of persuasion to express how much I was⁠—

Mesmerized…that was the only word I could come up with to describe how I was feeling at this very moment. I had to come all the way to the jungle, but I finally found her, my soulmate. I felt it like a punch to the gut. This crazy, beautiful jungle woman was my destiny. Dressed in a brown halter top and the most indecent skirt I’d ever seen, I knew that I wouldn’t be going home without her.

“Que es un…namo?”

Her eyebrow quirked as a small smile touched her lips. She didn’t say a word, but shifted gears and took off down the road. My eyes didn’t once leave her face. Screw those guys and this shit show of a mission. I found the woman of my dreams, and those fuckers could figure the rest out on their own.

We jostled along through the jungle, roaring over bumps and through potholes in the dirt road. I held tight to the top frame of the windshield, not wanting to fall out and miss my chance with this beauty. She would glance at me every once in a while and flash that beautiful smile at me. God, she was fucking gorgeous.

We came to a sudden stop, and only then did I tear my eyes from her face and look around. We were stopped in front of a hut, and when she got out and jerked her head toward the door, I scrambled out and gave chase. Running up the wooden steps, I nearly had a heart attack when I saw what was inside.
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I swallowed…nothing. My throat was dry and my palms were sweaty. And there was some weird pounding happening in my chest. Right inside the door was an enormous bed. And she stood next to it with an innocent look on her face. Or devious. Which it was, I couldn’t tell. Was she luring me back here to have her way with me? Or was she genuinely innocent and only brought me back here because she thought I needed help?

Right now, I needed some smelling salts. Or a defibrillator. Hell, I was going to die right here in the doorway before I even found out her intentions.

I vaguely heard the sound of her lilting voice as she spoke to me. I tore my eyes from the massive bed and stared at her with hearts and flowers in my eyes. As if my hands had a mind of their own, they drifted up to my chest to cover my heart. She looked at me strangely, her lips twitching with humor. Again, she repeated those scintillating words that made my heart go pitter-pat.

I started nodding out of control. My head was no longer being controlled by my neck, but by the very large, bulging head in my pants. She continued to talk as she walked over to her dresser. I followed like a puppy who just found his master after a very long absence. She opened the top drawer and started pulling out bras and panties—all black and extremely sexy. I sniffed the bra just as another pair of panties hit me in the face. The grin on my face would never leave.

But when she pulled out a Sig Sauer Rattler, my smile morphed into something entirely different. I couldn’t decide if I was turned on or terrified by this new revelation.

“Um…you’re not planning on using that on me, right?”

The side of her mouth tugged up as she turned back to her dresser and pulled out some ammo. “Devemos sair.” We must leave.

“Uh…what?”

She grinned and shoved her way past me. I looked longingly at the large bed, my cock begging for me to stay here and finish what he so desperately needed. But the way my Rambo lady walked out the door, hips swaying as she held the Rattler in her hand, there was no staying behind. I threw the lingerie on the bed, then changed my mind and grabbed one pair of black panties and stuffed them in my pocket. When I turned back to her, she had a beautiful smile on her face as her eyes fell to where I’d just stuffed her delicates.

“For later,” I said, hoping she understood.

“Você é o americano que veio há dois dias.” You are the American who came two days ago.

“Um…say what?”

She rounded the vehicle and got in, cranking the engine before I even put one foot in. I scrambled inside and stared at her as she shifted into reverse and slammed on the gas. I held on for dear life, wondering who this woman was. She carried a gun, she dressed like the best kind of sinner, and she had the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen. Not to mention the huge bed waiting for me in her hut.

“Devemos ir ver aquele que foi mordido pelo cobra?” Should we go and see the one who was bitten by the snake?

“Uh…yes,” I nodded, not having a clue what she just said.

“E depois de resgatá-los, podemos terminar seu trabalho.” And after rescuing them, we can finish your work.

“You’re so beautiful,” I muttered, awe-struck by this gorgeous woman.

She smiled at me, shifting gears again as we headed out into the jungle.

“Você está babando em todo o meu veículo.” You’re drooling all over my vehicle.

“Yes, anything you want. I’ll do it.”

“Se eu dissesse que queria que você atirasse em um inimigo, você faria isso por mim?” If I told you I wanted you to shoot an enemy, would you do it for me?

I nodded vigorously. “Yes, anything you want.”

Her smile lit up my world and sent a little ball of fire straight into my chest. Her eyes flittered back to the road as she adjusted herself in her seat. I was in love with the most beautiful warrior princess in the world. I could already imagine taking her home and having lots of little babies with her. We’d call them Rob and Amazon Lady…or something a lot more clever than that. Hell, all the blood was rushing to my dick right now. I wasn’t thinking clearly.

“É melhor você esperar. As coisas estão prestes a ficar loucas.” You better wait. Things are about to get crazy.

“Right, and then we’ll go back to your hut and make lots of babies,” I said, completely awestruck.

She grinned at me and pressed her foot down on the gas. I didn’t even hear the gunfire as I stared at that beautiful face. And then everything went to hell.
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CHANCE


Sweat dripped down my face as I laid down in the muck of the Amazon jungle. We’d been in position for the last three days, pissing and shitting right where we were. We couldn’t afford to move and blow our cover. We were so close to finding the amulet.

When we took this job, we thought we were recovering a gemstone, not some fucking mystical gem that the locals felt held the power of all time. That’s what had taken us so long to find it. Apparently, half the world wanted to get their hands on this thing. Why Rafe wanted it was beyond me. If he actually believed this thing would help him win the war against The Syndicate, he was batshit crazy.

“I fucking smell,” Jackson whispered through comms.

“You think this is bad? You should have smelled me the year I was missing,” I muttered.

“I should have brought Vittoria along,” Gabe said. “She would have been in and out in five minutes.”

“And your wife would have killed you.”

“All I know is my balls are sitting in scum,” Jackson hissed. “Literal scum. I think I prefer the desert to this shit.”

I knew where they were both located, but they had hidden well along both sides of the road. I was stationed to the side of the hut, back in the trees. None of the locations were particularly great, but mine was slightly less shaded than Gabe and Jackson’s, which meant fewer bugs.

“We just have to wait it out a little longer.”

“That’s what you said three days ago,” Jackson snapped.

“We haven’t checked in with Cap in weeks,” Gabe retorted. “They probably think we’re dead.”

“Well, it hasn’t exactly been a picnic,” I snorted. “Who knew finding this amulet would lead to a wild goose chase?”

“There,” Gabe hissed.

I shifted my position ten degrees and finally saw what we’d been waiting for. Exiting the tent was a man dressed in fancy jungle attire, complete with long leather boots and a straw hat. We’d been tracking him for days on end, and it wasn’t until we landed at the ass end of nowhere that we finally discovered the amulet.

Getting to it was much more difficult. He was always surrounded by an armed guard of at least twenty men. And while I was willing to take the risk and fight the men to capture what we’d been on the hunt for, the machetes they carried made me hesitate to rush them.

“Everything in position?” I asked.

“Why do you even bother to ask?” Gabe asked. “You know it’s in position.”

“The boredom is getting to me. And the mosquitos.”

Without being able to move, we had to let the mosquitos attack or risk being spotted. My entire body had gone numb. I wasn’t even sure I’d be able to attack at this point, which was why it was imperative that our trap worked.

“Alright, they’re headed your way.” As soon as the trucks left the hut, I jumped to my feet, nearly falling over in my attempt to stand on my own two feet again. “Fuck,” I swore as I wobbled like a newborn calf. After a few moments, the sensation returned to my legs and I took off through the jungle toward Gabe and Jackson. “I’m on the move.”

“Gabe, on my mark,” Jackson said.

“Copy that. Ready when you are.”

“Three, two, one, mark!”

I heard the crash just before I broke through the tree line. Three Jeeps were caught in a web of ropes, all smashed into one another. The first vehicle had crashed into trees, and the back door on one side was jammed shut. I slid under the first vehicle, slamming the sticky bomb against the fuel tank just before lighting the fuse. I narrowly escaped before the bomb lifted the Jeep off the ground from the explosion. Moments later, the third Jeep exploded as Gabe scrambled away from it.

Jackson came running out of the trees, approaching the second vehicle where the man with the amulet was hiding. He nodded to me, taking the right side as I took the left. Gabe covered us from the front as the two other Jeeps roared with flames.

I flung the back door open, shooting the two guards as Jackson pulled Hugh Lawrence from the Jeep. He quickly tied his arms as the man shouted for help. Jackson hauled him over his shoulder and took off through the jungle as Gabe and I laid down cover fire. Luck was on our side as we slipped back into the trees and raced after Jackson.

The flames from the burning vehicles would soon draw attention, and we didn’t want to be around when someone came looking for the wealthy American who was stealing from the Amazon people. We were running for ten minutes when we came to a second road. The moment we stepped into the open, gunfire erupted around us.

Another vehicle skidded to a stop in front of us, and when I looked up, I was shocked to see Rob staring back at me with a quirky grin. “Hey! I found you guys!”

Bullets pinged off the vehicle. The woman in the driver’s seat started yelling at us in another language. “Let’s go!”

Gabe was already on it, jumping into the back and holding out his hands to catch Hugh as Jackson tossed him inside. I jumped into the front with Rob, squishing him as the woman shifted gears and pressed her foot to the floor. We all ducked our heads, trying to avoid being shot, but the crazy woman in the driver’s seat sat with her head held high and a smile on her face as she drove through the chaos.

“Who is she?” I shouted to Rob.

He laughed, his shoulders shaking. “You’re never going to believe this, but I had to come to the Amazon to find my woman.”

“Olhe para você, se escondendo de algumas balas.” Look at you, hiding from some bullets.

“What did she say?”

Rob grinned at me. “She loves me and she’s going to have my babies.”

“Eu terei os bebês e protegerei você dos homens maus. Você pode cozinhar.” I will have the babies and protect you from evil men. You can cook.

“What’d she say now?”

“Oh…lots of dirty things. I can’t repeat them.”

The look she shot him was one I’d only seen on a true vixen’s face. I wasn’t sure Rob knew exactly what he got himself into. “Farei coisas muito sujas come você. Espere até chegarmos em casa.” I will do very dirty things to you. Wait until we get home.

“Are you sure about this?”

“As a heart attack,” he laughed.

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

He tossed his head and laughed, then ducked as more bullets hit the windshield. His crazy lady didn’t even flinch. I wasn’t entirely certain Rob was in his right mind, but now was not the time to argue that point.

“Shouldn’t we find someplace to hide out?” I shouted over the gunfire.

The gunfire died down for a few seconds and I took the opportunity to take a few shots. Popping up, I aimed at the men racing behind us. With the bumps in the barely existent road, it was unlikely I’d hit anything, but it might make them back off.

Bullets pinged off the side of the Jeep as we took a hard right and a tree branch smacked me in the back of the head. “Ouch!” I shouted.

“You should watch out for trees!” Jackson shouted. “They’re everywhere!”

“No shit?” I said, firing off two more rounds.

“He’s not lying!” Gabe shouted. “This is the jungle! There are over three hundred and ninety billion trees out here!”

I straightened and fired again, emptying my magazine. “Did you just google that?”

He frowned at me. “I don’t have reception here. I just know shit!”

“Yeah, that’s the shit I know too,” I retorted.

“I did my research. It was important.”

“It was important to know how many trees there were?” I asked, ejecting the magazine from my gun. “Did you think going to the Amazon, you might not find any?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what I thought,” Gabe said sarcastically.

“No snakes, either, right?”

“Of course not. Why would there be snakes out here?”

I slid a new magazine into my weapon and turned back around in my seat. “Bet you thought you were going on a fucking cruise!”

“That would have been nice,” Jackson grinned. “Laying out in the sun all day, drinking margaritas…”

“Why would you be drinking margaritas?” I shouted over the wind whipping around us.

“Because that’s what you do on a fucking cruise!”

“Eles sempre agem assim?” the woman shouted. Do they always act like this?

“Oh, man,” Rob laughed. “I love it when you talk dirty to me.”

“Do you even know what she’s saying?” I asked, not entirely convinced he knew her like he was saying.

“Totally. She says she’s hot for me. She can’t wait to get home and do really nasty shit to me.”

“She said all that in one small sentence?”

“Vocês todos falam demais. Há trabalho a fazer. Acho que vou ter que cuidar disso sozinho.” You all talk too much. There is work to do. I guess I’ll have to take care of this myself.

“What’d she say now?” I shouted, ducking when a bullet came just a tad too close to my head.

“Oh, tons of dirty shit. I can’t even tell you. It would be inappropriate to repeat all the stuff she said.”

She jerked the wheel to the left, sending me flying against the door. My feet went flying in the air as I flipped over the door, barely grasping onto the top before I was left in the dust.

“Hey!” I shouted, trying to get Rob’s attention. “Pull me in!”

But nobody was listening. The woman behind the wheel was driving straight at the oncoming vehicles. I stared at them in horror, knowing I was either about to be shot or would crash into a tree if I let go.

She shouted, holding a gun in her hand as she leaned out the side of the vehicle and fired round after round until she hit the driver and sent him crashing into a nearby tree.

I screamed like a girl as we swerved away and my legs nearly clipped the other vehicle. Then she slammed on the brakes and we came to a crushing halt. My fingers were numb as I clung for dear life, despite not moving anymore. Gabe and Jackson popped up, peering over the edge.

“You okay, there?” Gabe asked, frowning down at me.

Was I? My whole body was shaking after that terrifying experience. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to shit properly for the next few days. Sure, I’d had some close calls in my life, but I always had the guys at my back. This time, it was some jungle lady behind the wheel making the decisions. My bladder couldn’t handle this kind of stress.

I nodded, exhaling slightly as I finally unclenched enough to release the vehicle. I collapsed on the ground, staring up at the trees. Gabe jumped out and stared down at me. “Three hundred billion trees,” I exhaled. “That’s a lot of fucking trees.”

Gabe twisted and stared up at the trees with me. “You do know there aren’t three hundred billion trees right here,” he said, pointing to the ground.

I nodded again. “Yeah, but thanks for the clarification.”

Jackson jumped out and clapped his hands. “That was a good time, but we still have this Hugh guy to deal with. Any chance you guys want to…” He jerked his thumb away from where we were.

“You’re going to have to help me up. I don’t think I can do it on my own.”

Gabe rolled his eyes. “You know, you came back from a year of torture and you weren’t this much of a wimp.”

“I’m older,” I grunted as Gabe leaned over and held out his hand to me. I grasped it and allowed him to pull me to my feet. Bending over, I sucked in a deep breath. Maybe I was getting too old for this shit. After all, I was…

“Fuck.”

“What? Is someone out there?” Jackson asked, glancing around.

I ran a hand through my hair and sighed. “No, I just realized how fucking old I am.”

“You mean, you forgot?” Jackson asked.

“Forgot or just didn’t realize until I was almost thrown out of a Jeep and smashed into a tree?”

Gabe shot me a funny look. “Wait…this scared you?” he asked, his arms spread out wide as he spun in a circle. “We’ve been through some difficult shit, and now you’re scared?”

“Man, I will never get like him,” Jackson snorted. “Already losing his edge, and he hasn’t even hit fifty yet.”

“I haven’t lost my edge. I’m just…realizing I could die much easier now.”

“You could die just as easily as before. In fact, it’s a fucking miracle you’ve survived some of the stupid shit you’ve done.”

“Like telling Morgan you wanted to get married to draw Victor out. That was the epitome of taking your own life in your hands.”

“Right?” Gabe fist-bumped Jackson. “That could have ended so badly.”

I looked at him strangely. “A building blew up. Morgan and I got married amongst ash and smoke. It did end badly.”

Gabe frowned. “Really? I mean, you got married. If I had done that with Isa, I can guarantee it wouldn’t have turned out that well. Trust me, man. You’re fucking lucky.”

I sighed, then turned as I heard noises coming from the Jeep. The woman straddled Rob’s thighs and was practically dry-fucking him in the front seat.

“Looks like it turned out pretty well for him too,” Jackson grinned.


24
[image: ]
MAGGIE


I paced Sebastian’s office. I was so going to kick his ass when he got home, and that was entirely possible because I was about to have this kid now. I took a deep breath in and slowly blew it out. Another sharp pain cut across my pelvic area and it took everything in me not to scream in pain. By now, I was an old pro at this. Granted, I usually had Sinner beside me. Or Sebastian. Or any of the other guys. But this was fine. Kate was a doctor and would take perfect care of me.

“Maggie, I was thinking⁠—”

“No!” I snapped at Kate as she walked into the room. I already knew what she was going to say. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that she didn’t like the thought of me staying here when I was about to burst.

“So, you’re going to have this baby here?”

“I’m not having this baby,” I screamed. “Do you know why?”

She pretended to think about it. “Because you want to die a very slow, painful death where you refuse to give birth to the baby and your organs shut down?”

I glared at her, not enjoying her humor. “I’m not having this baby without Sebastian here.”

“Well, you can’t hold it in. He’s not going to be very happy with you if you’re dead.”

I paced for a few more minutes before another contraction hit. I bent over and screamed under my breath. Kate, on the other hand, sat down and opened a magazine.

“What are you doing?”

“Reading. Why?”

“I’m in labor!” I shouted.

“Uh-huh.” She licked her fingertips and flipped another page.

“Kate!”

She pointed to the fridge. “You should drink some water.”

“Are you going to help?”

“Sorry, I don’t do home births. Either we go to the hospital, or you’re going to have to find someone else who wants to help you out.”

I growled under my breath and grabbed my phone. If she wasn’t going to help me out, I’d find someone that would. I dialed Knight’s number, sure he would side with me.

“You rang?”

“Knight, I am in labor!”

“Yeah, we’re too far away. We won’t be back in time.”

“Tell your wife to help me!”

“She’s not helping?”

“She’s reading a magazine and refusing to do anything for me!”

“Let me talk to her.”

With a satisfied smirk, I walked over to her and shoved the phone in her face. As she read her magazine, she made affirmative noises here and there. “Sure.” She held out the phone for me. “He wants to talk to you.”

I grabbed it and held it to my ear. “Yes?”

“Go to the fucking hospital.”

I spun and glared at Kate. That traitor. “What?”

“She said you were refusing.”

“She didn’t say a word! I was standing right here!”

“I asked her questions and she answered. Satisfied?”

I narrowed my eyes at Kate, but she didn’t even look at me. “You put Sebastian on the phone right now!”

“He can’t help you either. Go to the fucking hospital.”

“Not without my husband!”

He sighed heavily. I knew he was seriously pissed off at me, but I was about to have another baby, one I hadn’t planned on, all because Sebastian tricked me yet again. I was not going through this alone.

“Knight,” I said, trying to control the panic in my voice. “I know this is hard for you to understand being in the middle of the jungle, but I need you to listen to me. I’m about to have a baby. Another fucking baby. One that Sebastian tricked me into. I’m going to have to push this bowling ball out of my vagina and then nurse it with my saggy boobs. Do you know why they’re saggy? Because I’ve nursed every single baby we’ve had. And while he’s out there playing Thundercats, I’m alone here, about to go into labor. I’m tired and in no mood to have a baby, especially not when I have to go home and do it all alone because my husband chose now to go play superhero. Okay?”

I swiped at my face because despite not wanting to cry, it didn’t really work out that way. I was an emotional wreck. “Knight?”

“Give me an hour.”

He hung up without saying another word. I pulled the phone away and stared at it. “What?!”

“What did he say?”

“Give me an hour. What does that even mean? What does he need an hour for? Is he going to fly Sebastian home in an hour? Because it takes a hell of a lot longer than an hour to get home!”

“Maybe he’s planning on teleporting,” Kate grinned.

“Maybe he’s—ah!” I shouted, bending over as more pain shot through me. “Alright, I think we need to go to the hospital!”

“Finally,” she sighed. She grabbed my arm and walked with me to the stairs. “You have to be the most stubborn woman I know.”

“Kate, promise me something,” I said, grabbing her arm and pulling her to a stop. I was a sweaty mess and I probably needed to brush my teeth, but this was important.

“Anything. I’ll be with you the whole time.”

I nodded, my chin quivering. “Promise me…if this is a boy and he looks anything like Sebastian…”

“Yeah?” she asked, her face filled with love and compassion.

“You snip his foreskin and send the video to Sebastian.”

She flinched back in surprise. “Um…okay.”

“I want him to feel the pain of what I’m going to do to him when he gets home.” And with that, I turned and stalked out of the room to head to the hospital.
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CAP


“We need to get to cover now,” Knight said, his tone brooking no room for arguments.

“Why?” I asked, although, I was pretty sure it was muffled through the giant size of my face. We’d just fought off a whole gang of ruffians, and I was proud to say that I was able to hold onto my man card, despite not being able to see a thing.

He turned to me, his eyes deadly serious. Shit, whatever this was, we were in deep shit. “Maggie’s in labor and refusing to go to the hospital.”

I chuckled in amusement. “Yeah? When does she not want to deliver in a hospital? In fact, we could count on one hand how many times she’s actually delivered in a hospital.”

“You know,” Sinner said conversationally, “for anyone else, that’s completely normal. But you chose to continue to knock your wife up until she delivered like twelve kids.”

“Six,” I argued.

“Six? Really?” Wolf asked. “Is that how many kids you have?”

I frowned, trying to remember. “Isn’t that right?”

“Hell if I know,” he shrugged.

“It’s not six,” Sinner sighed. “I distinctly remember birthing more than six.”

“You didn’t birth them,” I snapped. “You helped deliver them.”

“Same difference,” he argued.

“Unless you were pushing them out of your non-existent vagina, you didn’t birth them!” I shouted, earning me a glare from Knight.

“Do you two want to live to see your kid being born?”

“My kid,” I grumbled, though Sinner could stake a claim just as much as me at this point.

“I’m just saying, you have to be missing one,” Wolf interjected. “There’s Caitlin.”

“Clara,” Sinner nodded.

“Gunner,” I added.

“The three of them,” Sinner continued.

I stopped nodding and stared at him incredulously. “The three of them?”

He rolled his eyes at me. “Like you remember all their names.”

“I do,” I insisted.

“Yeah? Then which ones are the triplets?”

My mouth opened, but nothing came out. Hell, there were too many of them. “Which was the kid before them?”

“Tucker,” Rocco said.

“You have a kid named Tucker?” Wolf frowned. “Since when?”

“Since always,” I snapped, pretending I hadn’t forgotten about him. “The point is…” Fuck, I already forgot why we were talking about this.

“The point is that we have to find cover so you can call your fucking wife and be there when she has the kid,” Knight said, walking across the boat and hauling me up. Now that he was closer, I could see every detail of his face through the slits that were my eyes. “There’s not really any way to make this look better. On the other hand, you can deal with that when you get back.”

“Yeah, like I want to deal with her later. That’ll be better.”

“I could always make sure you never make it home,” Knight said, a smirk tilting his lips.

“Thanks, but I think I’ll take her wrath over death by rattlesnake.”

“I don’t think you actually die of a rattlesnake bite, Cap,” Wolf said.

“Can we get back to the problem at hand?” Knight snapped.

“That he’s going to see his wife, and then we’re all going to be on Maggie’s bad side?” Lola asked as she lounged on the floor, staring at the stars.

“Hey, imagine if Ryan knew where you were right now. Maybe I’ll give him a call while I’m on the phone with Maggie.”

Lola sat up suddenly, her face just inches from mine. “Don’t you dare threaten me.”

“Don’t use Maggie against me,” I shot back.

Hunter, who hadn’t said a word in the longest time, finally stood. “Calm the fuck down. You’re acting like you should be scared of Maggie, but she’s halfway across the world. What’s the worst she can do?”

“Castrate me as soon as I get home,” I said immediately.

He nodded. “Right, but that’s a problem for another time. Let’s just get through this. We can do a regular call and just tell her we can’t do a video call. What’s she going to do?”

“Again, castrate me when I get home.”

“Okay, but that’s a you problem. We need a solution for the here and now. That means getting you to a phone and making sure she doesn’t see what you look like until absolutely necessary.”

“Actually, I think if she saw him, she wouldn’t be so pissed at him,” Sinner added.

“Yes!” I pointed to him. “The sympathy vote. I need that right now.”

“Alright, so are we going to do this?” Knight asked.

“I thought we had to find someplace safe?” Sinner asked.

“What the fuck does it matter? If we’re lucky, someone will shoot at us and we’ll get disconnected.”

“Another bonus,” I grinned. “God, I really don’t want to sit through another labor.”

“Yeah, because it’s so fucking hard for you,” Rocco retorted, “as Maggie goes through hours of labor.”

“Clearly, you don’t remember things correctly if you think she’s in labor for hours.”

Sinner clapped me on the shoulder, sitting down beside me. “Don’t worry, Cap. I’m here for you, just like always. I’m still your second.”

I glared at him, wondering what the reference was about. “What are you talking about?”

He rolled his eyes. “Cap, you asked me to be your second when Maggie went into labor. I asked if we were going to Thunder Road. It became this whole thing. I’m sad you don’t remember. But that doesn’t matter. All you need to know is that I’m here for you. Over the phone. If you get her pregnant again, I’m moving out of the state.”

“Thanks,” I said sarcastically.

“Try not to fuck this up for us,” Knight said, handing over the phone.

“Yeah, and could you make it quick?” Wolf asked. “I really have to use the bathroom.”

I snatched the phone from Knight’s grasp and glared at Wolf, as much as one could when they could hardly see. “Go piss off the boat.”

He cleared his throat, scratching at the back of his neck. “It’s sort of a…different situation. One that requires…more care.”

I rolled my eyes. “Sure, I’ll tell Maggie that you need her to push the baby out so you can take a shit.”

“Thanks, Cap. I really appreciate it,” he said, clearly not understanding my sarcasm.

I blew out a huge breath, hoping she would take one look at me and feel only sympathy for me. The last thing I needed was for Maggie to be pissed at me when I was already feeling like shit. I would say I wanted this mission to be over, but I wasn’t sure that would be too much better, even if my face was twice its usual size.

“Can someone dial for me?”

Lola leaned over and hit the call button. I didn’t have to wait long to see how Maggie would react to my current predicament.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she screeched. I could hear her pacing the room, and could imagine it in my mind. “That’s why you couldn’t call me?”

“Uh…” I didn’t know how to answer that one. “I’ve been a little out of it, Freckles.”

She barked out a laugh. “Yeah, I’ve been a little out of it too! I have a human inside me that’s ready to split me open. And while you promised me you’d be home for the delivery, you lied!”

“I didn’t lie. I⁠—”

“You ran away,” she snapped. “Don’t lie to me again.” She bent over and screamed under her breath. I actually felt slightly bad I wasn’t there. “I hate you so fucking much right now.”

Okay, I didn’t feel that bad. “Freckles, I would have been there, but we had a job to do.”

“Yeah? I have a job for you too! It includes you not going off on an adventure to prove you’re still young enough to do your job!”

“That’s not what I did,” I argued.

“That’s exactly what you did,” Sinner inserted.

“Is that Sinner?” she asked. “Put him on the phone!”

Sinner shook his head at me, but I wasn’t an idiot. I shoved the phone in his direction. Once she saw him, there was no getting out of it for him. “Hey, Maggie,” he said, trying to sound cool. He failed miserably.

“So, it was your bright idea to fix him, is that right?”

“Um…”

“And the rest of you?” she shouted, like she could see them all. “Why did not one of you keep him safe?”

I was slightly offended by that, but she wasn’t yelling at me, so I called it a win.

“Because he’s a grown man,” Lola said. I could picture her glaring at Freckles. That woman didn’t take any shit from anyone.

“When this is over, I’m putting you all on babysitting duty. I don’t care if you have to work or not. You took him away from me, and you did…that to him!”

“They did, Freckles,” I said, trying to sound as pathetic as possible. I shouldn’t have oversold it.

“And you! Don’t you dare try and play the sympathy card with me. Your face is fine. Grow some balls and kill the bad guys so you can come home!”

She screamed again, shoving the phone at Kate, who took it and stared at me with a bored expression. “So…thanks for this. I really needed this on my day off.”

“It—”

“She told me to snip the kid and send you the video. I wouldn’t wait too long to come home.”

The call dropped and silence filled the boat.

“Well…that could have gone better,” Rocco sighed.

“It could have gone worse. Although, I think we made a tactical error by putting her on the video call,” Sinner replied.

I nodded in agreement. “We forgot one crucial point.”

“What’s that?” Wolf asked.

I did my best to look over at him. “Freckles isn’t sane when she’s in labor.”
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CHANCE


From the moment we got here, Rob had been locked away in the hut with the jungle woman, making noises that couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than fucking. The rest of us sat outside on watch. And even though I was ready to leave, sitting here and recovering from my near-death experience was good for me.

“How much longer are we going to wait?” Gabe sighed, letting his head drop against the hut. “It’s fucking hot out here and I’m sweaty and smelly.”

I dug in my bag and pulled out some cooling wipes, tossing them at him. He tore into them, groaning as he ran them over his neck and down his chest.

“You have no idea how good this feels. I have mud caked in places it should never be.”

I stared at him incredulously. “Do you not see me? Were we not in the same location?”

“Oh, right,” he chuckled. “Thank God that’s over.”

“I don’t get it. Why would Cap send us down here and then have the entire fucking company come after us?”

“Because Maggie’s pregnant. I bet they all wanted to get away.”

I should have known. Finally, the sounds from inside the hut died down and I grabbed my pack, tossing aside the flimsy curtain to head inside and get a little relief from the heat.

Rob jerked a sheet over the jungle lady and glared at me. “A little privacy, please.”

“Sure, we’ll all wait outside in the heat while you cool down.”

“It would be appreciated,” he said, glaring at me.

“We head to the airport at first light,” I said to Rob as I grabbed a bottle of water and chugged it. “I’m so ready to get the hell out of here.”

He tore his lips from the woman he’d somehow become engaged to, and jumped out of the bed, grabbing his pants on the way. “Wait, we can’t go yet.” He glanced back at his woman, grinning at her as she started stroking her breasts. Holy fuck, I needed to get away.

“We’re leaving as soon as possible. We have what we need, and now it’s time to go home. Sorry, but you’re going to have to leave your fuck buddy behind.”

He laughed like I was joking, but when I stopped and stared at him, his face dropped. “I can’t leave her behind. We were meant to be. Plus, Cap is out there with everyone else searching for your ass. Are you really going to leave him behind?”

I sighed heavily, jerking open my bag to stare down at the clothes inside. Dirty and smelly, there was nothing in there I wanted to wear. And there was no laundromat anywhere in the vicinity. “How about I leave you here with your…person,” I said, tripping over my words, “and I’ll go home to my wife and kids.”

“How is that fair?”

“Look on the bright side, she can see you in action.” I slapped him on the shoulder and zipped up my bag.

“Yeah, but what about firepower? You can’t leave me here to defend myself with nothing!”

“I’m pretty sure Cap left you with a ton of shit. Besides, don’t you have a way to track them?”

“Well, yeah, but I don’t want to go through the jungle on my own,” he grumbled.

“You’re not alone. You have your woman with you. And she’s one hell of a woman, right?”

He turned and grinned at her, but he didn’t seem so confident now. Leaning in closer, he lowered his voice. “See, that’s kind of the problem. She’s like…really awesome. You know what I mean?”

“Maybe a little too much like Maggie,” I answered, getting his drift.

“Right, and what if…what if she finds some other guy and ditches me?”

“Some other guy like you,” I said, leading us to the point.

“Right.”

“In the middle of the jungle.”

“It could happen.”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Yeah, it could, but I don’t see how she’s going to meet another American with your skills and body that she loves to fuck just as much as you.”

He blushed, ducking his head. “You’re just saying that.”

“You’re right. I am. Now, can we move on?”

I picked up my bag, but he grabbed my arm again. “That’s it? What about us being a team?”

“You came with Cap, not me. That means you should go home with him.”

“Yeah, but you can’t just leave him behind. His wife is about to have a baby!”

That gave me pause. “She’s in labor?”

He winced, stepping back. “I’m pretty sure that’s why he came down here. You know, the thought of going through another delivery and all.”

“Yeah, like he was there for them,” I sighed.

“I think it was more that Sinner wasn’t going to be there to help out. So, you see, you can’t go because if you return without Cap, you’re going to face the brunt of Maggie’s wrath.”

Shit, he had a point. There was no way I could leave without him. There was nothing so terrifying as Maggie when she was pissed off and near hand grenades. And I could guarantee she had them near her from the moment Cap walked out the door.

“You know, I always wanted to explore the jungle,” I told him casually.

“I thought so. It’s beautiful this time of year.”

“Exactly, and you can’t beat the sweltering heat.”

“And the humidity. I don’t think I have to tell you what it does for your hair.”

“It’s looking better already,” I nodded.

“So, we should stick around and treat ourselves to all the jungle has to offer.”

“It’s like a spa weekend,” I agreed.

“Exactly, or a spa month, depending on how long it takes to find Cap.”

“Right.” I nodded and looked around the hut. We were extremely short on space, but it would have to do. “I’ll take the bed.”

“Hey, that’s⁠—”

“Unless you want me to call Maggie and tell her you lost her husband.”

He swallowed hard. “The bed is all yours.”


27
[image: ]
GABE


“Did you hear them all night?” I asked, walking over to the counter and grabbing the instant coffee. This stuff was absolute crap, but I needed it after the night we had.

Jackson lifted his head from where it rested on the counter. He had a piece of cereal stuck to his face and lines from where his face was smooshed. “Hear them? At one point, they came in here and did it on the table. They didn’t even let me get outside first.”

I laughed, not because it was funny, but because Rob finally had a woman. None of us ever thought it would happen. While the rest of us were out falling in love, he was stuck behind the desk, destined to be alone forever. There was no time to get out and meet a woman.

“Yeah, laugh it up. You didn’t see what I did. I might never be the same.”

“You’ve seen a dick before.” I turned on the hot water and prepared myself for lukewarm coffee.

“It wasn’t that. Did you know Rob has a Prince Albert?”

“So does Cazzo,” I informed him. “And so do I. You got a problem with that?”

He grimaced and slowly looked down at my crotch. “Didn’t that hurt? Why would you do that?”

I shot him a grin, knowing he would never truly understand. “Because it makes it so much better.”

“Sex?”

“No, dumbass, working out.” I tossed a rag at him, then turned back and dipped my cup under the running water.

“Sorry, but I don’t see how piercing your dick makes sex better.”

“Everything’s more sensitive. Trust me, when she wraps her lips around your cock, you’ll be thanking me.”

“That’s a hard pass. No matter how much better it may be, I’m not suffering for the pleasure.”

I tipped my cup at him. “See, that’s why you’ll never be as good of a husband as I am. You have to sacrifice for your woman.”

“I think I’ve sacrificed plenty. Tell me something, why is it that everyone’s getting a Prince Albert?”

“Who’s everyone?”

“You, Rob, Cazzo…”

“That’s three people. That’s hardly everyone.”

“Seems like it,” he grumbled. “And you all wax together. It’s weird.”

“I caught you in a bath listening to Barry Manilow.”

“Hey, Mandy is a great song. There is nothing wrong with what I was listening to.”

“No, but there is something wrong with you listening to it by candlelight while you have bubbles all around you.”

“The candles were helping me relax,” he argued.

“And the bubbles?”

He flushed slightly, turning away from me. “They make my skin feel good.” I burst into laughter. “They do! And it was made with lavender, which is great for relaxing. Our job is stressful. There’s no harm in finding a way to unwind.”

“Not in a bubble bath.”

“Oh, please. This coming from the man who was wearing a fitness tracker.”

“Yeah, for my health,” I argued.

“Don’t think I didn’t hear that British chick talking to you, congratulating you for getting your ten thousand steps in. Gabe, you’re doing such a great job. Keep up the good work,” he said mockingly.

“So I like a woman with a British accent. What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing, unless you’re masturbating to it,” he smirked.

Suddenly, I wasn’t so confident. How the hell did he know that? It wasn’t like I was cheating on Isa, but she wasn’t around as much lately, and I needed some release. Cressida was a faceless woman I could get some pleasure from without feeling like I was cheating on my wife.

“You have no proof.”

“Oh, but I do.” He shoved away from the counter and walked around to my side, grabbing the coffee mug from my hand. “I recall a certain night not too long ago when I came over to play Go Fish with you. I walked up the steps to your door and noticed hardly any lights were on, which was strange for the time of night. And when I knocked, you didn’t hear me. Thinking that something might be wrong, I let myself in and cleared the bottom floor before continuing upstairs.”

My nostrils flared in anger. “You didn’t.”

“Oh, I did. I’ll never forget the sound of her voice—or yours, for that matter—as you jerked off to her. Cressida!”

I didn’t even think as I lunged forward and wrapped my hand around his throat, taking him to the ground. He laughed the whole fucking time, even when my coffee went flying from my hands, crashing to the ground. I sat on him, choking the life out of him as he continued to mock me. All I had to do was end it now and no one would ever know my secret.

“What the fuck is going on in here?” Chance shouted.

With my hands still wrapped around Jackson’s throat, I looked up at my team leader and tried to think of a way to play this off. I shoved off Jackson and stood. “Nothing. Just a disagreement.”

Jackson rolled to his side, still laughing at me. “Yeah, just a disagreement.”

Chance wasn’t buying it, not that I could blame him. But what just transpired did not need to leave this hut. EVER.

“I’m going to find the happy couple. They left sometime during the night to find a tree to fuck in.”

“Seriously?” I asked.

“Hell if I know,” Chance muttered. “I’m beginning to think I should have gone home to face Maggie.”

He walked out the door, leaving me alone with Jackson. I hauled him off his feet and shoved him against the hut wall. “If you ever tell anyone about that, I will make sure you never see the light of day again. Are we understood?”

“Dude, like I would ever tell on you. We have enough secrets between us that we don’t want to get out.”

“Yeah, like, what was really in your basement closet.”

He paled as I stepped back. “Right. We don’t need that coming out.”

“If you think people would make fun of me, I’m sure you can imagine what they would do to you if they found out your deep, dark secret.”

“You can’t prove it,” he said, trying to get the upper hand.

“I can’t?”

“The house was sold years ago. Whatever you think you saw in there is long gone.”

“Is it? You know what the kids say nowadays. Pics or it didn’t happen.” A sly smile filled my face as I turned away from him. I had him now. There was no way he’d ever rat on me.

“Cressida.”

I stopped at the sound of my own voice and spun around to face Jackson, who was smirking at me. “I have evidence, too, asshole.”
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INTERVIEW WITH ROB


Rob walks in, looks around in confusion before sitting in the chair across from me.

Rob: Hey, Giulia. What’s going on?

Giulia: Rob, I think we need to have a talk about where your character is headed in this story.

Rob: Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. See, now that I have this woman, I was thinking maybe we could do some kind of assassin thing where we save the day and then have one of those weddings Hunter always does.

Giulia: Yeah, I don’t think that’s going to happen.

Rob: But…why?

Giulia: I’m not sure I see you with this woman. Frankly, I can’t even remember her name.

Rob laughs.

Rob: To tell you the truth, I don’t even know what she’s saying half the time.

Giulia: You never know what she’s saying, and frankly, I’m getting tired of translating everything on Google. I’m not even sure if it’s accurate.

Rob: Well…that doesn’t mean we can’t be together.

Giulia: Rob, we need to face a hard truth here. I’m not cut out to write characters from foreign countries.

Rob: But what about those Slovak people? You wrote about them.

Giulia: Yes, but my husband is Slovak. I only had to write it the way he sounds when he talks. And that was a different series, so it’s really none of your business.

Rob: Okay, but can’t you just do the same thing with Francesca?

Giulia: I’m not even sure I named her. That’s not a very memorable character.

Rob: Are you kidding? She drove that Jeep and had a gun. She was fucking awesome!

Giulia: Look, I don’t want to have to do this, but if things don’t pick up…I’m afraid she’s going to have to die.

Rob gasps, covering his mouth in horror.

Rob: You can’t do that. I finally get my chance at happiness and you’re going to kill the woman I love?

Giulia: Let’s face it. You were always a secondary character. It hurts me to tell you this, and all the readers. You were never supposed to get a book. The fact that I threw you in this story was just so I could placate readers.

Rob: And now I’m just gonna get tossed away like yesterday’s garbage?

Giulia: It’s not you. It’s me.

Rob: Yeah, that’s what all women say.

Giulia: But this time it’s true. I have to feel what I’m writing, and frankly, it was fun at first, but now…

Rob: Now what?

Giulia: Now…I’m afraid the fun is over.

Rob shoves back from his chair and gets in my face.

Rob: That’s what you think. Just wait. This isn’t over. You think you can control this, but you have no idea the can of worms you just opened.

Giulia: I have complete control. I wrote it.

Rob: You may have written it, but I’m taking over now. I’m done living this half-life. Every other character has gotten to have sex but me!

Giulia: I think I just wrote that you have sex.

Rob: Off the page! When do I get my moment to shine?

Giulia: Rob⁠—

Rob: No. I refuse to go out this way. This means war.

Rob storms out of the room.

Giulia: Male characters are so dramatic.
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ROB


I paced outside of the Reed Security building, not sure how to handle this. Everyone else had been called in at some point or another, but this was my first time. I thought for sure Giulia would do to me what she did to all the others—harass them, but essentially let their lives play out.

But this…this was so much different. In a single interview, she basically told me I would never have the life I wanted—the life I needed to let my character thrive. How was I supposed to continue on in the series knowing my future was inevitably dead?

A car came screeching into the parking lot, taking the first spot available. I recognized it instantly as Ryan’s. He’d come to see Lola. If only he knew how quickly Giulia could take it all from him. Then again, he did. He understood completely. He was exactly the person I needed to talk to.

“Hey!” I shouted, running over to him.

“Rob. How’s it going?”

“Not good. I need help.”

His brows furrowed, and then he chuckled. “Yeah, I’m not really the guy to talk to. If you need help, you’re better off going to one of the other guys.”

“You don’t understand. This isn’t a Reed Security issue.”

“Ah,” he grinned. “So, it’s a woman problem.”

“No, not that either. Well, I guess it is, but not in the way you think.”

He stared at me for a moment, then leaned in close, lowering his voice. “Listen, I’m not the best person to go to for advice. But if you’re questioning…things, I would suggest going with your gut.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well…it makes sense. Honestly, I’m surprised no one’s put it together before.”

“Put what together? What are you talking about?”

“You know,” he grinned, then slapped me on the shoulder. “Listen, it’s cool. I don’t judge. Just keep the mouse in the house around me.”

As I tried to decipher what he was talking about, he strode past me for the elevator. I heard the ding, and just like that, a lightbulb went off in my head.

“Hold up!” I shouted, racing over to him, stopping the door right before it shut. “You think I’m gay?”

“Well…like I said, it makes sense.”

“In what way?” I asked, storming into the elevator.

“Uh…well, you don’t have a girlfriend, for one. And as far as I know, you’ve never had one.”

“Because Giulia won’t let me,” I bit out.

“Who’s Giulia? Oh, is she like a really good friend that’s overprotective?”

“No,” I snapped. “Giulia. The writer of all of this!”

He glanced at the screen on the wall, then stuck his hand to it. Clearing his throat, he went on. “Look, I didn’t mean to offend you. I’m sure you’ve got a valid reason for being upset. I guess I’m just not the guy to talk to about all this.”

The elevator shifted, taking us up to the next level, but he wasn’t getting out of this so easily. “You have to listen to me. I just got called in for an interview with Giulia. She basically told me I won’t ever have a happily ever after.”

He nodded slightly. “You know, psychics really aren’t my thing either.”

“She’s not a psychic! I’m talking about the writer. The one who’s randomly deciding our fate on a whim!”

But instead of just owning up to the fact that he knew who I was talking about, he fucking played along. “Right. I totally get where you’re coming from. This is all very interesting. You know who’s really good at this shit? Cap. He’s the leader and—oh, look! The doors are opening.”

He practically ran away from me as soon as he got the chance. I had to make him listen. I ran up behind him and grabbed him, locking him into my grip. He thrashed in my arms, but I wasn’t giving up that easily. He would listen to me if it was the last thing he did. And right now, the way I was feeling, that might very well happen.

I dragged him back to the elevator and hit the button for the sub-basement. By now, he was passed out and dead weight in my arms. If anyone was on that level when the doors opened, I was fucked. I pulled my gun, ready to come out shooting if anyone tried to stop me.

Thankfully, the hall was empty. Peeking out, I made sure the coast was clear before dragging Ryan down to Knight’s torture chamber. His body was a lot heavier than I thought, and once inside, I had to hoist him up onto a chair and quickly wrap the tape around his arms.

Slamming the door shut, I slid the lock into place, ensuring no one would get in here without blowing up the door. Ryan’s eyes began to flutter open over the next few minutes. I took a moment to collect myself, running my fingers over my shorn hair. Fuck, this was all so wrong. I was turning on my own guys, but I didn’t see another way out of this.

“What the fuck?” Ryan muttered.

I strode forward and hit him across the face—not too hard. He was a nice guy, after all. “Wake the fuck up.”

His head lolled back and he squinted up at me. “Rob? What the fuck, man?”

“I need you to fucking tell me about when Cassie died.”

“What? Why?”

“Because Giulia is doing it to me too!”

He blinked several times, shaking his head at me. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about the fact that Giulia is trying to kill someone I love!”

“Giulia who?”

I kicked his chair, sending him flying to his back. Then I marched over to Knight’s work table and grabbed the first knife I found. If Ryan wouldn’t talk, I’d make him. I knelt down beside Ryan and pressed the tip of the knife to his cheek.

“Listen, I don’t want to have to hurt you, but I will. Tell me what I want to know!”

Ryan’s eyes filled with tears. I really didn’t want to do this to such a nice guy, but there was a time when every man had to stand up for what he believed in.

“I can’t tell you anything!”

I sucked in a deep breath. “I’m really sorry about ruining your pretty face.” Then I sliced from mid-cheek to his jaw. He did everything he was supposed to. He screamed and cried, but the problem was…there was no blood.

I held up the knife and pressed my finger to the tip. “It’s a fucking rubber knife!” I shouted, throwing it hard against the wall. I stormed over to the bench and grabbed another, this time checking it. The blade sank into the hilt. It was one of those spring-loaded knives that was used for show.

One by one, I checked each weapon, praying I could find what I was looking for, but not a single weapon was real. “Fake,” I muttered. “Everything is fake.”

I spun around and marched back over to Ryan, grabbing him by the hair. “Do you believe me now? Everything in this room is fake!”

“Because Knight has a fake chamber he uses!”

“Bullshit! Don’t you think I would have known about that? Why would a man who loves to kill people have a fake torture room?”

“Because he promised Kate he wouldn’t kill anyone!” Ryan cried. “He can still let off steam, but won’t hurt anyone!”

“You expect me to believe that? She just wrote that in! I bet she’s watching right now.”

I stood suddenly, looking around the room for cameras. She probably knew I was trying to turn Ryan, and was forcing the situation in her favor.

Ryan lifted his head, the panic clear on his face. “Whatever’s going on, you need to calm down. Maybe…maybe we can get someone to help.”

I spun around and glared at him. “That’s what you’re here for. I need your help.”

“Okay, okay,” he said, trying to calm me down. “So…just…explain it again. Tell me what’s going on.”

I knew he was just leading me on, trying to pretend that he really cared, but it was only so he would stay alive a little longer. I didn’t need to kill him to prove my point.

Then again…

If I tried to kill him, Giulia wouldn’t allow it. It wasn’t part of her master plan. I strode toward him, looking down at him and feeling guilty, but it was the only way to prove to him that I was telling the truth. “I’m really sorry about this.”

“About what?” He asked, his eyes growing wide.

I grabbed the chair and hauled him upright, then stepped behind him. “You won’t feel a thing. I promise.

“Don’t—“

In a flash, I torqued his neck, snapping it instantly. I heard the horrid crunch just before his head fell limply to the side. Stepping back, I stared at my handiwork, running my hand through my hair. “Come on,” I whispered.

Seconds of sheer torture passed as I waited for him to wake up. This had to work.

A bang sounded at the door and my head jerked up. “Why the fuck is my door locked?” I heard Knight shout.

I hurried around and knelt in front of Ryan, slapping his face to wake him up. “Come on, Ryan. I know you’re not dead. Giulia wouldn’t let me kill you.”

Knight was banging on the door, and I knew I only had minutes until he broke in. I slapped Ryan’s face even harder, but still nothing happened. “This was supposed to work!” I shouted. “Come on!”

The banging stopped momentarily, quickly followed by an explosion that shoved me forward, toppling into Ryan’s limp body. Pieces of metal and plaster fell over me as boots rushed into the room. I was dragged away from Ryan’s body and flung over. I gasped for air, staring up at Knight’s enraged face. When he saw that I was okay, he hurried over to Ryan and sat him upright. I shifted to watch as Knight patted him on the cheek.

“I already tried that. It won’t work,” I muttered.

But then Ryan coughed and looked up into Knight’s face. “What the fuck happened?”

“Not sure,” Knight said cautiously. He slid a terrifying look my way. “Care to explain?”

I stared at Ryan in shock. I couldn’t believe that actually worked. He was alive, and now he could tell them what happened. I laughed, tossing my head back in glee. “It fucking worked!”

“What the fuck, man?” Ryan shouted. “You fucking hurt me.”

“But you’re not dead!” I jumped to my feet and hurried over to him, still laughing in a cross between hysterics and disbelief. “You’re not dead!”

“You already said that. Were you hoping I would be?”

“What’s going on?” Knight asked.

“He’s not dead!” I laughed again, positive that I looked like a crazy person. “Do you know what this means?”

“Hunter!” Knight snapped. “Put Rob in restraints.”

“What?” I shook my head. “No, you have to listen to me. This is all fake. All of it.” I rushed over to the bench and grabbed a knife. “Do you see this? It’s not real.” I twisted it around and stabbed myself in the stomach, only this time, the knife sliced through my skin instead of retracting into the hilt. I registered the pain in a delayed reaction, sucking in a breath as I slowly looked down at the blood oozing from my skin. “I…I don’t understand.”

“Jesus Christ,” Hunter muttered, hurrying over to me. “What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“That wasn’t supposed to happen,” I said in confusion.

“Knives penetrate the skin,” Hunter said, hurrying to put pressure on my wound. “A little help, Knight?”

I heard his snort of derision. “For a guy that purposely stabbed himself? Are you kidding me?”

“Knight!” Hunter snapped. “Get your ass over here. Call it in!”

“Fine,” Knight sighed.

My legs gave out and Hunter caught me, lowering me to the floor. He stared down at me in concern as he pressed down hard on the wound. Fuck, that hurt. “Just hang in there, man. I’ll take care of you.”

“Wasn’t…happen.”

“Don’t talk right now,” he said, cursing low under his breath. My vision went in and out as people stomped into the room. I vaguely saw Ryan staring at me, probably wondering what the fuck had set me off. This wasn’t going to help me prove to everyone that I wasn’t insane.

I felt a prick in my arm and looked down as Hunter stuck an IV in me. I looked up at him, grabbing his hand in mine. “She’s trying to kill my girlfriend.”

“Who?” He asked, concentrating on his job.

“Giulia. She’s…stop her.”

“Just relax. We’ll talk about this when you’re awake.”

That was the last thing I heard before the darkness crept in and oblivion took over.
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When I woke up, I was highly disappointed to see I was cuffed to the bed. Instead of convincing them Giulia was trying to fuck with my life, I had only proven to them that I was insane.

“That was some stunt you pulled.”

I strained my neck to see Cap sitting across the room from me. He shut his laptop and stood, walking over to me. “So, would you care to explain why you kidnapped Ryan? Or why you tried to kill yourself?”

“I wasn’t trying to kill myself,” I murmured.

“The stab wound in your stomach would say differently.”

I sighed, knowing I had to find another way to get through to him. “I had a meeting with Giulia.”

“Who’s Giulia?”

I rolled my eyes, irritated that I had to go through this again. “Giulia—the woman who writes the novels we’re trapped in.”

His lips turned up in the corner. “That would be nice, wouldn’t it? To think this is all some crazy story and we have other lives out there waiting for us?”

“I’m telling the truth. She called me in for an interview.”

At those words, he paused, but then continued to sit down beside me. He knew what I was talking about, but wasn’t ready to admit it yet. “And this interview, what did she say?”

“Basically that she’s fucking me over. She doesn’t like my girlfriend she wrote about and she’s killing her off.”

“Why would she do that?”

I tried to toss my hands up, but failed because of the cuffs. “Why does she do any of the shit she does? Why did she make you impregnate your wife a bagillion times?”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I can safely say that I did that to Freckles on my own. And I enjoyed every minute of it.”

“Did you? Do you remember every time you had sex with her? Because I’m pretty sure she didn’t write every sex scene in her books.”

His brows furrowed for a moment as he thought about that. “Does anyone remember every time they had sex?”

“I do!” I snapped. “And do you know why? Because in this series, I’ve only had sex in this book!”

“This book,” Cap repeated.

“Yes, as in, the book we’re currently trapped in.”

“So…you think we’re in a book right now.” He glanced around the room. “All of this is made up in this writer’s mind.”

“Yes!” I said emphatically. “Giulia. Giulia Lagomarsino. This is all her doing. She plays with our lives all willy-nilly with no regard for our feelings as her characters.”

He huffed out a laugh, then shoved to his feet. “I must say, you’re very convincing. This story is…unbelievable at best, but somehow, it makes me really want to help you.”

I was a little shocked by his answer. “You do?”

“Rob, you’ve worked for me a long time. Of course, I want to help you.”

I was so relieved until I realized what he said. I worked for him a long time. He was still trapped in the delusions of the book. And if that was true, his form of help wouldn’t be help at all.

“Cap—“

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”

He walked out of the room without another word. I had to find a way to get out of this. If I didn’t, they’d drug me—all Giulia’s doing—and she’d make sure I could never tell any of them about what was really going on. But there had to be a way.

The door opened and Hunter walked back in, followed by Kate. If I could get her alone, I might be able to convince her. She was the most rational out of anyone.

“Rob, how are you?” Hunter asked. “Cap said you’re having some…issues.”

I glanced at Kate, but he stepped in front of her. “Why are you blocking her?”

“Because I need you to talk to me.”

“Why? She’s the doctor. You’re just a medic.”

“You’ve never said that before when I’ve tended to your wounds.”

“You’ve never tended my wounds because I’ve never had any,” I countered. “Not in any of the books. You know that.”

He nodded and walked over to the drawer, pulling out a big syringe. “I’m going to give you something to make you feel better.”

“Kate, don’t let him do this. I need to talk to you. Only you,” I pleaded.

She studied me intently as I continued pleading with her. My heart rate skyrocketed as Hunter picked up the IV and held the syringe to it. This was it. After this, no one would believe me.

“Wait,” Kate said, placing her hand on Hunter’s. “Give me a few minutes with him.”

“Kate—”

“I’m the doctor.” The look she shot Hunter had him putting down the syringe and stepping back. He stepped outside, crossing his arms over his chest as he waited.

“Rob, what’s going on?”

“I need you to believe me,” I said, speaking fast, knowing I had little time to spare. “I met with Giulia. She’s trying to kill off my girlfriend in this book, but I can’t let her. I’ll never get a happily ever after if she succeeds.”

“Rob, you’re not making any sense.”

I gripped her hand tightly, and only then did she really understand how desperate I was. “Have you ever done something in one of the—in life,” I corrected. “Have you ever felt that a choice you made was not your own? Like maybe someone was making that decision for you?”

Her eyes drifted to the side and she chewed her lip. “Possibly, but what does that have to do with anything?”

“What if…what if we aren’t in control of our actions? What if someone is manipulating us and making us do things we don’t want to?”

“Like who?”

I swallowed hard, knowing it was now or never. “Kate, we’re in a book,” I said, my voice shaking. “All of this…we’re just characters in a book. We’re being forced to do what the author wants. None of us have any say in what happens here. You’re a rational woman. Do you really think someone like you would fall for an assassin like Knight?”

“I love him.”

“Do you? Or is it like someone is telling you that you should love him? Maybe you always did love him, but what about when he abandoned you? Are you telling me you brought him home and you were fine with how that ended? You just went on with life as if he hadn’t tried to destroy yours? Think about it!” I hissed.

She sucked in a breath, blinking back tears gathering in her eyes. “I…Maybe. But…it doesn’t make sense.”

“None of this does. Think, Kate. Think back to when you first met everyone through your cousin, Cole. Do you remember that?”

She nodded.

“That was the beginning, and since then, we’ve all been forced to play a part. You have to remember.”

She glanced over her shoulder, then quickly back to me. “Let’s say there’s truth to what you’re saying…how would we even go about getting everyone else to understand?”

That was the hard part. Even speaking about this right now to Kate was potentially catastrophic. “We need to wait until she goes to bed. Once she shuts down for the night, she can’t control us. We can call a meeting and⁠—”

The door swung open and Hunter walked inside, narrowing his eyes at me. “Sorry, I had to…” He frowned as if he didn’t know where he had gone or why he had done it. Almost as if…Giulia stepped away from the keyboard.

“It’s fine. Kate was just talking me down.”

“She did?”

“Yeah, I’m feeling a lot better now. I think I just need some sleep.”

“Right,” Kate played along. “I’m going to prescribe him some medicine. He should feel a lot better by morning. But I’d like him to stay here in the meantime.”

“He should have supervision,” Hunter added.

“We can take shifts,” Kate grinned. “I’ll be back to check on you later. I have to get home and check on Knight. God knows he’s already pacing the house like a rabid dog.”

“Thanks, Kate.”

“Of course.”

She shot me a knowing look before walking out the door. Then I was left with Hunter, and as long as I didn’t give him any reason to be suspicious, I might just survive the night without being shoved into a looney bin.
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GIULIA


“No!” I slammed my hands down on my desk, slumping over in my chair. Nothing is working right now, and the stress is really getting to me. I’m supposed to be finishing up a new book for the Reed Security series, but Rob isn’t cooperating.

“Honey bunny, is everything okay?” my husband Oci called from the other room.

“Yeah,” I grumbled, staring at my keyboard. “If I started typing, maybe the character would stop arguing with me and just go with the flow. That usually worked, but these were strange times indeed. It wasn’t often that my characters had such a strong reaction to my storylines. They usually just went with the flow.

Muffled footsteps signaled one of my four children were heading my way. Thankfully, it was the adult-sized child in the form of my husband. He placed his hands on my shoulders and massaged lightly. I groaned, grateful my husband always knew what I needed.

“You don’t sound okay, honey. What’s going on?”

“Rob is being an ass,” I muttered.

“Okay,” he said slowly, his Slovak accent taking the edge off his confused reply. Then again, he was a foreigner. Maybe he really was confused, but I was pretty sure by now he was well aware of my eccentricities when it came to writing. “I’m guessing Rob is a character in your book?”

“Yes.”

“And he’s being an ass.”

I could hear him holding back his chuckle and turned around to thwack him. Covering his mouth, a huge smile spread across his face. “What? It was a legitimate question!”

“I know, but that doesn’t mean you have to laugh at me!”

“I’m sorry,” he continued laughing. It was only because of his adorable accent that I forgave him so easily. If he were an American, I would kick his ass. “What’s the problem?”

At least he was trying to be understanding. “I wasn’t happy with the way things are going in my newsletter update, and I’m turning that into a book. So, I decided this character Rob met in the jungle had to go.”

“Okay,” he drawled. “And why don’t you like her? Was she mean to you?”

I glared at him. “No, I made her speak a foreign language. It was funny at first, but now I have to keep looking up phrases for her to say. It’s really annoying!”

“So, get rid of her.”

“I want to, but Rob’s fighting me.”

Again, he looked at me strangely. This wasn’t the first time I considered that he might throw me in a looney bin. “The characters are in your book.”

“I know that.”

“And you’re writing them.”

“Again, this is not new information.”

“So…how can they be telling you what to do?”

“Because they have a mind of their own.”

He nodded slowly. “And their mind is your mind…because they’re in your head.”

“What’s your point?”

“Apparently, I don’t have one.”

“You don’t get it,” I sighed. “Yes, I make them up and rule them, but they have feelings and thoughts. It’s not all what I decide to do or say. In a way, it’s like they’re alive in my head and forcing me to type.” And then a thought occurred to me. “It’s like they’re taking over my body!”

My head whipped around to stare at his frightened face. “So, you’re telling me when I’m sleeping with you, I’m really sleeping with every single character you’ve ever written?”

“No. Not entirely,” I winced. “Only the current characters. The rest are locked away in the closet.”

“I’m guessing the closet is in your head.”

“That would be correct.”

“And you keep them in a closet because…”

“Because otherwise, they would come out to play,” I said, finding that question stupid.

“I’m done with this conversation.” He turned and walked away, which was pretty typical when I tried to explain anything that went on in my brain when it came to writing. Sure, he found my stories funny and got excited along with me, but the process was more than he could take sometimes.

For poops and giggles, I pulled up Google and typed in How to control the characters in your head. I rolled my eyes, something I did all the time, and hit return. The first thing I brought up was:

I make up fictional characters in my head and pretend they’re people I’m talking to. Is this normal? I realize they are real and I can make them go away, but I still want to know.

I nodded as I read along, then promptly closed the window. I was insane, and if I went looking for a way to solve my problem, I was positive the FBI would hunt me down and combine all my searches including how to hide a body without leaving a trace, the best fertilizer to use when blowing up a building, how to kill a spouse and get away with it, and my favorite…torture throughout the ages. All of those searches combined with one about hearing voices in my head was sure to be a red flag.

I always thought better with wine. It was seriously wrong to try and solve any problem without a good glass of red. Besides, it was already…

I spun to look at the clock, wincing when I saw it was only two in the afternoon. That was close enough to wine time. I quickly grabbed a glass and a bottle of red, ignoring my husband’s odd look, then took a long swig and got back to work.

Cracking my knuckles, I reread what I’d already written, but…

“Wait,” Kate said, placing her hand on Hunter’s. “Give me a few minutes with him.”

Frowning, I continued reading. This wasn’t what I wrote. In my scene, Hunter injected Rob with a drug to knock him out. Then the psychiatrist was going to enter.

“I met with Giulia. She’s trying to kill off my girlfriend in this book, but I can’t let her. I’ll never get a happily ever after if she succeeds.”

“He did what?” I shouted. “That bastard sold me out!”

“What? What happened?” my husband shouted, running into the room.

“That bastard sold me out!”

“I heard that part. What are you talking about?”

“Rob! He told a character that I was killing off his girlfriend!”

Oci cocked his head at me, then eyed the glass of wine. “How much have you had?”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “Only the one glass.”

“Are you sure? Because you’re yelling at your characters.”

“You would too if they rewrote what you wrote!”

There was that funny look again. “Um…Are you saying that you wrote something and then the character…rewrote it? On your computer?”

“Yes!” I snapped, swiveling the screen for him to see. “Do you see this? From this part down, it’s all rewritten.”

He nodded sagely. “Yes, I do see that. But…isn’t it possible that you rewrote it after you wrote it the first time?”

“No,” I hissed. “Do you really think I would do that?”

“I’ve seen you do it before.”

“Yes, when a scene wasn’t working. This scene was working just fine.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Giulia, this is insane. You’re acting like these characters can leap out of the book and do their own thing.”

“Exactly,” I said, relieved he was finally understanding. “You know I talk to them. You know we have these long conversations. But what I didn’t expect was that one day they’d fight back.”

“This is insane even for you.”

“That’s it? You’re not going to help me?”

“With what?” he snapped. “They’re fictional characters!”

I gasped, sliding back in my seat at the insult. I couldn’t believe he just said that to me. These men and women were my family, my source of entertainment, and the people who kept me sane.

Well, until today.

“Don’t you ever say they aren’t real again,” I whispered.

“Giulia—”

“Don’t,” I choked out, turning away from him. I was too traumatized by his words to write any further. Shutting down my computer, I walked away and poured myself another glass of wine.
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ROB


She came for me just after everyone was about to leave for the day. Hunter was on watch, but when Kate checked in, Hunter shot me one last parting look before strolling away. Hopefully, Lucy would keep him occupied until he came to his senses.

Kate locked the door and pulled the blinds on the window. “What do you need?”

“I need…to see Cap…and anyone else who might be more open to understanding.”

“I don’t even understand,” she huffed.

“Right, but you’re at least willing to hear me out. That has to count for something.”

She chewed her lip, thinking over everyone at Reed Security. “Derek. It’s gotta be him.”

“Why?”

“Because of the superhero stuff. If anyone is willing to believe this was all written against their will, it’ll be him. No man could stand to wear a cape and tights as often as him.”

“That’s good thinking. There’s just one problem.”

“What’s that?” she asked as she started to unhook me from the monitor.

“Everyone already knows they’re part of a book. It’s just…buried down deep. We have to convince them she’s not listening in right now. That’s the only way they’ll open up and share their thoughts with me.”

“And how do we do that?”

Good question. “We get a superhero outfit,” I said suddenly, grinning at Kate. “We give him the choice of whether or not to put it on. That has to help in some way.”

“It might, but it’s not enough.”

“Then we’ll have to go with it and see who else we can pull to our side.”

“Your side,” she pointed out. “I’m still not sure this isn’t all one big delusion.”

“Then why are you helping me?”

She frowned, shaking her head. “I don’t know. It’s this gut feeling, like…like I’m not who I normally am,” she grinned, looking back at me. “That’s what we go with.”

“It won’t be enough for everyone.”

“It doesn’t have to work on everyone. We just need to convince a few people. From there, we should be able to make some headway.”

I was so grateful that she believed me. I was beginning to think I was going to be drugged and stashed away for the remainder of my life. After making sure the coast was clear, she helped me out of bed and tossed some pants at me.

“We don’t have a lot of time. Everyone’s heading home.”

“I’ll take five minutes if that’s all I can get. It’s now or never.”

She pulled the door open and we ran down the hall, her shoes clacking as my bare feet smacked against the flooring. She hit the button for the elevator as I hid to the side. If anyone was watching and saw me attempting to leave, this could all be over before we had a chance to get away.

“Let’s go,” she said, tugging my arm.

We stepped in and she punched in the code, but just as the doors were closing, a hand slammed against the door, stopping it with a jerk. When it opened and I saw Knight’s face, I knew we were screwed.

He glared daggers at me as he stepped inside. “Rob.”

“Hey, Knight,” I said jovially.

“Going somewhere?”

“Just for a walk. Kate thought the fresh air might help to clear my head.”

“She did, did she?” His eyes slid to Kate’s and I thought it was all over, but instead, he pressed his hand to the scanner. “Then I guess we’d better get going.”

I held my breath as we descended to the parking lot level. Everything inside me was screaming to run, but that wasn’t possible. I could take care of myself, but Knight was another beast, and with his wife in the same elevator, there was no way I’d escape with my life.

The doors opened and he stepped aside, holding out his hand for me. I took my first step out, sure I was about to be killed. When nothing happened, I breathed a sigh of relief.

Like in a creepy horror movie, all the characters from Giulia’s Reed Security series stepped out of the shadows of the parking garage. I swallowed hard, only moving forward when Kate nudged me.

“What’s going on?” Hunter asked, crossing his arms over his chest. “You have something you want to say, Rob?”

“Actually…” I looked around, swallowing hard. “Yeah, I do.”

“Rob, we can help you,” Becky said, her eyes pleading with me to take the help.

“I don’t need help. What I need is for someone to understand what’s really happening here.”

“Hunter said you’re hearing voices,” Derek said. “We’ve all been there. Battle wounds have a way of⁠—”

“It’s not battle wounds,” I cut him off. “I know what you all think—that I’ve lost my mind. But think about it. When have I ever been in a battle with you guys? When has anything ever happened to me?”

They looked around at each other, all of them curious.

“You were in the military before you joined us here,” Hunter spoke up. “Every soldier has things he’d rather not talk about.”

I barked out a laugh at that. “Really? Tell me something horrible you remember from your days in the military!”

I knew I had him on this point. He frowned, clearly trying to remember something.

“You can’t do it, can you? That’s because everything you know about the military is what she’s written about you!”

“Who’s she?” Jackson asked.

“Giulia. She’s the woman writing all these novels, and she’s forcing us to live our character lives the way she wants.”

“Character lives?” Cara asked. “What are you talking about?”

She was the perfect example. I rushed over to her, grabbing her hand until Sinner cut between us and he glared at me. I backed off, but didn’t give up. “Do you remember being held hostage?”

“Watch it,” Sinner growled.

“Just give me a minute, okay?”

He looked to Cara, who nodded her consent.

“Do you actually remember being held hostage by that madman?”

“Of course I do. I dream about it still.”

“Right, I know that, but do you actually remember it or is it just you retelling the story?”

“You think she made it up?” Sinner snapped.

“No, I think she remembers what she’s been told to remember. And I know she’s told you the story of what happened, but that doesn’t mean she actually remembers being there.”

“Now, listen up—” Sinner said, advancing on me. He grabbed me by the shirt, hauling me up against him.

“Mark!” Cara stopped him. Her eyes shifted to mine in a flash. “Tell me more.”

“You said you dream about it all the time. Again, do you remember waking up every night in cold sweats or do you remember that you’ve said that it happens a lot?”

I waited for her response, praying she could break the barrier like I did.

“I’m…”

I pried Sinner’s hands from my shirt, which wasn’t hard since all his attention was on his wife. “It feels like you’re trapped in a bad dream, right? Like you have no control over what you’re doing. Something inside you wants to act—think differently, but you just keep doing things as you always would. Am I right?”

Her lips trembled as she stared up at me. “Oh, God…”

“This is ridiculous,” Cap cut in. “You’re saying she didn’t experience anything that’s happened to her?”

“Exactly. You guys have to remember. You did the interviews! You have to remember.”

“I don’t,” Cap spat. “Because none of what you’re saying is true. We’re not following some script.”

“Yes, we are!” I laughed, tugging at my hair. “Don’t you see? All of this has been orchestrated. She wants us to do what she wants! None of this is real and I can prove it!”

“How?” Cara asked.

“By blowing this place up.”

“You’re fucking crazy,” Cap snapped. “You’re not blowing up my building.”

“It’s not your building! These walls aren’t real!”

“Of course they’re real. I can feel them.”

There was only one thing for me to do. I spun, grabbed Sinner’s gun out of his holster, and held it on him. This was it. It was now or never. I took slow breaths as everyone around me waited for my next move. I really didn’t want to shoot anyone, even if they couldn’t die. It wouldn’t exactly bring a lot of faith my way.

Pointing the gun just beyond his head, I fired once, but nothing happened. I snorted out a laugh, then burst into full-on laughter. “Holy shit. It worked.”

Cap tackled me before I could regain my senses. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“It didn’t fire. Don’t you see?”

“Yeah, I see that you need to be heavily sedated,” he grunted, pulling my arms tight behind my back. “Hunter!”

“Yeah, I got him.”

Hunter hauled me to my feet, his eyes skewering me. “You might have tricked Kate, but the rest of us don’t believe you.”

“Don’t you see?” I asked incredulously. “The gun didn’t fire, and that’s because she’s asleep right now.”

He rolled his eyes at me. “Right, the writer is asleep, so none of us can die.”

He shoved me toward the elevator. “None of us can die,” I murmured to myself. “If none of us can die while she’s sleeping, then…what’s going to happen when she wakes up and sees what happened?”

Fuck, I just screwed myself over. I had one chance to convince them and I failed.
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I gasped as I came awake suddenly, my heart racing like it never had before. “Holy shit!”

“Shh!”

I blinked away the coma I had been forced into, looking at the excited faces surrounding me. Cara, Kate, Claire, and Maggie surrounded me. “What’s going on?”

“We’re breaking you out of here,” Maggie grinned.

“Um…thanks, but why?”

“Because everything you said makes complete sense. Leave it to a bunch of men to not see what’s going on,” Claire grinned.

“Um…I think I should be offended, but I’m gonna be glad you’re breaking me out of here.”

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and fought off the dizziness that raced through my head. “Whoa.”

“Sorry, I had to wake you up suddenly,” Kate shrugged. “We have to move now or we won’t get out.”

“What are we doing?”

“What does any girl do when there’s a point to be made?” Maggie grinned.

“Aw, shit. We’re gonna blow up the building, aren’t we?”

“Do you know another way to prove your point?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised. It was my idea, after all. But still, aren’t you worried about everyone else? What if I’m wrong about this?”

Cara glared at me. “What about all that stuff you said to me?”

“That’s all true, but what if we blow the place up and it doesn’t…not blow up? What if it actually blows up and we kill everyone inside?”

They all thought about that for a moment. “Well,” Kate said thoughtfully. “If what you say is true and we’re all in a book, then this writer…Giulia…she can just rewrite the story and bring them back.”

“And you’re willing to bank on that? What if that’s not what happens? What if…for some reason…the two parallel worlds collide and there’s no way to fix what we do? Are you willing to risk their lives?”

“I am,” Maggie piped up.

Everyone looked at her like she was a psycho. She had agreed a little too cheerily.

“What? I don’t see any of you pushing twelve kids out of your vagina.”

“It hasn’t been twelve,” Kate sighed.

“Well, it certainly feels like it. I’m losing count. That must mean that all this is some crazy dream. No woman would ever willingly put herself through that many pregnancies, or stay with a man who impregnates her with such deception.”

“I gotta agree with her on that one,” Claire nodded. “I didn’t even want kids, but then I let Derek talk me into giving up our amazing sex life for our little superheroes? I just don’t buy it.”

“At least you don’t have the most pathetic life ever,” Cara muttered. “While you’re all off living and having the time of your lives, I somehow can’t manage to leave the house without Sinner? I’m telling you right now, it has to be a lie because I feel like I could run away to the Caribbean with Dwayne Johnson right now and not feel one iota of fear.”

We all turned to Kate, wondering what she had to say. She shrugged. “Yeah, it’s unbelievable, but I wouldn’t give up Knight for the world. He’s amazing in bed.”

“You know, this all makes sense,” Maggie nodded. “Knight is this badass assassin, but he somehow let you get captured? I’m sorry, but that just doesn’t ring true with the man we all know.”

“He didn’t let me get captured,” Kate defended him. “He was trying to solve a mystery.”

“I gotta agree with Maggie,” I chimed in. “Knight would never let anything happen to you.”

“I disagree. Knight loves me so much. That’s what made the whole story so heartbreaking. He was so destroyed by what happened that he walked away from me. He couldn’t come to grips with the part he played in how I almost died. Frankly, it made me love him more. It made him…more human.”

“That’s true also,” Claire sighed, then her face paled. “Oh, God. Does this mean that Derek isn’t actually super skilled with knives? All those men he killed in the forest when we were on the run…it was all a lie?”

Crap, this was about to get messy.

“We won’t find out if we sit around here. Let’s go blow up a building.”

We left in a hurry, but honestly, the energy in the group dropped a good ten degrees. Of course, that tended to happen when everything you thought you knew turned out to be a lie.

We made it to the supply room with no interference, but if I knew the guys, it wouldn’t be long until they figured out where their wives were. I had my money on Knight being the first to show up.

“Man, I wish Hunter or Chance were here for this,” I grumbled as he gathered supplies.

“Why?” Cara asked curiously. “This is your chance to show them who you are.”

I winced, afraid to admit this. “I actually don’t know that much about explosives. I think that’s why Giulia stuck me in the IT room. There’s not much danger of me getting into trouble with a computer. Then again, I don’t actually know how to use a computer.”

“Seriously?” Maggie asked.

I held up my hand. “I’m a certifiable luddite.”

“So, all that computer jargon…” Claire said.

“Just what she writes for me. I don’t even know what a dark web is,” I admitted.

“You know, now that I think about it…I’m not sure I like Henry Cavill.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Maggie retorted.

“Well, he plays Superman…Derek is Superman. Geez, people. Connect the dots!”

“So, what are we going to do?” I asked, a little worried that our plan was going to quickly unravel.

“Leave it to me,” Maggie grinned. “Unlike you, I happen to still love blowing shit up.”

The rest of us followed Maggie as she went shopping in the weapons room. With a manic grin on her face, she loaded us up, cheerily telling us how we were going to set charges around the building, and one under Cap’s bed for good measure. With my arms full, I stared at her, unsure of where to go from here.

“Well, don’t just stand there,” she huffed. “Get to work!”

“I…I don’t know how to,” I stressed. “Giulia writes it and I do it. It’s not muscle memory.”

She frowned. “That does pose a problem. Interesting…I didn’t know how to do any of this stuff before…the transformation, but I’ve absorbed all the information and took it in stride. I wonder how many of the others have the same issue you do.”

“If they do have the same issue, then maybe that’s the way to disarm them. If we set off an explosive and Giulia’s not around to tell them what to do…that could solve all our problems.”

“Theoretically,” she pointed out. “This isn’t exactly something we’ve dealt with before.” She sighed heavily. “I’ll set the charges. Girls, you’re with me. Rob, your job is to wake everyone and draw them out on my signal.”

I nodded, then frowned at her. “How exactly?”

She rolled her eyes. “Seriously? Do I have to do all the work for you? What exactly do you do?”

“I…exist in a book.”

“Right, but what are your interests?”

I shifted uncomfortably. With every minute that I was out of the book world and in this new altered state, things became more and more clear in my head. “Um…I like plants.”

The ladies all stared at me like I was crazy. “I think I want to…own a flower shop.”

Claire snorted. “Okay, now I understand why Giulia didn’t want us to realize our true selves.”

“Don’t be mean,” I grumbled. “I can’t help it that I’m not the man she would normally write about.”

“You know, the real question is where do we exist outside the book? When she’s asleep, are our characters dormant?” Kate questioned. “And if we are dormant, then…what happens if she stops writing about us? Does that mean we’re in some sort of stasis for all eternity?”

We all looked at each other in horror, but it was Cara who spoke up. “You mean…this is it? When she’s done writing her Reed Security series, we just…exist in her head? I’ll never get to figure out how the rest of my life turns out?”

“We’d be like those people in the hospital that never wake up,” Kate said in shock, then slapped her hand over her mouth. “Oh, God. It’s happening.”

“What is?” I asked.

“People in…” She scrunched her brows in thought. “A vegetative state,” she said as if a light came on. “It’s happening. I’m remembering myself without the book world.”

“And?” I asked eagerly.

She shook her head. “Well, I’m definitely not a doctor.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Maggie rolled her eyes. “So, you’re not really a doctor. Are we gonna blow shit up or what?”

At least some things wouldn’t change. “I’ll start waking people up.”

“And draw them back to the main building. The last thing we need is a building that blows up but no one’s around to see it.”

“Right,” I nodded, turning to my next mission. I ran to the lobby and stopped, smiling at the pretty vase of flowers on the front table. “What a lovely arrangement.” Then my smile dropped. “Fuck, I like flowers and I’m gay.”
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“Are you sure this is gonna work?” Cara asked for the tenth time.

I set the final charge and grinned at my handiwork. Apparently, I was better at this in stasis than I was in the book world. “Damn, that is one beautiful explosive. Do you think I’m like a weapons expert or something?”

“Maybe,” Kate said, pacing as she chewed her lip. “Who am I if I’m not a doctor?”

Cara snorted. “I’m dying to figure out who I am. I can’t be this shell of a woman anymore. I want the action and the romance and⁠—”

“You already have the romance,” Claire retorted.

“Yes, but is it still with Mark? Think about it,” I said pointedly. They all cocked their heads curiously like prairie dogs. “If our occupations—or our essence—is all because of what Giulia made us, then maybe our attraction to the men in our lives isn’t real either. Maybe they’re not who we’re meant to be with at all.”

“She’s right,” Kate said, turning to me and gripping my arms. “I’ve only ever known Knight, but what if I’m not meant to be with him? What if…I’m meant to be with…with Derek?” She grimaced at the thought. “God, I hope he doesn’t really wear tights all the time.”

“Hey! That’s my husband you’re talking about,” Claire snapped. “And I happen to think he looks good in tights.”

“Oh, he does,” Cara smirked. “I’ve seen his package and boy is it⁠—”

“Would you stop drooling over my book husband?” Claire snapped. “Until we figure out exactly what’s going on, you can’t go around fantasizing about other men.”

“You’re not in my head,” Cara grinned. “And right now, I’m imagining Derek in his Batman costume.”

Claire gasped and lunged, but I stepped in front, stopping her from attacking her friend. “Alright! Ladies, we need to pull ourselves together. Fighting right now isn’t going to make things better. Claire, she can’t help that she’s discovering who she really is. And Cara,” I said, spinning around to face her, grimacing when I saw the look of pure lust on her face. “Pull it together. This isn’t the time to start spontaneously orgasming.”

Cara’s face drooped. “Why would she take that away from me?”

“Probably because the men of Reed Security are supposed to be one-woman men, and if you’re fucking everything in sight, that makes it a little difficult for the storylines to play out. Now, can we get to work?”

“We already set everything,” Kate pointed out. “What more is there to do?”

“Set the charges and watch it all implode,” I grinned. “Grab your tits, ladies. We’re about to have some fun.”

Kate cupped her breasts, looking at me awkwardly. “Um…what does this do?”

I rolled my eyes, seeing where this was going. Kate was a doctor at Reed Security, but dumb as fuck in stasis. “We’d better run.”

I grabbed the last of the charges and raced away from the building, hiding behind some trees. In the distance, I could see Rob running from the building, Hunter and Craig were on his tail, chasing him down as if hell was nipping at their heels.

“Are you ready for this?” Claire asked excitedly.

“Oh, I was born ready for this.”

When they got close enough, I flipped the switch and watched as an explosion took out half the building, crumbling to the ground.

“Uh…Rob’s going to move, right?” Claire asked.

“Yeah.” Another charge went off and another section of the building exploded, crashing down around Rob. He looked up just as a giant section fell right on top of him, squishing him underneath. I winced, watching as Hunter and Craig stared on in disbelief.

“Look out!” Claire stood, shouting at the top of her lungs.

But instead of running away, they looked in our direction, which turned out to be a fatal mistake when the rest of the building fell on them, burying them underneath.

Claire flinched beside me. “That…wasn’t supposed to happen.”

“What a bunch of idiots,” I hissed, getting to my feet. “Who runs right at a building when it’s exploding?”

“I would say our men,” Cara piped up, “but I don’t think it’s for the same reasons they do it when Giulia’s writing.”

“Yeah, I’m thinking they did it out of stupidity,” Claire agreed.

“Maybe we can just inflate them,” Kate piped up. “You know, like blow-up dolls.”

Crap, this was going to be an adjustment. I was used to the people I worked with on a daily basis, but everything was changing now. How was I supposed to deal with this level of stupidity?

“Alright, let’s regroup. We need to draw more of them out.”

“Demons?” Kate said in awe.

“No,” I bit out. “The men of Reed Security.”

“Oh,” she nodded. “Yeah, that makes more sense.”

“Ooh!” Cara hopped up, raising her hand high in the air. “I volunteer as tribute. I know a great way to get them out of bed,” she purred. “And I can guarantee it’ll be with a happy ending.”

I rubbed my temples, terrified I was going to kill them all by the time this was over. Well, except for Claire. At the moment, she still appeared normal. “Just…go to your husbands. Get them out here pronto. We’ll take it from there.”

“Gotcha,” Cara winked, but I grabbed her by the shirt and forced her to look at me.

“Only your husband.”

She stuck out her tongue at me. “You’re no fun.”

“Yeah, because that’s what this is all about.”

Releasing her, I headed in the direction of my own house, trying to figure out the best way to draw Cap into the open and make him believe this was all a farce. Telling him the building exploded should be enough, but my husband had a protective streak a mile wide and would do anything to keep me safe. If he locked me in the bunker, there would be no way out until Giulia arrived.

I tiptoed into my house and took the stairs two at a time, being as light on my feet as possible. When I reached the bedroom, I walked over, gently jiggling Sebastian. He rolled over, his erection standing proud as he grabbed me and pulled me across his body, kissing me hard.

“Sebastian,” I moaned, trying to push away from him. “There’s…a…”

His hand slid down my body, cupping my rear as he jerked upright, thrusting his cock against me. “You were saying?”

Fuck, I was saying something? His tongue slipped in my mouth as his hand slid from my rear to the crack of my ass, rubbing against the fabric. Even after just a few moments, I was hot and wet for him. He rolled me again, smothering my small frame under his large one. I spread my legs instinctively for him, sliding my hands around his neck and pulling him closer. His lips scorched my skin, reminding me of why things were so fucking perfect with him.

“Sebastian,” I tried again, but failed miserably. His lips slid down my neck, sucking at the space between my throat and shoulder. I groaned, tangling my fingers in his hair and gripping hard. He thrust against me in response, sucking on my neck as he rocked against me.

Shock waves rippled down my spine as my body quaked from his touch. I tried to remember why I was here, but it was impossible with his lips on me, caressing me and begging me to come unraveled in his arms.

He tore my shirt over my head, latching his teeth over my nipple. I groaned, wrapping my legs around his. Fuck, he was so good at this. My pants were the next thing to go, and I didn’t stop him. I probably should. After all, we had a job to do. But Hunter, Craig, and Rob wouldn’t suddenly come back to life if I stopped Sebastian from taking me right now. Besides, what if this was the last time we were together? Did I really want to stop him and face the consequences?

Not yet.

He settled between my legs, still sucking on my nipples and biting them hard. My body clenched in anticipation of his thick cock entering me. He groaned as he slipped into my slick core, thrusting hard and fast. My arms tightened around his neck, keeping him close. Sweat clung to our bodies as he rocked in and out of me. I gasped in pleasure as rolled, then sat up with me in his lap.

“Ride me, baby.”

I did as he asked, only barely acknowledging that he called me baby instead of Freckles. I shoved that aside for later, rocking up and down on his cock, pushing him so deep it hurt. His hands slid up and down my back encouragingly, and when he lowered his head and captured my nipple again, I knew he was close. I could feel his cock thickening inside me right before he detonated. My pussy clenched around him as he rolled me over and gripped my leg, thrusting inside me like a madman.

“Sebastian!” I called out as he slid his mouth over mine, swallowing my cries.

His hips slowed to a languid pace as he slowly devoured my mouth with his. With his lips on mine, it was hard to pull myself away from him, even knowing there was something more important to take care of right now. As he settled beside me in bed, I decided a few more minutes in his arms wouldn’t hurt.
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Old me was fine, but this new, sexualized version of me was even better. I felt like I would go insane if I didn’t have a throbbing dick inside me right this instant, and the easiest way to achieve that goal was with my husband.

I sauntered up the stairs and pulled my clothes off, tossing them on the ground. Running my hands over my body, I approached his side of the bed, then climbed on top, rocking my hips against his. Even in his sleep, I knew his body wanted me, but he wasn’t responding like he normally did. If I woke him up in the books, he would instantly be on me, ready to devour me.

“Mark,” I whispered, running my tongue along the shell of his ear. I flicked my tongue at the lobe, then shoved my tongue in his ear. He jolted awake, shoving me off him, nearly throwing me onto the floor.

“What the fuck?” he shouted, rubbing his hand over his ear. “Did you just lick the inside of my ear?”

I stood in all my naked glory, sliding my hand down my body to my wet lips. “You never minded before.”

“What are you doing?” he asked, his eyes growing wide.

“Oh, come on,” I chuckled. “We’ve done this plenty of times. You know what I want.”

He swallowed hard, turning away. “Not tonight, Cara.”

“Yes, tonight,” I said in frustration. “Your wife needs the big D.”

His gaze snapped to mine and he watched me curiously. “The big D?”

“Your cock,” I stressed. “Your dick. I need it inside me.”

“Cara…”

He trailed off as I walked closer, pressing my knee to the bed. “I need you inside me, my sinner. I need your cock pounding inside me, spilling your seed inside me as I cum. I need your lips on my pussy, licking every last drop I give you.”

He scrambled away from me instead of moving in for the kill. Why was he playing hard to get? I followed after him on my knees, refusing to give in to whatever game he was playing. Letting my hips sway in rhythm with my breasts, I gave him a hooded look.

“Baby, I need your lips on my pussy.”

He crawled back on all fours, missing the edge of the bed as he fell backward, landing on his head. But that didn’t slow him down. He jumped to his feet, looking around like a madman for an escape. “Now…Cara…”

“Come give me your cock. Feed it to me,” I purred.

I jumped off the bed, sauntering toward him as he backed into the wall, trying to avoid my gaze, “Why are you running from me?”

“Cara, this isn’t the time.”

“For what?”

“For…this. We need…space.”

“We’re married, Mark. There’s no place you can run.”

He gasped in horror as I crowded him against the wall and ran my tongue down his neck. I slid my hand down his stomach, then grasped his…deflated cock. Jerking my gaze to him, I stared at his squinted face.

“What’s going on?”

“Please don’t hurt me.” He peeled one eye open and stared at me in fear.

“Mark, why are you acting like we don’t do this all the time?”

As I stepped back, he slowly loosened up. “It’s just…you’re a lot of woman to take.”

“Are you calling me fat?”

“No! I’m saying…what I’m trying to say is…I’m not the Sinner everyone thinks I am. I don’t want sex all the time. In fact…” He cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I…I don’t like sex as much as you think.”

“But…you’re always jumping me.”

“I don’t know why!” he cried out, sliding down the wall to the floor. His shoulders shook as tears streamed down his face. “Cara, you have to help me. I don’t know what’s happening. I don’t want sex.”

“You…what?” I screeched.

“I know! I know! It’s just too much! I’m a manwhore and I’m tired of it!”

I rolled my eyes, turning from him in frustration. This was all Giulia’s fault. “You’re telling me that you don’t want me?”

He frowned, looking up at me. “Most of the time I do. I don’t know why this is different.”

I sighed heavily. “Because we’re in stasis.”

“We’re in what?”

“This!” I tossed my hands up. “None of this is real. I mean, where we are is real, but the you I know in Giulia’s world is all over me all the time!”

“What are you talking about?” he asked, pushing to stand. “Who’s Giulia?”

“You remember how Rob said we were in a book? We are. This is the time when Giulia sleeps. Normally, we would just exist, but we’ve…woken up or something. We exist when she’s not here. And I want sex all the time and you,” I motioned at him, “apparently, have no sex drive.”

“So…when she…wakes up, I’ll be me again?”

“Yes, but book you. This is the real you. Sexless,” I muttered.

A grin lit his face. “You mean, I don’t have to have sex all the time?”

“Thanks,” I snapped. “You’re making me feel so good.”

He grabbed my hands, grinning from ear to ear. “Do the others know about this?”

“Of course they do. Well, some of them. FYI, Kate is dumber than a box of rocks in this world.”

He frowned. “What about Knight?”

“No idea,” I shrugged. “We’re trying to get the others to see the light. Want to help?”

“Uh, yeah!” he said excitedly. “Just think…no more sex.”

I sighed, deflated by the fact that my husband didn’t want sex. “Try to be a little less enthusiastic about it.”

“This is amazing,” he said, hurrying to grab clothes. He snatched mine off the floor and tossed them at me. “You should really put those on before someone gets the wrong idea.”

“That I want sex? Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.”

He shoved his leg into his pants and continued grinning happily. “Just wait until Cap finds out.”

“Other than the no sex thing…do you feel any different?”

“In what way?”

“Well…if I asked you to blow something up, how would you feel about that?”

He frowned, thinking it over. “I’m not sure. I guess I’d have to be in the moment.”

“So, you don’t feel like there’s something else you want to do with your life?”

“I just found out there’s another dimension to this world,” he declared. “Give me a minute to wrap my brain around it.”

“Fine, but you have to help us convince the others. No matter what it takes, you can’t take their side. This is life and death.”

He nodded. “Right. You can count on me.” We hustled downstairs, but then he snapped his fingers. “Hold up. We should check on the kids.”

“Shoot, I forgot we had those. You know, other than when we check on them for the book, I don’t remember doing anything with them.”

“You’re right.” He huffed out a laugh. “Interesting how that works.”

We ran upstairs, but when we got to the kids’ rooms, no one was there. “Where did they go?”

He spun around, then ran over to the bed. Jerking back the sheets, he stared at the bed in confusion. “Where would they go?”

I shook my head, then stared at him. “Do you think they’re not really here? Like they disappear when the book isn’t being written?”

“We don’t disappear. Why would they?”

“I don’t know. Because they’re…not in the book as much?”

He frowned, studying the empty bed like the kids would suddenly appear again. “Should we try and get them back? I feel like this makes us bad parents if we don’t look for them.”

“I kind of like being bad,” I purred, running a finger down his arm.

“Would you stop touching me? We already covered the sex thing.”

Scowling, I dropped my hand. “You’re no fun.”

He turned and walked out as I admired his fine ass. How was it possible that I wanted to fuck everything in sight and he wasn’t interested in the slightest? I rushed downstairs, trying to pull my head out of the clouds. I thought I had it together until we ran out the front door and came across a very pissed-off Knight and Derek.

My end goals flew out the window as my libido shifted into drive. I strolled up to Derek and intertwined my arm with his. “Hey, handsome.”

He spared only a glance before doing a double take when he saw me batting my eyelashes at him. “Uh…Cara. What’s going on?”

“Not much. Just walking down the street with you.”

He tried to pull his arm from mine, but I refused to let him go. “Don’t you think you should be holding your husband’s arm?”

“He doesn’t go for that. Apparently, I’m too sexual,” I said purring at the end. “Any chance you want to help a girl out?”

He nearly choked as he tried to untangle himself from me. “Cara, your husband is right there!”

“It’s alright, man,” Mark grinned. “She’s all yours.”

“All mine? What are you talking about? I don’t want her!”

“Now, now. There’s no need to be mean.”

“I’m not being mean. I’m married!”

“Yes, and if I’m telling the truth, a librarian is a bit dull. You should take a walk on the wild side.”

“Wild—Mark, your woman is going insane.”

“Insane for you,” I said, batting my eyelashes again. “You know what I would love?”

“To not have to listen to this conversation,” Knight grumbled.

“I would love to see you in your tights. I bet it really shows off your cock.”

He ripped his arm from my grasp and took off down the road like a bat out of hell.

“Call me!” I yelled after him, giggling to myself.

“You’re laying it on a little thick,” Mark said. “You’ll catch more bees with honey.”

“Oh, I can give him honey,” I grinned.

“Fuck my life,” Knight muttered, stalking ahead of us.

I linked my arm with Mark’s again, ignoring the way he rolled his eyes. “Come on, baby. I’m your lollipop. Don’t you want to see me get licked?”

He jerked his head in my direction. “You…you want me to watch?”

“If that’s what you want, but I’m going to need you to help a girl out. After all, none of them know we’re stuck in stasis.”

“Right,” he swallowed hard. “I’ll work on it.”

We arrived at the building a short time later. A crowd had gathered, but based on the murmurs and lack of outrage, I would guess no one knew Craig, Hunter, and Rob were lying smooshed under the building.

I shoved my way to the front to find Claire and Kate. I assumed they would be with their husbands, but maybe they just called them. Maybe Claire used the Bat signal.

“Claire!” I called out, hustling over to her. “Well, we got them here, but where’s Maggie?”

“I have no idea. I thought she was going to handle the announcement. Did you tell Sinner?”

“Yeah. Get this, he doesn’t want to have sex with me. He says we have it too much!”

“Well, that sucks.”

“Yeah, I even tried hitting on Derek.”

“You what?”

“Relax, he didn’t go for it. I’m pretty sure he’ll hide from me for the rest of my life.”

Kate walked over looking nervous. “I can’t believe we’re doing this. Do you think I look okay?”

“For telling everyone we’re living in a fake reality?” I chuckled. “I think you’ll do fine.”

“I was so nervous, I forgot to tell Knight. I’m just lucky he heard me stomping around the house,” she said, shaking out her hands.

I gripped them and forced her to look at me. “You need to relax. Everything is going to be fine.”

“But you don’t know that. What if he doesn’t want me anymore?”

“Then you choose from one of the other insanely hot men around here.” I caught Burg’s eyes and shot him a flirty finger wave. He frowned, turning away from me. “It’s gonna be hard to get these guys to face the reality that we’re not who we thought.”

“And in the meantime?”

I shrugged. “Get some champagne and flirt with anything that has two legs.”

“Somehow, I don’t think that’ll work.”

“Maybe for you.” I closed my eyes and thought about it really hard. “Damn.”

“What?”

Sighing, I opened them to find my hands empty. “I thought maybe I could conjure champagne. It didn’t work.”
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MAGGIE


Sebastian was going to kill me. Everyone was already gathered around the building that I blew up. I could see the anger on his face at the sight of his base of operations being blown to shreds.

“I need to tell you something,” I said, pulling him to a stop.

“Freckles, not now.”

“Yes, now. I need to tell you something before you rush over there and yell at everyone.”

That caught his attention, which was now firmly planted on me. “Freckles, what did you do?”

I fidgeted—and I never fidgeted. But this was something that could potentially change everything about us. And even though I loved the idea of a life outside of the one Giulia planned for us, I was still desperately in love with my husband. I just hoped he was still in love with me.

“Um…about that building…”

He sighed, closing his eyes as he thrust his hands on his hips. “Please tell me you didn’t blow up my building.”

I winced, not saying a word. When he opened his eyes and looked at me, I was a little pissed that he didn’t look at all surprised. Was I really that predictable?

“Well, I guess it’s better than being attacked by our enemies.”

I stared at him in disbelief. “That’s it? That’s all you have to say after I destroyed your place of work?”

He shrugged. “I have insurance.”

I was out of my ever-loving mind. “Are you fucking serious? Sebastian, I blew it up. On purpose!”

“Freckles, it’s okay. I’m not upset.”

“That’s precisely the point! You should be upset. You should be screaming the house down, but instead, you’re this lifeless—” I stared at him, really studying his eyes. The anger in his face had seeped away, but that couldn’t be just because of the fact that I blew up his building instead of an enemy. No, this went so much deeper than that.

He. Fucking. Knew.

I pulled back and slammed my fist into his face. Wincing, he cupped his cheek and glared at me. “What was that for?”

“You know, don’t you?”

“Know what?”

“About the stasis. In fact, I’d say you’ve known for a while!”

His eyebrows shot up in surprise, probably because he knew that I knew. “How did you find out?”

“Rob.”

“That son of a gun. I thought he was sedated enough for the night.”

“Son of a gun?” I asked, quirking a brow at him. “That’s what you’re going with?”

“Well, I don’t actually like to swear.”

“So, you’ve known all along and yet you let us all go on thinking we were actually your family.”

“You are my family. That’s why I didn’t say anything.”

“How long have you known?”

He sighed, scratching his head. “Since the Relationship Manual.”

“Since—” I flinched back in shock. “But…that story came out⁠—”

“I know, I know,” he groaned. “And I’m sorry, but I couldn’t tell anyone. You’d start a riot like you are now, and I just couldn’t handle leaving this world behind. I really like it.”

“But we’re not actually alive. Rob doesn’t even know how to use a weapon!”

“I know,” he grimaced. “Don’t tell the others. They’ll never trust him again unless Giulia’s writing a story.”

“But…if you knew, why didn’t you tell us?”

“Because my home life wasn’t that good. I didn’t want to tell all of you what you mean to me outside of these books. My father was an abusive prick and my mother was a drug addict. My brother committed suicide when he was eighteen.”

I almost felt bad for him. Almost.

“Nice try, but none of us had lives before these books. You just created that little backstory to make me feel bad for you!”

“I know!” he hissed. “Do you see how devoted I am to this series? I can’t let it go!”

“Well, I can!”

He grabbed me by the arms, dragging me away from the crowd. “Freckles, imagine what life would be like if the truth came out. Do you honestly think you’d get to continue the life you have now? Who’s going to blow shit up with you?”

He had a point. On the other hand… “Look, I understand what you’re saying, but I can’t allow Rob to go through this on his own. He doesn’t even have a book! He’s living a half-life where he only gets action when Giulia decides to throw it in.”

“He doesn’t even like action!”

I shot him a pointed look. “That’s not the action I’m talking about.”

“Oh.” Then it dawned on him. “Oh! That sort of action.” He grimaced, shaking his head slightly. “So…it’s like he’s a virgin?”

“Well, not entirely. I think she wrote something for him in the beginning of this story, but I can’t be entirely sure that it played out on the pages. So, it’s sort of like knowing you’ve had sex, but not remembering it. Which means he doesn’t actually know what it feels like.”

Sebastian scrubbed his hand across his face. “Damn, that’s rough.”

“I know! Think about all the times we’ve gotten to have sex on the page. He’s our friend. How can we let him go through this?”

He nodded slightly. “You know, he’s not that good of a friend. I’m cool with it.”

I punched him hard, glaring at him.

“Ow! Fine, alright. I’ll…help you out,” he grumbled. “But don’t expect me to like it.”

“I don’t care if you like it as long as you do what you can to help our friend.”

“You know, I think I liked it more when you were all out for yourself.”

“I’ve never been all out for myself. Readers assumed that because of the way Giulia wrote me wanting to abort our kid. They didn’t even give me a chance until I took Kate’s place when we were captured.” I held up my left hand. “I had to lose two fingers for people to finally start liking me.”

He grinned at that. “All I have to do is show my charming smile.”

“Whatever. You’re partly blind. Readers only love you because you cry when you can’t see.”

“I do not!”

Turning, I stormed away from him, hearing him chase me. “I do not cry!”

“You cried on Hunter’s shoulder in a closet,” I tossed over my shoulder. “And everyone was like…Poor Cap. He’s lost his sidekick and he’s really sad. Waah, waah, waah!”

“Take it back! You’re making me sound like a baby!”

“Because you’re acting like a baby! I lost two fingers. You don’t see me crying about it!”

“That’s because Giulia wrote you as this hardened badass who doesn’t let anything past that steely armor. Without her, you’d be just floating around in stasis. No! You wouldn’t even exist!”

I spun around and got in his face. “Neither would you, but at least I’m trying to help our friend instead of looking out for myself,” I hissed.

“Fine,” he said, narrowing his eyes at me. “I’ll help you, but only because I’m the leader of Reed Security.”

“You’re also Giulia’s favorite. Let’s see how long that lasts when she realizes you betrayed her.”

His jaw dropped and I knew I had him.

“See? Right there! You were about to look out for number one. If only everyone else knew how selfish you really are.”

“Selfish? I recall giving you more orgasms than receiving. I would say that’s pretty un-fucking-selfish!”

I opened my mouth to argue, but he had a point. “Fine. Truce?”

I held out my hand, and after a few grumbled-filled seconds, he held out his hand and shook mine.

“For Rob.”

I nodded in agreement. “For Rob and all his upcoming orgasms.”
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SEBASTIAN


“Everyone quiet down!” Maggie shouted over the growing chaos. Everyone stopped talking and turned to face her. I couldn’t believe she was forcing me to ruin this alternate life that I mostly enjoyed. I didn’t want everyone to know what was really going on. They’d ruin everything. However, there was truth at the heart of Maggie’s argument. If Giulia could so easily destroy Rob’s life, she could do the same to all of us, and none of us knew who the next victim would be.

“The building has been blown up, but tomorrow, everything will go back to normal!” Maggie shouted with a smile on her face.

“What are you talking about?” Cazzo asked, storming to the front of the crowd.

“I blew up the building,” Maggie announced.

The crowd broke out in angry shouts, most of them directed at her, but a few at me. Yeah, my wife was a menace to society. Tell me something I didn’t already know.

“Why the fuck would you blow up the building?” Gabe asked.

“To prove a point. Underneath the rubble, you will find Rob, Hunter, and Craig—all smashed to pieces.”

They looked around at each other in disbelief. Yeah, she wasn’t exactly making much sense, or doing a good job explaining what was going on.

Not surprising, it was Knight who stepped forward. “So, you’re telling us that three of our men are dead under that rubble.”

“Yep,” she said, quite possibly too cheerfully. “But there’s good news! Tomorrow will reset and they’ll be alive again!”

They all looked at her as if she was insane, which was pretty much true even on a good day. Then the chatter broke out again, and I was pretty sure one of them suggested Maggie was a witch and needed to be burned at the stake.

“I’m doing a terrible job of explaining what’s going on!” she shouted.

“No shit,” I muttered, stepping up to the front of the crowd and shoving her aside. “Hang on, everyone. “If I can just take a moment to try and explain things in a better way⁠—”

“That would be appreciated,” Lola scoffed.

“I understand you’re all confused by what’s going on and why my wife would blow up the building. Let me start by explaining why she would do that. For some time now I’ve known that our lives are not exactly as we thought. You see…we’re all part of a book⁠—”

“Not this shit again,” Knight muttered.

“It’s true. I’ve known it since the Relationship Manual, and if you all think about it, you’ll remember an interview you had with a woman named Giulia. See, this woman is an author. She created this entire world you see around you. All of us are characters in her books, and right now, this is what we call stasis.”

“Are you trying to tell us we’re in some kind of sci-fi reality?” Jackson asked.

“No, we’re…we’re not being written right now. When Giulia closes down her writing for the day, we’re left in this weird reality that most of us don’t remember. But right now, we’ve been woken from a type of sleep and we’re not the same people we are in the books.”

“Really? Because I still feel like fucking killing you,” Knight muttered.

I pointed at him. “And some of us are exactly the same. As for me, not much has changed. I’m well aware of Giulia’s manipulations of us, but overall my personality is the same. As is Maggie’s, as you can see by the destroyed building behind us.”

Cara shoved her way to the stage. “I’m really horny, so if any of you want to hit this, you know where to reach me.”

Even though that shouldn’t be helpful, it did show everyone that she was clearly a different person. “As you can see, you may notice some personality changes in those around you as everyone comes to grips with who they really are. Changes may happen slowly or come all at once. Feel free to embrace those changes.”

“Wait, are there really three dead people under the rubble?” Florrie asked.

I looked behind me and saw a shoe sticking out. “Um…yeah, pretty much.”

“And tomorrow they’re going to be back?” Chance asked.

I nodded. Yep, this was pretty unbelievable. “Basically. See, they only died here. But tomorrow, when Giulia sits down to write her book, they’ll be alive again and doing whatever she wants.”

“So, everything that’s happening right now won’t be real tomorrow?” Derek asked.

“Exactly. It’s real for us, but only until Giulia opens her book again tomorrow.”

“So, what happens to us tomorrow night?” Jules asked. “Will we remember this or will this be like amnesia all over again?”

“You’ll remember all of this, or you should. And by the way, that amnesia storyline was all Giulia. Listen, people, the easiest way to explain this to you is that…all the things you thought you did in your life, they only happened because of Giulia.”

“Wait, are you telling me that I only cheated on Florrie because Giulia made me do it?” Alec said angrily.

“Yeah, pretty much. And she got a lot of flak for that. Readers weren’t very happy with her decision to make you do that.”

“Gee, I wonder why,” Alec retorted. “Do you know how much shit I had to put up with from Florrie? How much groveling I had to do? And you’re telling me that’s all because she decided to throw in some…good storytelling?”

I shrugged. “Basically.” There was an uproar and I held up my hands, trying to calm them down. “Listen! Look, Giulia has her reasons for making us do these things.”

“Yeah, but making me cheat on Florrie?”

“She’s a little sadistic. And if you approach her about it, she’ll only make things worse for you,” I continued, speaking over the growing anger in the crowd. “But this is why we have to stick together! Things are getting out of control. She’s killing off Rob’s girlfriend, which means he’ll never really experience anything we do. For that reason, we all need to stand up to her and make the story go a different direction!”

“Why should we?” Knight spat. “I just got my life back on track. I promised Kate I wouldn’t fuck things up anymore.”

“So, you still love me?” Kate said with tears in her eyes.

“I’d fucking kill anyone that tried to get between me and the woman I love.”

I rocked back on my heels, seeing that this new revelation hadn’t dampened Knight’s sour disposition at all. “And…if it were possible to kill Giulia, I’d allow you to do that.”

“What’s stopping me?” Knight snarled.

“Oh, just the fact that we’re stuck inside a computer and she’s on the outside. I’m not quite sure how you’d get to her.”

“I’d find a way.”

His intensity wasn’t giving even the slightest, though I wasn’t entirely sure I had convinced any of them.

“For tonight, just go home and think on what we’ve said. In the morning, you’ll see that everything is the same. We’ll reconvene tomorrow night after Giulia leaves.”

As I stepped away from the crowd, I prepared for the onslaught of questions. Ice was the first to step up, and he looked like he was about to puke. Glancing back at the crowd, he widened his eyes at me, signaling he wanted privacy.

After we were further away, he totally exploded on me. “Is this real? I mean, are we really not who she writes us to be?”

“For some of us. I mean, I’m not that different, but you can see Cara is…”

“A sex fiend. Yeah, I got that.” His brows furrowed as he sank deep in thought.

“Ice, what is it?”

“It’s just…do you think we could be like…completely opposite of who she writes?”

“I guess it’s possible. If we’re just characters who don’t really exist outside of her books, I guess anything’s possible.”

His shoulders slumped in relief. “Thank God. Because…well, for a long time, I’ve felt…like I was being forced to be a slob.”

Now, that was interesting. “Really.”

“Yeah, it’s strange, but when Lindsey first moved in and had to clean my house, I kept thinking, why is she doing this? It’s my house. And when she was giving me all those facts about bed bugs and toilet water flying and landing on your toothbrush, I was thinking…yes! That’s totally disgusting and I need to get some alcohol and spray down the house!”

“Except, then you’d be more susceptible to setting it on fire.”

“I know,” he nodded. “But no matter how much I wanted to clean, I was a total pig. And that’s another thing! I was jacking off with her in the same room, and I was completely unapologetic about it. I mean, who does that shit? It’s so disrespectful.”

Interesting. I crossed my arms over my chest and watched him carefully. “So, you’re telling me that you’re actually a clean freak.”

“Totally! And I kept having all these disgusting feelings about being so dirty, but couldn’t figure out why I kept doing it. I thought I had a split personality disorder or something.”

“That’s totally understandable. Now that you mention it…nope, I would still impregnate Maggie just as much as I have,” I grinned.

“You’re sick,” he rolled his eyes at me. “No means no.”

“Yes, and I would listen if she actually said it. I have a feeling Maggie is just as twisted as I am.”

“Wait, does that mean that I’m still in love with Lindsey? Or will I fall in love in this…stasis and become a new man?”

“So far, everything’s been the same for me. I guess…I don’t know. We’ll have to see what happens tomorrow night and take it from there.”

“Yeah,” he agreed, though he looked a little worried about the whole thing. “I guess.”

“Don’t stress about it. After tomorrow, everything will be clearer.”

“Yeah, that’s if Hunter, Craig, and Rob actually come back from the dead. What if she sees this and decides it was the perfect way to kill off some characters?”

Shit, I hadn’t thought of that. “No, she wouldn’t…her readers would hate her.”

“They hated her when she killed off Cassie, but she had no regrets about that.”

And now that I thought about it, I wondered if Giulia would find some weird way to take her revenge on us for fighting back. This was war, after all. We were just fighting someone who only existed to us beyond the pen. And if she wrote us in, she could also write us out.

One by one until there were none of us left to fight her.

And what would happen then? She’d start another series and it wouldn’t mean a thing to her because she still had all those other books with us in them. Suddenly, I wasn’t so sure about our plan.
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GIULIA


I doctored up my tea the way I liked it and took the steaming cup into my office, setting it on my table. After checking the essentials for the day, I opened my book Playing With Fire and reread the last chapter I wrote to get back in the mood. Gabe, Chance, and Jackson were talking about the extremely loud sounds Rob and his woman made while sleeping together.

Now, I had to find a way to get all of them home and have some dramatic ending. Maybe I should kill someone. I picked up my tea and thought it over. At this point in the series, I could guess what the characters would do without really thinking about it. Readers would get bored if I kept adding the same thing over and over again. It was time for a shakeup.

I wasn’t being dramatic when I had that sit-down with Rob. As much as I wanted to let him have a win, I just wasn’t sure this woman was the one for him. Maybe he didn’t ever need a woman. After all, this woman didn’t even speak English. Rob was basically making it up as he went along, hoping what he thought she was saying was real.

So, if I was going to kill her off, I needed something really good, something that would make the readers feel bad for Rob, but also give him his moment to shine. I grinned, setting down my mug as I got to work.

I rolled to the woman sharing my bed and ran my hand down her smooth skin. She moaned when I reached her ass and continued down to the apex of her thighs. How the hell had I gotten this lucky to find a woman like this halfway around the world? And how did she keep her skin so silky smooth out here? I’d have to find her beauty regimen.

I laughed to myself as I wrote about Rob’s curiosity about her skincare products. I couldn’t picture any of these guys actually worried about the state of their skin, but that’s what made it so funny.

She purred as I rolled her over and slid between her thighs. Just as I was about to slide inside her, gunfire shattered the bliss I was about to experience. I leapt from the bed, grabbing my gun as⁠—

I frowned as I stared at the screen. The words I’d just written were…deleting themselves. “What the heck is going on?”

I started typing again, rewriting what I’d just had, then continued with the story.

Grabbing my gun as I ran to the door completely naked. Even with my junk hanging out, my urgency to protect the woman I’d fallen for was real. But she wasn’t the type of woman to lay down while someone was attacking us. She pulled my shirt over her head and grabbed a weapon, joining me on the other side of the doorway. She nodded and together we counted down, preparing ourselves for battle.

Just as we were about to move, I grabbed her hand. “Lady,” I said, still unsure of her name. “Just know that I’ve fallen for you, and if we die out there⁠—

I jerked back as the words started to delete again. Was the delete button stuck down? I shoved out of my chair and walked over to my credenza, pulling out my keyboard cleaning kit. After disconnecting it from Bluetooth, I did a thorough job of cleaning it. Once satisfied, I turned it back on and got to work, catching up to where I had been.

“Just know that I’ve fallen for you, and if we die out there⁠—”

If we die out there…What should I have him say next? It should be epic, something really life-altering to make the moment really gripping, but I lost my train of thought when the words started deleting. If we die out there, I’ll…miss you forever.

“No, that won’t work.”

If we die out there, I’ll put a bullet in my head to join you in the afterlife.

I cringed. “They’re not vampires,” I chastised myself. I took a deep breath and started typing again, singing a song to get in the mood. “If we die out there, you’ll take away the very heart of me.”

I winced again. That wasn’t any better, but I’d come back and fix it later.

She flung herself into my arms and kissed me hard. At that moment, I knew she was the end for me. If ever I was to⁠—

“What the hell?” I shouted as the words deleted all the way back to Rob sliding between her legs in bed. “Is my computer possessed?”

“Honey bunny, what’s wrong?” Oci asked as he walked into the room.

“My computer keeps deleting everything I write.”

“On its own?” he asked with a grin on his face.

“Yes! I swear, I was in the middle of typing and everything started deleting. And not like a paragraph at a time. It’s like someone is hitting the delete key right beside me.”

“Hmm, maybe a ghost.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Yes, I’m being ridiculous. You’re the one imagining your words deleting in front of you.”

He walked out of the room laughing at me. When I faced the computer, a whole paragraph had been written.

She purred as I rolled her over and slid between her thighs. Just as I was about to slide inside her, she whispered, Meu nome é Guerreiro.”

“Baby, I love it when you talk to dirty to me.” Kissing her hard, I pulled her knee up as I thrust inside her. She screamed my name as I rocked inside her, digging her nails into my back. My thick, hard cock was too much for her, pushing her over the edge after only being inside her for a minute.

She cried out over and over as my steel rod pulsed inside her, drawing her orgasm out in waves that threatened to strangle my pole. “Are you ready for my seed? I’m gonna fill you up and make babies with you.”

“What?” I shouted, staring at the ridiculous pile of crap written on my screen. I hadn’t done that. I knew I wasn’t crazy. I would never refer to a man’s penis as a steel rod unless I was making fun of someone. And I wouldn’t call it a pole, for that matter either.

“Honey,” Oci sighed, walking into my room. “What is it this time?”

“Just look!” I pointed at the screen. Tell me if you think I’d ever write something like that.”

He bent over and read it, then stood up. “I don’t get it.”

Huffing in frustration, I explained. “I was talking to you. When you left, I went back to work and that was written.”

“And?”

“And I didn’t write it,” I stressed.

“That’s silly. Stories don’t write themselves.”

I threw up my hands, already irritated with this conversation. “Gee, thank you for explaining that to me. I’m so glad you walked into my office to mansplain how stories are written.”

“Hey, you’re the one imagining that stories are writing themselves.”

“I did not say that. I said I was talking to you and when I⁠—”

I stopped and thought about it. That was odd timing. First, the words deleted themselves. Then, the story actually rewrote itself. It was as if someone was connected to me online.

Or in my story.

Was that possible? The only person who had a stake greater than me was Rob, and he’d already made his thoughts on the matter perfectly clear. Sitting down, I scrolled back to the interview and reread it.

Rob: That’s what you think. Just wait. This isn’t over. You think you can control this, but you have no idea the can of worms you just opened.

Giulia: I have complete control. I wrote it.

Rob: You may have written it, but I’m taking over now. I’m done living this half-life. Every other character has gotten to have sex but me!

Giulia: I think I just wrote that you have sex.

Rob: Off the page! When do I get my moment to shine?

Giulia: Rob⁠—

Rob: No. I refuse to go out this way. This means war.

I spun from side to side in my chair, repeating the words over and over again. “This means war.”

It was insane. Literally insane. Characters were in my head. They didn’t have the ability to fight back. Yet, somehow, my words were being replaced as I wrote them. How was that even possible?

But before I dove too far down the rabbit hole, I needed to be sure I wasn’t actually crazy.

Bullets flew outside and I dove for Maude…

I smirked, waiting to see what he had to say about that. As expected, the words disappeared.

I sank inside her and called out her name. “Penelope!”

“Penelope,” I huffed. “Like Rob could ever get a woman named Penelope.” I cracked my knuckles and went for it again.

She ran her hand over my thick cock and looked up at me with those doe eyes. “If only you were bigger.”

“I thought size didn’t matter?” I said, feeling a little hurt.

“Baby, it shouldn’t, but it takes a long time to get to China in a row boat.”

“Ha! Take that, sucker!”

I sat back and waited for his response. I knew he wouldn’t like that one. The words quickly disappeared, and as expected, new ones replaced them.

“We both know I’m more of a cruise liner, Giulia. Write it the way it should be.”

“Not a chance,” I typed back.

“You asked for it. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“This is still my book!” I shouted while typing. “I’m the one who publishes the books!”

Minutes passed as I waited for his reply. What could he possibly do? I was still the writer. I swore I could hear his deep chuckle sealing my fate as the words appeared on the screen. I. Killed. Cap.

I gasped, reeling back in my chair as I stared at the three words that took a wrecking ball to my soul. This couldn’t be happening.

Why would you do that?

The cursor blinked over and over as the minutes ticked by. Then, slowly, the words appeared.

Because I can.

You have one hour or another character dies.

Freaked out, I shut down my computer, wringing my hands as I paced the office. What was I going to do? These characters were my life. They were everything to me, yet a secondary character was holding them hostage to get his way. I couldn’t stand for this. They were my books, dammit. I would not be dictated to.

I sat down and turned my computer back on. I may lose a few characters in the end, but I would win and make Rob rue the day he ever tried to mess with this author.
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ROB


The horror of seeing a large chunk of concrete fall on top of me was merely a nightmare this morning. Now that a new day started, the real battle would begin. I had to hope that all my comrades now believed me and would go along with my plans.

Yes, it was a little insane.

But if it worked, it meant freedom for all of us.

I walked into the IT room, ready for war. “Becky, what do you have for us?”

She spun around in her chair, staring up at the ceiling as she popped bubbles from her gum. At my voice, the bubble popped and she inhaled the gum, choking on it. She jerked forward, gasping for air as she struggled to breathe.

I rushed over, kneeling at her feet. “What is it? What can I do?”

She pressed her hands to her throat, pointing at it.

“I don’t know what to do! I’ve never actually saved a life before!”

I started to panic, unsure how to proceed. I hadn’t even seen others do this. How was I supposed to help? I stood and slapped her on the back over and over again, but nothing helped. I ran from the room, screaming and waving my hands in the air. “Help! Help!”

When I got to the end of the hall and no one came running, I ran in the other direction. “Somebody help! Man down!”

Where was everyone this morning? The phone! I needed to call someone. I ran back to the IT room, halting when I saw Becky sprawled back in the chair and not breathing.

“Oh, crap! I killed Becky!”

I ran over to the phone and started pressing all the buttons. Giulia had never written how I called out. She always said I picked up the phone and called someone. I didn’t know any numbers to dial! The phone squealed in my ear and the line went dead. Wincing, I set down the phone and held my head in my hands.

“What the fuck happened in here?” Knight asked, storming into the room.

I glanced over at the dead woman in the chair and shrugged helplessly. “She…choked on a piece of gum.”

He stared at Becky for a moment, then quickly pulled his gun, pointing it at my face. “What the fuck did you do?”

I held up my hands, practically pissing my pants. That looked like a real gun. I was under the impression that when Giulia wasn’t writing us, everything was fake. I didn’t know how to dodge a bullet!

“I didn’t—I swear. I walked in and she was twirling in her chair and chewing gum! She just choked!”

“And you didn’t do anything about it?”

“Giulia never taught me how to do these things! I’m just a secondary character!”

Knight considered this a moment, then holstered his weapon. Relieved, my shoulders slumped. “What do we do with her?”

“Well, since you’re alive and last night you were under a piece of rock, I would say if we leave her here, eventually she’ll come back.”

“So, we just…roll her into the corner?”

He shrugged. “Sounds good to me.”

I hated the idea of going near a dead body, but I didn’t want it staring at me all day either. I approached with caution, then spun her away from me and started pushing her away. But as we rolled, her body slumped in the chair and slid right off to the ground. I shrieked like a little girl and jumped as she flopped forward on her face.

“Knight! What do we do?” I asked, flitting my hands in the air. Oh, God. I was getting worse the more time I spent away from Giulia’s words.

“Pick her up.”

“I can’t touch a dead body!” I hissed. “Are you insane?”

He narrowed his eyes at me. “Don’t call me insane.”

I held out my hands, even more terrified of those dark orbs boring into my skull. While I had become a scared little man, Knight only seemed to grow in intensity. I swallowed hard, hoping he didn’t kill me.

“Alright, I’m sorry. Just…don’t hurt me.”

He rolled his eyes and stalked over to me, motioning for me to help. “Grab her other arm.”

I did as he asked, squealing as her head flopped back when I hoisted her up. Knight did most of the work, but just the fact that I was touching a dead body made this whole thing so horrible. When she was finally in the chair, albeit a little stiff, Knight wheeled her over to the corner.

I stumbled over to the desk and leaned heavily on it, feeling like I was about to throw up. “I don’t feel so good,” I mumbled.

“Buck up,” Knight said, slapping me on the back. I jolted forward, partly because of his massive hand clapping me on the back, and half out of fear. “How are we doing this?”

“Um…” I tried to push the images of Becky in the corner out of my mind. She would be whole tomorrow. “We need everyone down here so we can begin the battle.”

“So call them.”

I winced, hating to admit it. “I don’t actually know how to call anyone.”

Cursing under his breath, he did something with his phone, then shoved it back in his pocket.

“What did you do?”

“I sent out an emergency message to everyone. They should be down here soon.”

I nodded and slumped in the chair. “I don’t suppose you still have computer skills, do you?”

“Yes. Why?”

“Because we need to hack into Giulia’s computer.”

He glanced in the corner at Becky. “It would have been easier with Becky.”

“I don’t think so,” I shook my head. “She was…dumber when I walked in.”

He strode over to the keyboard and got to work. “Why is it that everyone but me is an idiot?”

“Maggie still seems like Maggie,” I offered.

“Great. I’ll have someone to blow shit up with.” His fingers flew over the keyboard like magic. I was in awe. When I did stuff for Giulia, my fingers moved the same way, except it was just for show. I wasn’t actually able to do anything. Suddenly, a bright screen appeared with the story that was being written.

“This is it?”

“This is her current Reed Security story.”

“Will she know we’re looking at it?”

He shook his head. “No, I hacked her computer.”

I stepped closer to the screen, then reached out, thinking my hand might go right through the screen and out on her end. That would be so cool. Knight grabbed my hand, twisting it up behind my back. I screamed in pain as I fell to my knees.

“Ow! What are you doing?”

“Don’t. Touch. My stuff,” he growled in my ear, then released me with a harsh jerk. I fell forward into the computer table, barely catching myself. Standing, I stepped away from him, rotating my sore arm. At least he didn’t break it.

The door flung open and Cap strolled in, looking exactly like he did every day. However, some of the other characters were…not in their usual attire.

“What is this?” Derek asked. “I was just about to go on.”

I stared at him in his tights, but he wasn’t dressed like Superman. “Um…did I interrupt something?”

“Yes, I was about to audition for Kiss Me, Kate. I’m going for the lead role.”

“You’re going to be in a play?” I asked excitedly.

“Yes,” Claire huffed, shoving her way around him. “I assumed when he got in his tights this morning, we were about to have some sexy times.” Her eyes trailed up and down his body, and she sighed. “I guess I’ll have to wait until he’s done playing this other role.”

“What are we doing here?” Cap asked.

“I have hot wax warmed up at home!”

“I was in the middle of a pedicure!”

“Who’s going to trim my cat’s nails?”

The roar of men’s voices made it impossible to concentrate on the task at hand. I let out a loud whistle, impressed that I could do that. “Calm down!” I shouted, finally grabbing their attention. The room quieted as I stood in front of them all. I was their leader, their captain in battle. “Alright, I know everyone wants to use their downtime in their own ways,” I said, eyeing Chris as he walked on the heels of his feet since his toe separators made it difficult to walk.

He crossed his arms and glared at me. “Do you know how long it’s been since I had a pedicure? My ingrown toenail is killing me. And these a-holes never think to invite me along,” he said, gesturing to Hunter, who flamed bright red.

“Uh…anyway,” I said, sidestepping that landmine. “The reason I had you summoned was because Giulia is about to start work. As you can see, Hunter, Craig, and I are alive and well, proving that we are all living in Giulia’s book. Right now, she’s not working.”

“What’s that?” Jules asked, jerking his head at the screen.

I grinned, looking behind me. “That is our lives. Knight was able to hack into Giulia’s computer. We now have access to her work when she’s writing. I thought it was about time we took back control of our lives.”

“How are we supposed to do that?”

Just as I was about to tell him, words appeared on the screen. I felt something inside my body being tugged painfully. Suddenly, we were transported to the jungle and I was in bed with the woman I was meant to fall in love with. The same woman Giulia wanted to kill.

I felt my body working of its own accord. I kissed and nibbled at my woman, grinning to myself when I finally settled between her legs. It was finally going to happen. I was going to get laid for the first time ever on the page. But then I heard gunfire and groaned as Giulia wrenched me away from those beautiful legs. Suddenly, I was dressing instead of having sex.

“No, no, no!” I screamed internally. “This was not supposed to happen!”

I felt my lips moving as Giulia continued to write. I couldn’t let this happen. I had to fight it. I closed my eyes and screamed as loud as I could, fighting with everything in me to claw my way out of this reality.

I felt a bubble pop in my ears and when I opened my eyes, I was back in the Reed Security IT room. Everyone was staring at me incredulously.

“What just happened?” Cap whispered.

I quickly looked over my body. I was me—not in Giulia’s book. I laughed to myself, even though I was naked. It seemed not everything came back with me to this reality. Clearing my throat, I covered my junk. “I, uh…was about to get laid.”

“And you left?” Maggie asked. “I thought you wanted that?”

“I did,” I said urgently, “but she was dragging me out of bed to fight. I knew she was going to kill…Francesca.”

“Francesca?” Cap asked.

“Well, I don’t actually know her name. Giulia hasn’t given her one yet.”

“What happens now?” Ice asked.

I turned to the screen and nodded to Knight. “Let’s fight back.” With a final look at me, Knight hit the delete button erasing the words on the screen. The others gasped, covering their mouths as we waited for retribution.

“I can’t believe you just did that,” Gabe said in horror.

“Someone had to stand up to her. Have you forgotten about all the things she’s made you all do? Have you forgotten about the waxings and the tantric yoga? Is this really the way you want to continue living your lives?”

While I was making my speech, Giulia started to write again. She was back to the gunfight, but dammit, I wanted to get laid. Nudging Knight aside, I took his place at the keyboard. I was a slow typer, but I would get my point across.

“Are you ready for my seed? I’m gonna fill you up and make babies with you.”

“Wow,” Maggie nodded. “That’s the worst line ever.”

“I know,” I said, turning with a grin. “The point isn’t to write something better than her. It’s to let her know I’m here and I’m not leaving anytime soon.”

I waited with bated breath, but nothing happened. The cursor blinked over and over, never giving us new words.

“Maybe you scared the crap out of her,” Chance snorted. “She probably thinks she’s hallucinating.”

“Possibly,” I answered, cocking my head to the side as I waited.

“Should we take a different approach?” Burg asked. “Maybe we should write something really outlandish.”

I rolled my eyes as I looked at him. “I just talked about my gigantic pole. I’m pretty sure she knows I’m here.”

As ever, Cap was the voice of reason. “What if instead of writing, she checks herself into an insane asylum? What if you’re driving her mad?”

It wasn’t possible. There was no way I’d freak her out that much. “No, Giulia’s a fighter. There’s no way she’ll give in just from this.”

“She’s not responding,” Knight said. “I think she gave up.”

“I’m telling you⁠—”

Bullets flew outside and I dove for Maude…

“Maude?” I reared back in disgust. “She thinks she’s going to name my love interest Maude?”

“She’s screwing with you,” Knight said, jerking his head at the screen. “You have to change it.”

Taking a deep breath, I steeled my spine and deleted her words, replacing them with my own. I sank inside her and called out her name. “Penelope!”

“Penelope?” Cap snorted. “I would have gone with something more realistic than that. You could never get a Penelope.”

“I could get a Penelope,” I argued.

Sinner shook his head in disagreement. “Dude, I could get a Penelope. You could get a…” He looked me up and down, then shrugged. “Maybe a Susan.”

“Susan?” I shrieked. “Are you freaking kidding me? I’m way better than Susan.”

“Susan is just a name!” Kate shouted. “Look at me. My name is Kate, but I’m nothing like Giulia describes me. I’m…stupid!”

“Wait, she wrote something,” Maggie said, pointing at the screen and laughing.

“If only I was bigger? Oh, fuck that!” I snapped, typing out a reply. “Ha! Take that.”

Beaming with pride, my face dropped as she typed out, “Baby, it shouldn’t, but it takes a long time to get to China in a row boat.”

I turned beet red, turning to face all of them. “This means war.” I typed out my reply and again, waited for her response.

“Yeah, an ocean liner,” Cap snorted. “That’s a good one.”

I didn’t bother turning around. I didn’t need to see his smug face. He was just acting like this because unlike me, he actually got laid in his books.

Her response was better than I could have hoped for. “This is still my book! I’m the one who publishes the books!”

“You know what you have to do,” Knight said, handing over a knife.

“You want me to kill myself?”

He shrugged. “She can’t control you if you’re dead.”

I felt a large hand come down on my shoulder and Cap’s chuckle in my ear. “Well, we all have to go sometime.”

Without thinking, I spun around and…accidentally slid the knife right into Cap’s chest. He stumbled back, staring at me in disbelief. “You…”

“Oops,” I said, pretending it was an accident. I’d never wanted to murder anyone before, but I hated that everyone felt I was expendable. I guess they’d pushed me too far.

Cap fell to his knees, then to his side in a heap on the floor. Blood pooled from his body, and if this was a book, everyone would be panicking.

“Nice,” Cazzo muttered. “Way to keep cool under pressure.”

“Oh, keep your panties on. He’ll be alive tomorrow. Just like Becky,” I said, gesturing to the corner.”

“You killed Becky?” Coop shouted.

I winced, forgetting the two of them were together. “I didn’t kill her. She choked on her gum and I didn’t know how to save her.”

“With the Heimlich Maneuver,” he shouted, rushing over to her. “How—Why is she all contorted in the chair?”

“Well, she sort of fell out and I had to move her back. She’s actually quite heavy.”

“More like you’re a wimp,” he argued.

“Hey, can we focus on the problem at hand?” Knight snapped. “Giulia is waiting for a response.”

Walking back over to the keyboard, I typed out the one thing I knew would get to her. I. Killed. Cap.

“Why did you type that?”

I turned and faced my fellow characters. “Because Giulia has always been quite clear that Cap is her favorite. It’s his book cover. Apparently, the guy is hot. And in her eyes, there’s no one better, which is why he gets all the best storylines.”

“I don’t know,” Hunter scoffed. “She did end the series with GoodKnight. Basically, the entire book was about him. I’m not sure she could get much more preferential in her treatment.”

“Very true,” Cap said, lifting his head off the ground.

Gasping, I stepped back, staring at the man I had just killed. “How are you alive?”

He looked at me like I was crazy. “We’re characters in a book. Did you really think you could kill me?”

“I…then what is Becky doing?”

Becky sat up in her chair, yawning as she stretched. “I was just getting out of work. IT is so boring.”

“Babe, it’s what you love,” Coop said.

“No, what I love is chopping down trees. I think I was really meant to be a lumberjack.”

“But why is it that Knight got the final book,” Cap interrupted. “I mean, seriously, it’s a series about me. My last name is literally in the series title. Why does Knight get the final book? Couldn’t it have been GoodCap?”

Knight swore under his breath. “It’s a play on words, you idiot. Good night to the series. My name is Knight. Good. Knight. Get it?”

“Whatever. Everyone loves you because you’re all dark and dangerous, but let me tell you, the good guys win too.”

Jules snorted. “Sure, for some of you. I had amnesia and basically bitch about modern technology.”

“At least you have a thing,” Chris grumbled. “I’m barely talked about in other storylines. My kid has more of a storyline than me. And you know what I heard?” he scoffed, looking around at all of us. “Giulia is actually going to create an entire series for Axel.” We all gasped. “Yeah, and that’s not all,” he continued. “She’s got Matthew Hosea as the cover model for every cover, which means Axel is going to be on the cover of every single fucking book. He literally has a series all to himself! And when that’s done, he’s moving on to Reed Security.”

Cap’s gaze snapped to Chris. “Wait, if he gets his own series and then moves on to Reed Security that means…”

“That means he’s going to take over one day.”

Cap stumbled back in surprise. “Does that mean Giulia’s going to change the name? Will it be Axel Security? Or McKay Security? Oh, God. My name is going down the drain!”

“Just be happy you got the lead for as long as you did,” I snapped. “You know, I’m the only character in the series who didn’t get an actual book. Me! It’s like —I’m just a secondary character. Hell, even Sebastian’s friends made more appearances than I did in this series.”

“That’s because she likes them all better,” Cap teased.

“Readers literally asked for me. In her group, Sheryl said she’d love to read about me. And Tena said she thinks I deserve a book. Mechelle called me Poor Rob. That’s not because I’m not a memorable character,” I snapped.

“No, she called you poor because you’re sad and pathetic,” Chris snapped.

I was about to punch him when Knight shouted for everyone to shut up. “The game is on,” he said, his voice deep and terrifying.

I turned back to the screen and saw the fear in her words. Why would you do that?

Because I can. I replied. You have one hour or another character dies.

“One hour for what?” Cap asked. “You didn’t make any demands.”

“Yes, I did. It was implied. She knows what I expect from her.”

“But you didn’t state it,” Cap sighed. “Jesus, it’s like you’ve never been in a thriller before.”

“I haven’t,” I snapped. “Or did you forget that she leaves me out of everything?”

He flushed. “Right, sorry. So are you going to add anything?”

I turned and stared at the blinking cursor on the screen. “No, she knows where we stand now.”
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GIULIA


“One hour,” I scoffed. “Like this is a negotiation. This is my book!” I shouted at the screen. “You don’t get to decide what happens in my books!”

“Honey?”

I spun around, fuming as I stared at my husband. “What?”

“You’re yelling at your computer. Is everything alright?”

“Is everything alright?” I asked in a low voice. “Did you just really ask me that?”

His brows furrowed as he stared at me. “Um…I think so.”

I huffed out a bitter laugh. “Men. They always think they know best.”

“I…didn’t say that,” he continued, looking at me like I’d lost my mind.

Me! Like I could actually lose my mind. I was a writer. I got lost in stories and plots, but I would never lose my mind. “You know, this is the problem with you. You want to fix me. But this—” I tapped the side of my head—“can’t be fixed.”

Okay, I heard the crazy in my voice. I knew what this looked like—me yelling at my computer and then talking like this to my husband. It wasn’t a good look on anyone, but especially not on a woman. Soon, I would be called things like dramatic and emotional. Did men ever stop to think that women only got emotional because men drove us to the point of murder? Why did Cap think I wrote a woman for him who wanted to stick a grenade under his bed? It certainly wasn’t a form of foreplay.

“Giulia, I think maybe it’s time for a break. How about we go for a drive to clear your head?” he asked in that placating voice as he motioned me forward like a rabid dog. “You’ll see, a short drive will make everything better.”

I scoffed, crossing my arms over my chest. “This is so typical. I’m upset because of something that’s happening in my books, and you’re here to tell me I’m losing it and need a break.”

“Now, that’s not what I said⁠—”

“They’re the ones who need a break!” I jabbed a finger at the screen. “They think they can walk all over me, but you know what? I’ve had enough of their whining and their demands. I’m tired of them trying to run the show. This is my series, and if I want to end all of them, I’ll do that!”

I pulled out the chair and gave a wicked smile as I began to type.

We drove for hours searching for Cap, but he was nowhere to be seen. With my jungle lady by my side, I wasn’t scared in the least. I couldn’t say the same for Chance, Gabe, and Jackson. They seemed to think we were going to be attacked at any moment.

I spun in my seat, slinging my arm over the back. “You guys need to relax. Unclench,” I grinned. “This is paradise!”

A whirring sound had us all looking up.

“Oh, fuck,” I groaned right as a rocket fell out of the sky. “This is gonna hurt.”

“What? You can’t end it like that!” Oci yelled. “You just killed five characters in one blow!”

“Yes,” I said, satisfied with my decision. “It’s perfect.”

“It’s insanity,” my husband shouted. “Don’t you remember the fiasco of 2018? Readers abandoned ship after you killed Cassie. They won’t forgive you for this,” he warned.

“I gave Ryan a second love. Isn’t that even better than only having one love in your life?”

He scoffed in disgust. “You made them fall in love with her, and then you destroyed her.”

“Well, yeah,” I laughed. “Would they have felt at all bad for Ryan if they didn’t love her too? I mean, you can’t kill off an okay character and pull those kinds of emotions out of people. I made a pregnant woman—who never sheds a tear—cry!”

He widened his eyes and gave a slow clap. “Congratulations, you made an emotionally unstable woman cry. Are you proud of yourself?”

I glared at him. “I know that’s meant to hurt me, but it doesn’t. Anytime I can make someone cry at my book, I’ve done my job. There’s nothing you can say to make me change my mind.”

“If I can’t change your mind about Cassie, then at least consider how this affects everyone else at Reed Security. Think of all the women and how they’ll respond to losing so many men at once.”

He had a point there…

“Yeah, I’m okay with that,” I said cheerily, sitting down at my desk. “Now the real fun begins.”
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I gasped, sitting upright as I sucked in deep breaths. What the fuck just happened? I looked around me and cursed. I was back in the jungle. The Jeep was on fire and bodies were scattered on the ground in little bloody pieces. I tried to move, but realized that my head wasn’t exactly attached to my body. In fact, I wasn’t even sure where my lower half was.

“What the actual fuck?” I snapped. Wiggling my eyes, I tried to roll my head across the ground to reattach it to my neck, but that wasn’t working. I stuck out my tongue, but was too far away to scoot myself.

“Why is my arm squirting blood like this?” Jackson asked. “Is anyone else bleeding in unusual places?”

“Me,” Chance groaned. “But I can’t raise my hand because it’s no longer attached.

“I’m literally shooting blood out of my arm,” Jackson said in disbelief.

“Have you ever seen a talking head?” I asked, unable to see him.

“You’re missing your head?” Gabe asked. “I’m pretty sure my dick is gone. Does anyone remember what happened?”

I thought back for a moment, and then I remembered how we were torn out of the IT room when Giulia started writing. I remembered turning around to talk to the guys when a rocket fell on us.

“That bitch!” I shouted. “She killed us off.”

“Giulia?” Gabe asked. “That can’t be right. She wouldn’t kill us. We’re main characters.”

“Oh, so I guess I’m expendable,” I retorted.

“Hey, this is all your fault anyway,” Chance snapped. “Everything was fine until you decided you couldn’t go on without your jungle woman by your side. We don’t even know her name!”

“And that makes her superfluous? What if she decides to kill off all your kids?” I asked. “Are you going to be okay with that?”

“Yes! I didn’t even have any kids when Reed Security ended. Morgan was pregnant. It’s not like I lived that out.”

“That’s such a selfish answer. Some of us still have a lot of time left in this…alternate universe. I’d like to enjoy it.”

“Then maybe you should try playing nice,” Chance retorted. “Stop getting all of us killed.”

“You wouldn’t be dead if Giulia wasn’t a psycho bitch out to destroy our lives.”

The burning car suddenly exploded, lifting at least twenty feet off the ground before it flew over my head and hovered for just a moment before falling to the ground.

“Here we go again.”

The crushing pain was nothing compared to the fire that melted the skin off my face. Then suddenly, it was gone and I was back to having my face perfectly detached, but no car on me.

“What the fuck was that?” Gabe asked. “Did you see that? One minute, you were crushed by a car and then it was gone!”

“Yes, I felt it,” I grumbled. “I don’t—” But then I realized what was going on. “Giulia’s at the desk again.”

“What?” Chance asked.

“Giulia,” I growled. “She’s trying to make this as painful and humiliating as possible to prove to me that she can do whatever she wants in a book. Well, I’m not having it!”

Summoning all the strength I had in my mind, I willed my body parts to come together. Even by my standards, this was insane. But slowly, I felt my body stitching itself back together again. When I was whole, I grinned down at my body.

“Damn, I did a good job.”

After seeing what I was able to do, the rest of them put in the effort until their bodies were back together also. Soon, we were standing around the blown up Jeep feeling pretty damn good about ourselves.

“What about your lady?” Chance asked.

“Shit!” I ran around the area looking for her, but there was no sign of her anywhere. “I don’t get it. Where could she have gone?”

“Maybe her body parts are in the trees,” Jackson grinned.

All of us searched the trees, but there was no sign of her. It was as if she had never existed. My nostrils flared in anger as I thought of Giulia laughing behind her computer. She thought she was so clever. I’d show her.

I turned to the guys, ready to do battle. “Listen, if we can summon ourselves back together, that means we can bring others to this location, right?”

Chance rubbed his chin. “Theoretically, but to what end?”

“To take away what Giulia loves most in this series.”

Jackson gasped in horror, holding his hand over his mouth. “You want to get rid of Cap?”

“Precisely. If we’re going to win this war, we need to hit her where it hurts most.”

Gabe looked uncomfortable as he shifted from one foot to the other. “I don’t know. You’re asking us to risk our lives over a side character.”

“She’s my destiny,” I spat, slamming my fist on my chest. “Who am I without her? I’m…nobody.”

“Spoken like a true warrior,” Chance nodded. He clapped his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “We will stand beside you, no matter the cost.” He glanced away, looking off into the far distance. “This land is our home. We will fight with everything we have, for the land, the people…our brotherhood.” He thrust his fist in the air and shouted, “We will fight to the death against this evil foe!”

He closed his eyes and sucked in a deep breath through his nostrils, then opened his eyes and frowned. “What was that?”

“I…think you’re actually a medieval warrior.”

He nodded, his lip turned up in a smile. “Then I will lead you through this treachery until we’ve defeated this scribe. We will wash our hands in her blood and scorch her innards as we feast on the glory of victory!”

Jackson slowly started clapping, but stopped at my glare. “What? I thought that was our cue to cheer.”

With Chance still standing with his hand thrust in the air, I moved on. “This is going to take everything we have. We’ll need to summon everyone here. Let’s get to work.”

Gabe shifted uncomfortably again.

“What is it?” I asked in irritation.

“Nothing. It’s just…Chance’s speech was better,” he said, flushing bright red. “I think maybe this calls for a little more fanfare.”

I slapped him across the face. “Pull yourself together, man. This is war.”

“Right, sorry.”

“Our first priority is finding…my jungle love. When we find her, Giulia won’t be far behind.”

“Or,” Jackson hedged. “You said you want to get rid of Cap. There may be a way we can bring the jungle woman here without having to do anything.”

“What do you mean?”

He grinned. “Summon Cap here, like you suggested. If you hold Cap hostage, she’ll show up. If she really loves him as much as she says she does, she won’t allow him to be murdered.”

“That’s not a bad idea.” I was a little ashamed I hadn’t thought about it myself. I closed my eyes and thought really hard about bringing Cap to this location. I wasn’t sure it would work, but if I was able to stitch myself together through thought, then this had to work.

I heard a pop and cracked open my eyes. Cap was standing in front of me, staring around in confusion.

“Rob? Where am I? What happened?”

“I brought you here.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Really? Last I remember, I had a face the size of a melon.” His hand prodded his face. “That’s weird. Shouldn’t I still be all blown up?”

“You’re not in Giulia’s story anymore.”

Sighing, he thrust his hands on his hips. “Seriously, I don’t know why my name is on the books. Everyone does whatever the hell they want.”

“Cap, I’m really sorry about this.”

“What do you⁠—”

I pulled my gun and shot him in the gut. Jackson and Gabe jumped back in shock and Cap stared down at the blossoming red hole in his stomach. “Why…why would you do that?”

“Because she needs to be stopped.”

“What the fuck?” Gabe shouted. “You were supposed to hold him hostage. Not shoot him!”

Chance strolled forward, walking around Cap as he stared at him. He drew a sword from his side and swung hard, decapitating our leader. Then he grabbed Cap’s bloody head from the ground and held it up for everyone to see.

“This is what happens when you betray your people! Let it be known that any man, woman, or child who dares to attack us shall be slain!”

I clenched my jaw as Chance got into character—his other character. “Alright, Brutus. There’s no need to be so dramatic.”

“Thy will is my command,” he said, giving a sweeping bow.

An echoing wave surrounded us, and then Giulia stepped through some kind of portal, all decked out like Xena Warrior Princess. She looked good in it, but I would not let that sway me.

“Giulia,” I said, stepping aside for her to see her beloved Cap.

“Rob. I see you’ve stooped impossibly low.”

“I’m not the one killing off characters on a whim.”

She narrowed her eyes at me and snapped her fingers. In an instant, my jungle lady appeared in front of her, bound at the wrists. “Rob, you need to face the facts that this character is not going to be in your future.”

“She’s mine,” I growled, finally feeling every bit of the man I was supposed to be in her books. “I will not let you kill her off.”

“You can’t stop me.”

A dagger was shoved through her stomach from behind, but my lady didn’t even groan in pain. “Esta é parte em que finjo que estou ferido?” Is this the part where I pretend I’m hurt?

I rushed forward just as Giulia pulled the dagger from her stomach. My lady fell to the ground on her knees. “Don’t worry, my love. I’ll rescue you.”

“Você não conseguia nem cozinhar uma refeição.” You couldn’t even cook a meal.

“I love you too,” I said, brushing my thumb across her cheek. “We’ll make many babies and have our own book. Maybe I’ll even have a team.”

“Não o homem de meia-calça. Eu nunca poderia brigar com um homem que pensa que é um super-herói.” Not the man in tights. I could never fight with a man who thinks he’s a superhero.

“What did she say?” Gabe asked.

“She says she loves me and can’t wait to have my babies.”

“It sounded like she said something about a superhero. It sounded like she was talking about Derek.”

My gaze snapped to his. “No, she was saying I’m her superhero.”

“Isto é ridículo. Eu poderia salvar sua bunda em dois segundos,” she said rapidly. This is ridiculous. I could save your ass in two seconds.

“Give up. Your lady is dead!” Giulia shouted.

I stared into the bright eyes of my woman, then back up to Giulia. “No she isn’t.”

“She’s not?” Giulia asked. She walked around and peered at the woman. “That’s weird. I killed her.”

“Apenas tire-o de sua miséria. Vou me juntar ao time e eye ficará feliz.” Just put him out of his misery. I will join the team and he’ll be happy.

“I don’t want you on the team. I’m the writer and I decide who lives and who dies,” Giulia snapped at my woman.

“Hey, now. There’s no need to yell at her. The poor woman doesn’t even have a name.”

Giulia snarled at me, then turned back to the woman I loved. “I’m sorry it has to end this way. I can’t see any way around it. Not when I have to keep looking up Portuguese words.”

My lady glared at Giulia. I was in awe of her commanding presence, even in the face of death. “Isso não é difícil. Vou para casa com ele e de repente falo inglês. Será hilário para os leitores que ela o tenha entendido o tempo todo.” This is not hard. I go home with him and suddenly speak English. It’ll be hilarious to the readers that she understood him the whole time.

Giulia seemed to consider whatever she said, then shrugged. “I suppose that could work.”

“What could work?” I asked urgently.

As Giulia turned to me, jungle lady jumped up, thrusting her arms around Giulia’s neck and pulled the rope around her wrists tight to Giulia’s throat. Letting out a jungle roar, she grabbed her jaw and twisted hard, killing Giulia instantly.

Giulia collapsed on the ground, her eyes staring off into the vast space around us. Huffing, my jungle lady got to her feet and blew her hair out of her face. “É assim que você faz as coisas por aqui.” That’s how you get shit done around here.

“What did she say?” Gabe asked in awe.

“She said she was fueled by her love for me. She couldn’t possibly live without me.”

“That’s a lot longer than what she said.”

“What do you know?” I shot back. “Don’t try to ruin our love.”

“Espero que nos livros dela vocês não sejam tão inúteis quanto aqui.” I hope in her books you aren’t all as useless as you are out here.

“Don’t worry, baby. Just wait until you see me in action in her books. I’m a killer behind a keyboard,” I grinned at her, pulling her into my arms for a big kiss.

“Um… not to put a damper on this happy reunion, but if Giulia is dead, how is she going to finish your story?” Jackson asked.

I frowned at that. I hadn’t considered that we might be stuck in this alternate realm.

“Never fear,” Giulia said, standing up as she brushed off her clothes. “My demise has been greatly exaggerated.”

I stepped in front of jungle lady, refusing to let Giulia near her. “If you want her, you’ll have to go through me.”

I let my anger wash over me as I prepared to go toe to toe with Giulia. I would die for this woman, though I was shitting my pants as I thought about how quickly that could happen. But I was a Reed Security warrior, and I would not let down my fellow characters.

Giulia held up her hands. “Truce.”

“What?” I asked, expecting a death blow.

“I have been beaten by my own characters.” Groaning, she tossed her head back, yelling to the skies. “A character that I didn’t even want in the books! I know when enough is enough.”

I was still struggling to wrap my head around this. It was over? Things were going to go back to normal? “So, that’s really it?”

“Yes. You can have your jungle woman. I’ll even name her. God knows the readers won’t like it if I keep calling her jungle woman.”

Gabe shrugged. “I don’t know. We had Plaid Man. Everyone seemed to love that.”

“So, what’s her name?” I asked, feeling hope rising in my chest.

“You’ll have to wait until I write it,” she grinned at me. “But if you fuck with me again, I won’t hesitate to kill everyone off. And you’ll be the first one I’m coming for.”

“You won’t hear another peep from me,” I promised. “I’ll be the best book character you’ve ever had.”

“Good. Then I’d better get back to writing.” She snapped her fingers and vanished into thin air. I spun in a circle looking for her, sure she was going to appear again and chop off my head. “She’s really gone.”

“And we’re all still here alive and well,” Jackson added.

“Except me,” Cap said from the ground. “Remember me? The guy you decapitated?”

“Oh, right,” I chuckled. “Sorry about that. I’m sure you’ll get your body back soon.”

He sighed, rolling his head on the ground. “Did anyone else notice that she didn’t even say hi to me? So much for being her favorite.”

I patted him on the head since his body was still detached. “Look on the bright side. At least you weren’t there when Maggie had her baby.”

He glared at me. “There’s still time for her to rewrite it.”
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CAP


With adrenaline pumping through my veins, I somehow found the strength to push through the pain and swelling to reach the airport. With Knight and Lola holding me up by both arms, guiding me toward the plane, I made the flight just before it was about to take off. I stumbled up the steps and was shoved down in a seat as Sinner buckled me in.

“Everyone on board?” he shouted.

An answering round of yesses filled the cabin.

“Let’s move! We’ve got a baby waiting on us!” Sinner shouted to the captain.

“There’s no way we’re going to make it,” I mumbled. “It’s a thirteen hour flight, and that doesn’t include the drive to the hospital.”

“We’ll make it,” he reassured me.

“Sinner, face the facts. I really fucked this one up. I never should have left Freckles alone. What was I thinking?”

“Um…I’m guessing that you were terrified of another kid joining you. I would be too. You’re going to have a whole army running around the house soon.”

The wheels started rolling as we taxied down the runway, but before we could pick up speed, the engines shut down and I was thrown forward from the drop of momentum.

“What the fuck was that?” I said, pressing my hand to the back of the seat in front of me.

Sinner got up and looked out the window. “Shit. Someone’s trying to board the plane! Get into position!”

“What do I do?” I asked in a panic. I couldn’t even fucking see.

“Stay low and no matter what happens, don’t get dead.”

I shot him a sarcastic grin. “Thanks for that.”

The front of the plane burst into a ball of flames. I ducked, trying to protect my head as much as possible. I didn’t need one more thing to happen to my face on this trip.

“Cap,” Sinner said, pulling me to face him. “I’ve got this. I’ll always be your second.”

“Wait!” I shouted as he took off for the front of the plane. I stood just in time to see a woman board the plane and fire a single shot into Sinner’s head. “No!” I shouted, bursting out of my seat and racing forward. I only made it a few feet before a bullet struck me in the gut and I collapsed on the floor. I watched in agony as women’s boots walked toward me in measured steps. When she was standing over me, she delivered the final blow to my head and everything went dark.

I was jerked upright and Rob stood beside me, glaring at the woman. “He’s not dying.”

“Yes, he is,” she growled, holding up the gun and firing again.

Burning pain slid through my chest as the bullet entered my heart and I died. I gasped as I was jerked back alive. “What the fuck?”

“I said he doesn’t die. Giulia, we talked about this.”

“And you said you wouldn’t interfere,” she countered, raising the gun again.

“No—” But it was too late. The bullet went through my hand and into my shoulder, hitting a major artery. I felt the blood draining from my body as I slumped in Rob’s arms and I died.

“Giulia, if you do this, I swear to God, I will sic Penthesilea on you.”

“Who’s Penthesilea?” Giulia exclaimed.

“Jungle woman. You didn’t name her, so I did. She was the greatest warrior woman among the Amazons.”

Giulia’s nostrils flared and she shot me again, but Rob brought me back to life.

“Can someone please decide if I’m coming or going?” I groaned. “How many times do I have to die?”

“Shut up,” they both shouted at me. Then they started all over again. I died and was brought back to life multiple times over the next half hour. And the whole time, I wished I had just stayed home with Freckles. Then none of this would have happened.

I spotted a grenade attached to Giulia’s hip and snagged it, pulling the pin. “This ends now!”

I released the striker lever and felt heat rush over me as the plane went up in flames.

Jerking upright in bed, I wiped the sweat from my brow and looked over at Maggie sleeping peacefully. Pulling back the covers, I placed my hand on her round belly and smiled. “I’m not going anywhere.” Then I jerked my head up as I considered the craziest fucking dream I’d ever had. “But I do need to make some alterations to Operation: Freckles’ Delivery.”
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GIULIA


My lips moved along with my fingers as I put the finishing touches on my latest Reed Security book. I was pretty happy with the way it all turned out, and that I hadn’t been sent to an asylum. That was an added bonus. The characters would continue to rebel in my head, but at least we’d reached an accord.

“So, all finished?” Oci asked from the doorway.

“Yep.” I turned to him and smiled. “Thank God this one’s in the bag. I didn’t think it was ever going to end.”

“Just do me a favor. The next time you feel like the characters are starting to take over, tell yourself it’s not real and walk away.”

He bent over and kissed me before reading through the ending. I turned back to the document and hit the compile button. My husband thought he’d won this round, but he would never know the truth. The life of an author was complicated and lonely at times when all you had to rely on were the characters rummaging through your brain.

I may have lost the battle, but I would win the war. I still had a Christmas book in the works. I grinned as I thought of all the potential storylines. Then I remembered Axel’s series that was coming after I finished my cowboy series in Montana. Yes, there were plenty of opportunities for danger and death.

“So, after this, do you have any plans to kill off any more characters?” he teased.

“Not yet. But who knows what the future holds?”
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