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  Two Geeks and Their Girl


  Amanda “Manny” Croyle hates technology…and it hates her right back. Which is why it annoys her when she’s assigned to an undercover investigation and protective operation for two computer geeks. But it’s not like she has a life. Just a wounded heart and PTSD from her time in the Middle East.


  Korbin Temple and Rhys Gilyard are resigned to the fact that Artemis—a top-secret cyber-security project—is the only “woman” in their life. Then they’re assigned an administrative assistant. They’ve learned not to trust sexy women, especially once they suss out Manny’s true identity, but there’s something sweetly haunted about her and they wouldn’t mind a chance to brighten her world.


  Manny knows getting personal is a bad idea, but the two men soon win her heart. Unfortunately, unknown criminals want their hands on Artemis. Now it’s a race against time to see if Manny can unravel the mystery before time runs out for one of her men.
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  Chapter One


  


  “Today in Afghanistan, three American soldiers were killed when an IED—”


  Amanda “Manny” Croyle grabbed the remote control and snapped the TV off before tossing the remote to the couch.


  Then the shakes started. She found herself, once again, helpless to stop them.


  I need a run.


  As she struggled to keep her rising anxiety at bay, she hurried into the bedroom and threw open her closet. Five minutes later, she left her apartment and ran down the street at a blistering pace she knew she couldn’t maintain for long.


  She also knew she couldn’t afford not to keep it up. Not if she didn’t want her mind to sink into a full-on ugly circuit of grief and survivor’s guilt.


  It was a Monday, and the unusually hot May’s stranglehold on the weather kept its muggy fist tightly knotted around the early evening. Even the sea breeze blowing in from the Gulf of Mexico brought little relief as Manny pounded down the sidewalk, out of her apartment complex in Clearwater and headed toward the park near her place.


  She knew better than to leave the TV on a channel that carried national news. She’d gotten so wrapped up in trying to figure out how to download an instruction manual for her new iPad that she’d completely lost track of time.


  And now every bad memory from her four years overseas had rolled into the forefront of her thoughts with a vengeance.


  Every hit of her Asics running shoes on the sidewalk jarred through her body, making her bad right leg throb like a nagging toothache on steroids and helping her focus on that, helping take her thoughts away from memories of distant deserts and jihad fighters and living life with the constant, gnawing knowledge that every footstep you took on a dusty, rocky road could be your last.


  Helped take her thoughts away from an explosion that killed her best friend and the love of her life, and would have killed her, too, had he not shoved her out of the way and took the brunt of the blast with his body.


  She ran until it was nearly dark over an hour later. Finally, trembling, shaky, and drenched with sweat, she returned home.


  


  * * * *


  


  She stopped by the kitchen to grab a bottle of water from the fridge when the phone rang. After glancing at the caller ID she let out a groan and answered it.


  “Hello, Daddy.”


  “Hello yourself, young lady. Where’s your tax paperwork? I know you filed an extension, even though I told you not to.”


  She cast a guilty glance toward the scanner box sitting on her counter. “I haven’t had a chance to put it all together and get over to the post office to mail it to you.”


  “No. That’s not what you’re supposed to do. Don’t tell me you haven’t even installed it yet?”


  She turned her back on the box. “I told you, I tried to install it. It wouldn’t install.”


  “Did you contact tech support like I told you?”


  She hoped he couldn’t hear her aggravated snort. “They put me on hold for thirty minutes and I hung up.”


  “Did you try calling back?”


  “I have too much to do to sit on hold. Why can’t I just mail you my papers and receipts?”


  “Because I bought you that scanner so you wouldn’t have to. Most of my clients started using one by late last year. And a lot of them are senior citizens who aren’t great with computers to start with. So don’t give me any excuses.”


  Martin Croyle was former Army, retired a major, and it showed. He then became a CPA and now, approaching his second retirement, he had jumped on every technological bandwagon that had raced down the pike in his years handling taxes.


  It seemed everyone was bound and determined to drag her, kicking and screaming, into the modern ages.


  He’d sent her the receipt scanner shortly after New Year’s and demanded she run all her receipts and paperwork through it and mail him the files on the also-enclosed thumb drive so he could do her taxes.


  After one failed installation attempt, she boxed it back up.


  And there it still sat, months later, mocking her.


  “Get that computer guy at work to come over and install it for you. Isn’t he single? Two birds and all that crap. Cook him dinner.”


  “Yeah, and he’s also gay. I’m not his type, Daddy.”


  “Look, give me a time and date and I’ll pay one of those SWAT Geek guys to come over to your place to install it. Maybe he’ll be single.”


  “He’ll also probably be right out of high school and still fighting pimples. Listen, Daddy, I just got back from a run. I need to hit the shower.”


  His tone immediately changed from badgering to concerned. “Are you all right, sweetheart? It’s awfully late for you to be out running.”


  She closed her eyes and fought back the tears. “I just let the news stay on too long.”


  “Aw. I’m sorry.” He took a deep breath she heard on her end. “And here I am, pestering you about this now.”


  “It’s okay, Daddy.” She glanced over her shoulder at the damned box. “I promise I’ll talk to Tom tomorrow and see if he can come install it for me.”


  “Thank you. I’d ask if you want to talk to your mother, but she’s still out with her friends.”


  “How’s the weather out there?”


  “Snowed in Yellowstone yesterday.”


  “Wow.” Her parents had realized their dream of moving to Montana. He’d finished most of this year’s tax clients from long-distance at their new home outside of Bozeman. “It’s hot here.”


  He laughed. “It’s Florida. Of course it’s hot.” Then he paused before asking, “You going to be okay?”


  “Yeah, I just need a shower.” After getting off the phone with him, she shot another evil glare at the scanner box before she finally managed to grab a bottle of water from the fridge. Then she headed to the bathroom. Unfortunately, the conversation with her father had been an all-too-brief distraction from the reason why she’d been out running in the first place.


  As she stood in her shower and cried while the water sluiced over her body, she wondered not for the first time when the “acceptance” part of the grief process her shrink and fellow PTSD survivors talked about would kick in.


  Chapter Two


  


  Tuesday morning, Manny swallowed two ibuprofen to tone down the song in her leg before heading to the office housing Sawyer Security Services, where she was not only a lead investigator for them, but a firearms instructor as well.


  As usual, she was the first one in, since it was only seven thirty and no one else was due in until nine.


  Today, her boss surprised her. Rob Sawyer let himself in a little after eight. “How’d I know I’d find you here?” he asked from her open doorway.


  She shrugged but didn’t bother looking up from her computer. “I do my job.”


  “You don’t have a life.”


  “I don’t need a life. I have a job.”


  “All work and no play, Manny.”


  She looked at him over the top of the reading glasses she wore to work on the computer. “Screw you.”


  He grinned, annoying her. “You say that now. You haven’t heard what your next assignment is.”


  Now she sat back in her chair as she pulled off her reading glasses. “Why do I get the feeling you’re about to set me up, you sadistic bastard?”


  “Because I am.” He headed for his office.


  She silently fumed as she stood to follow him. He knew her far too well, knew she couldn’t let that sit. “It’s not bad enough you gave me that damn thing yesterday, now you’re torturing me?”


  He set his laptop case on his desk before rounding it to sit. “Do you realize you’re the only one on our staff who complained about being given an iPad? Everyone else loves them. In fact, you’re the only employee I had to order to take it home and learn it.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest. “Me and technology don’t mix. You know that.”


  “You work your computer just fine.”


  “I didn’t sign up to do tech security, Rob. You hired me for my other skills. If that’s changed, tell me now and save us both a buttload of aggravation—”


  He waved both hands at her. “At ease, Croyle.” He scrubbed his face with his hands. “Holy shit, it’s not even nine and you already have me wanting a drink.” He pointed at one of the two chairs in front of his desk. “Sit. And ditch the ’tude, girlfriend.”


  She sat, already certain she wasn’t going to like what he had to say.


  “I got a call late yesterday after you’d left. Friend of mine from college, Charles Ormond. You might have heard about his company.”


  She let her eyebrows arch but didn’t give up any more emotion than that. “Ormond Technologies?”


  “Bingo.” He unzipped his laptop case and took it out, getting it set up on his desk. “Chuck’s a great guy, made a name for himself over the years in the tech sector. Not just here, but nationally.”


  “He runs the largest tech company in the Tampa Bay area. Network systems and hardware, right?”


  “And who says you aren’t a techie?”


  She glared at him.


  “Anyway,” he continued, “he’s got two wunderkind working for him. They’re currently in charge of a project he’s spearheading that he’s hoping to market to the Department of Homeland Security. Cyber security kind of stuff. To help combat cyber terrorism.”


  “I don’t see where I come into this. Tom is our computer guru and tech adviser.”


  “Chuck is worried about the safety of his two guys. There have been a few strange things that have happened over the past couple of weeks. He thinks it’s all related. His guys, however, are clueless.”


  “Why doesn’t he call the police?”


  “That’s the problem. It’s nothing he can put his finger on. Sure, they might just be coincidences. Nothing criminal has happened yet that he can file a police report about to tie back to what they’re working on.”


  “I still don’t see where I fit into this.”


  He leaned back in his chair, smiling as he clasped his hands together behind his head. “From tomorrow until the foreseeable future, you’re assigned to protect these guys.”


  “Okay.”


  “Undercover.”


  She blinked. “What?”


  His grin widened. “You heard me.”


  “I’m not a tech person. What part of that didn’t I make clear? Not that it’s anything you don’t already know.”


  “Ah, that’s the beauty of it. Chuck has a program in place where he hires veterans. Sort of a job retraining program. You’re going to pose as an administrative assistant assigned to work with these two programmers.”


  She blinked again, staring. “Okay, good one.” She started to push herself up out of the chair. “Ha, ha.”


  “Sit. I’m not kidding.”


  She froze before slowly lowering herself back into the chair. No, from the look on his face, he didn’t appear to be kidding. “Let me get this straight. You want me to work undercover at a tech company, protecting two geeks from some unknown and as of yet unconfirmed threat, and you want me to pretend to be their secretary?”


  “Administrative assistant. Yes.”


  “I thought you liked me.”


  He smiled. “There’s not a person I can think of who’d be better for this job.”


  “So you do hate me.”


  “Manny, it’s time we dragged you kicking and screaming into the computer age. I know you’d be fine with using feather quills dipped in ink and writing on papyrus scrolls, but it’s time for you to suck it up and move into modern times.”


  “Computers hate me. You know that.”


  “They don’t hate you. Your mistake is you show them fear.” He tapped on his laptop. “We’re meeting Chuck for lunch today at eleven.”


  “So that’s why you’re early. Wanted to ambush me before I could escape.”


  He jabbed a finger at her. “You’re the best person I’ve got in this office when it comes to protection and undercover. Don’t think I don’t know that. I expect you to bring the same high level of professionalism to this assignment that you do to every assignment you’ve undertaken since working for me.”


  She got up and headed toward his door without a reply.


  “Do I make myself clear?” he called after her.


  She replied without looking back by raising a one-fingered salute as she headed out the door, leaving him laughing in her wake.


  


  * * * *


  


  Tuesday morning, and the week’s definitely gone to shit already. “You’re an ass.” Korbin Temple slammed the refrigerator door shut.


  “What’d I do?” His roommate, friend, and co-worker, Rhys Gilyard, stared at him from the other side of the breakfast bar. Despite Rhys looking innocent with his big brown eyes, curly mop of black hair, glasses, and his British accent, Korbin didn’t buy it.


  Korbin held up the jug of milk, which contained a little less than two swallows’ worth. He shook it at Rhys. “This. Either finish the damn thing and put it on the shopping list that we need more, or leave enough for me.”


  “I did put it on the shopping list, mate.” He pointed at the front of the fridge, where a magnetic shopping list pad hung.


  Korbin squinted at the paper. “Oh,” he mumbled. “Sorry.”


  “Why are you so riled up?”


  Why, indeed? He didn’t know how to explain how he felt. How over the past several weeks, as their work heated up and as time to reveal the beta version of their latest project to their boss drew closer, his edginess had grown to astronomical proportions. Especially when combined with an unsettling series of “incidents” that had cropped up over the past several weeks.


  “Shut up,” he grumbled.


  “Yes, that’s brilliant,” Rhys replied. “Are you ever going to talk about what’s bothering you, or just get more surly with me for no bloody good reason?”


  “No reason?” He stared at Rhys in disbelief. “Are you frakking clueless? Where have you been the past few weeks?”


  Rhys crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve been here to see you rattled by an unfortunate series of coincidences, if that’s what you mean.”


  “The brakes go in your car yesterday. Someone broke into our house. Someone’s been trying to hack into—”


  “We don’t know for sure that’s all related.”


  “Like hell we don’t.”


  “So they stole our laptops. They were fast, easy targets, in and out, right there in the living room on the coffee table. We have insurance. And Ormond had the place scanned for bugs. Which I feel was quite unnecessary, if you ask me, not that anyone did. Besides, we have an alarm now. It won’t happen again.”


  Korbin shook his head. “I have a really bad feeling about all of this.”


  “Look, Kor, just relax. I’ll be ready to leave in a few minutes. We still need to stop by the garage and check on my car.”


  “Fine.” He stormed upstairs to get his stuff.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rhys kept his mouth shut during the drive to the mechanic where he’d had his car towed late yesterday. He could tell Korbin’s temper still flowed strong and fierce. When his best friend got like this, the only thing he could do was keep his mouth shut and ride out the storm until it passed.


  He’d been doing it since college, so he was an expert in Korbin Temple meteorological readings.


  They pulled into the parking lot. Rhys wasn’t sure Korbin would follow him into the office, but he did. The woman behind the counter asked them to wait while she told the mechanic they were there.


  She returned a minute later with the mechanic, who carried a clipboard. “Let me show you what we found,” he said as he motioned for them to follow him.


  He led them through to the shop to the third repair bay, where his car sat with the hood open.


  “Your brakes went bad because of water in the system.”


  Rhys frowned. “How the bloody hell did that happen?”


  The man pulled the cap off a reservoir on the driver’s side of the engine compartment, up near the firewall, and dipped his finger in. Milky tan fluid coated his finger.


  “That’s supposed to be clear,” the mechanic explained. “The entire system needs to be flushed out. Also, I highly recommend replacing the calipers, pads, and discs on all four wheels, as well as the master cylinder. If we don’t, I can’t guarantee the work. The seals could be shot. And I won’t know until I get into it, but we might have to replace brake hoses as well on all four wheels.”


  Heat immediately filled Rhys’ face. “Eh, what is that?”


  “What?”


  Rhys pointed to the thing the mechanic had just opened.


  “This is the master cylinder. Your brake fluid is full of water. I’ve never seen anything like it.” He laughed as he screwed the top back on. “Well, there was a woman once who thought it was her washer fluid reservoir. Man, did her husband chew her a new—”


  “Right. How much to fix it?”


  “Well, without brake hoses, you’re already looking at over eight hundred.”


  “Fine. Do it. Whatever it needs.” He wanted out of there.


  Immediately.


  “Okay.” The mechanic handed the clipboard and a pen to Rhys. “Sign there for me for the estimate, that you’re okaying it.”


  He hurriedly scribbled his name and practically shoved the clipboard back at him. “How long?”


  “Oh, we might have it done before lunch. Definitely by the end of the day.”


  “Brilliant. We’ll be back for it then, if not tomorrow morning.”


  He practically bolted through the large bay door leading outside instead of walking back through the office, and was waiting for Korbin at his car when he caught up.


  “What’s wrong?” Korbin asked.


  “Nothing! Just open the blasted car and let’s get to work.”


  Korbin’s gaze narrowed. “What aren’t you telling me?”


  “We’re going to be late for work.”


  “I can stand here all day and do this.” A slow grin creased his face. “Wait a minute.” A long, loud laugh escaped him, a relief because it meant his friend’s emotional storm had finally passed.


  And it upset him because he knew Korbin had figured it out.


  “You thought that was the washer fluid reservoir?”


  Rhys tugged at the door handle, which Korbin still hadn’t unlocked. “You’re not exactly a master mechanic, my good friend. If I recall, a female Highway Patrol officer helped change your flat last week.”


  Korbin scowled. “I’d never changed a tire before.” Rhys heard the click as Korbin hit the button on his key fob to unlock the doors. “But I’m smart enough to read the labels on the caps under the hood before I do something stupid like that.”


  Rhys yanked the door open and got in. “I don’t wish to discuss it.”


  He let out a snort. “Yeah, I guess you don’t.”


  “Well can you blame me? It’s right there by the blasted wipers. It’s logical to assume that’s where it goes!”


  “Dude, don’t pick on me for a flat tire. I’ve never done something like what you did.”


  “It’s my first car. You know that. I didn’t grow up with cars like you did. We didn’t need them in London. If we went on holiday, my parents hired one. You taught me how to drive in college, if you’ll recall. Perhaps I should blame you for the lack of education.”


  Korbin still wore a smile as he pulled out onto the highway. “Your car came with an instruction manual. Did you ever think about reading it?”


  “It’s a car. You get in it, you turn the key, and you try not to hit anyone or anything while making it go. How difficult can it be?”


  “Apparently more difficult than I thought.” Korbin shook his head and laughed. “I think we can rule out someone sabotaging your car, at least.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Manny rode with Rob as he drove them over to Pierogi Grill on Gulf to Bay Boulevard.


  She suspected Rob had suggested the venue, knowing it was Manny’s favorite restaurant. “Trying to soften the blow?” she muttered.


  He rolled his eyes but didn’t reply. Instead, he unbuckled his seatbelt and got out. She followed him inside, where they got a booth toward the back of the restaurant.


  Manny wasn’t sure what to expect when she met Charles Ormond. Her training told her never to make judgments before meeting someone, but human nature made that impossible to a certain degree. She understood he had a bit of a maverick reputation, although she wasn’t quite sure why. None of the news stories she’d read really explained that part. He apparently allowed his employees a lot of leeway to get their jobs done, and had topped local lists of best employers every year. He was also known for promoting original, outside-the-box thinking amongst his people.


  Manny didn’t need to study the menu. She knew it by heart and always got the same thing every time she came, an assortment of pierogies. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched as Rob perused it.


  “I’m not the enemy, here,” he said.


  She didn’t take her focus off the street outside, where traffic hurried back and forth on Gulf to Bay. At the park across the street, an older couple walked their black Lab. “I didn’t say you were.”


  “You’re good at your job.” He put his menu down. “Do me a favor and just hear him out during lunch, okay?”


  “Fine.”


  “Thank you.”


  A few minutes later, he raised his hand in greeting when a man entered. Older and balding where his greying hair wasn’t close-cropped, he looked like he’d been in great physical shape until time and a sedentary lifestyle broadened his waistline. Which was encased in a pair of brown, polyester pants.


  Not exactly the forward-thinking maverick she’d been expecting.


  When Rob got out of the booth to shake with him, Manny followed. “Chuck, this is Amanda Croyle, the investigator I told you about.”


  She shook with him, glad to see he still had a decent grip. “Nice to meet you, sir. Manny’s fine.”


  “Please, you can call me Chuck.”


  They all sat. When the waitress had taken Ormond’s drink order, he clasped his hands in front of him on the table and lowered his voice. “How much did you tell her, Rob.”


  “Just the basics. I’ll leave the details to you.”


  He nodded before turning his intense hazel gaze on her. “Rob tells me you’re the best undercover investigator he’s got. And I’ve known him long enough to know that if he thinks you’re the best, you probably are. I need someone who can go in and protect Temple and Gilyard and keep them safe, along with hopefully figuring out who’s behind it.”


  “What, exactly, are we talking about? And why can’t you report this to the cops? And what do your internal LP guys say about this?”


  He sat back. “I haven’t talked to loss prevention.”


  “No offense, but why not? Shouldn’t they be the first ones you talk to?”


  “Because I don’t know if I can trust them. I’m not sure if one of them is in on it, or if there is anything to be in on.” He shrugged. “I need someone from the outside to do this.”


  “And the police?”


  “Because they need proof. Bringing in the cops this early will only warn whoever it is that I’m on to them.”


  “If you’re on to them.”


  “There is that. And honestly, I don’t have any concrete proof there’s anything sinister going on. It could be my paranoia and a random string of coincidences. Still, I’d feel better having someone close to my guys and working with them until we know for certain one way or another.”


  She managed the herculean task of not glaring at Rob. “Why don’t you start at the beginning, then. Tell me the story.”


  Ormond Technologies had been at the forefront of network software and hardware for a while. Their current top project, dubbed Artemis by the programmers, was to help hunt down and defend vulnerable machinery accessible via the Internet. There were already programs out there able to detect and take over these devices, but what Temple and Gilyard had discovered was a way to not only find them, but make them “invisible,” at least temporarily, buying time while tracking down the equipment’s owner and alerting them to the vulnerability.


  Included in these devices and machinery were things like traffic controls, water and electric plants, and all sorts of networked devices protected by little more than a factory-default password, in some cases.


  Their hope was to sell their new system to the Department of Homeland Security, secure a contract with them, and probably jump their firm to the top of international notice in cyber-security networking systems.


  “Hackers are starting to focus on what might look like little targets, but they can cause a whole hell of a lot of problems,” Ormond said. “Banks and other large corporations have dedicated squads of programmers shoring up defenses every time the hackers find a new crack to squirm through. Those are the Holy Grail kinds of targets. Breaking into high-profile websites and hacking them. Stealing personal information from Social Security.


  “But what if every traffic light in downtown Tampa suddenly went green? In the middle of rush hour. Or what if they get into the control systems at Tampa International and reconfigure the runway landing light systems and crash two planes into each other? Or they shut down a major water treatment plant that services tens of thousands of customers? Or shut down a hospital’s emergency generator system and then cause a power outage?”


  Manny studied her hands rather than look Ormond in the eyes. “That’s not just science fiction bullshit?”


  “Nope. A few things have already happened, very small-scale. But if a dedicated and extremely focused hacker wanted to suddenly cause mass hysteria, they could. Then add onto it hacking into a Twitter account for, oh, say CNN. Put out notices that the stock market computers have crashed, or that there was an explosion. Look what happened when one fake tweet about an explosion at the White House was posted. The markets tanked.”


  “So what’s happening to your guys?”


  “Well, it turns out one thing I thought happened was just Gilyard’s stupid fault. He put windshield washer fluid in his brake reservoir.”


  She couldn’t hold back her laughter. “And you expect him to help you save the free world?”


  “He’s a geek, okay? I said he was smart. I didn’t say he had common sense. I’m the one with common sense, and I hire people for their brains and abilities. Anyway, their house was broken into and their laptops stolen.”


  “And you didn’t report that to the police?”


  “No, they did report that. And they got an alarm installed. Plus I had a security sweep done just to be sure. But if the thieves were trying to find out information about the project, it was a waste of their time. Those were strictly their personal laptops. They never accessed anything at work with them. Employees aren’t even allowed to bring personal laptops or tablets onto campus. And in this case, those two don’t bring work laptops home. We use a redundant, constantly changing password system. The employees working on those systems carry a key fob with them with an entry key that allows them to access a new password. So it’s not easily hackable, even by someone skilled. It changes every thirty minutes.”


  “How do you know they don’t bring laptops in?”


  He frowned. “Well, it’s our policy.”


  “What about in their cars?”


  “We can’t police everyone’s car. They aren’t allowed in the buildings.”


  “Then I’ll ask again, how do you know they aren’t bringing laptops in? Someone could be sneaking them in.”


  Rob laughed. “I did warn you, Chuck. You might be getting more than you bargained for with her.”


  She continued, undeterred. “We’ll drop that one for a moment. We can go back to it. A break-in doesn’t mean anything. People are victims of home burglaries all the time. It doesn’t mean people are after what they do for a living. Laptops are one of the most popular targets because they’re so easy to flip.”


  “They haven’t shown up in any pawn shops,” Ormond said. “Plus, we’ve had over thirty serious hacking attempts from outside our firewall during the past week. That’s what finally put me over the edge and I decided to do something. We usually have one serious attempt a month. And there’s evidence they’re trying to find and figure out how to access Artemis. I’m not talking the hundreds of basic, bullshit hack and phish attempts that we get all the time. I’m talking a noticeable difference in the traffic pattern. Like we’re a direct target instead of someone just randomly looking for a vulnerability.”


  “Again, I’m not a tech person.”


  “You don’t need to be.” His expression grew grim. “I went ahead and purchased one of those identity protection plans for Gilyard, Temple, and a few other of my key employees, for identity theft prevention. With their knowledge, of course. In the past month and a half, there’s been over thirty unauthorized attempts to access Gilyard’s and Temple’s information.”


  “And the other employees?”


  “One. Total.”


  “Ah.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Did you tell the men this?”


  “Not yet. Not all of it. They know about the hacking attempts because it’s part of their job to know. And the identity theft attempts, but I didn’t tell them how high the hits were on their names versus everyone else. I wanted to talk to Rob first before I sat down with them. They’re both pretty high-strung in their own ways. I don’t want to worry them if it turns out this is just a series of coincidences. I need their brains focused on their job, not this bullshit. I still think having you there, working with them undercover, is the best thing right now.”


  “I’ll be honest with you both, I’m still not sure there’s a solid enough pattern here to go on, other than coincidence.”


  “There’s one more thing,” Ormond said. “There was a third team member working with them up until two months ago.”


  Manny hoped she concealed her irritation. “That would have been helpful information to start with,” she said. “What happened to him?”


  “I fired him.”


  “Why?”


  “Well, he suddenly started coming in late a lot. Apparently having a lot of personal problems. Acting strange.”


  “How?”


  “Nothing I could put my finger on. Just…wrong. When I tried to talk with him about it, he didn’t want to talk, said he was having personal problems.”


  “Drugs?”


  He shook his head. “I thought so, at first. We do periodic drug testing and he was clean. Soon after he left, that’s when I noticed increased outside traffic attempting to gain access to the server containing the project we’re talking about. Which can’t happen because we have it isolated. You have to be on a wired connection with our in-house VPN to access it. And no one can take over one of those machines remotely, because they’re isolated from the Internet. And the only two machines that are hard-wired into that particular server are the ones locked down in Temple and Gilyard’s office. It’s secure.”


  “Ah. That still goes back to my other point that you have no way of knowing if people are really leaving their laptops at home or not.”


  The waitress returned with their drinks and to take their orders.


  “That’s one of the things you’ll hopefully be able to tell me,” Ormond said. “If they are somehow behind this, or if someone else is.”


  “I still don’t think I’m the right person for this assignment,” she said once they were alone again. “I don’t know if Rob told you or not, but I am not the most tech-savvy person out there. We have other investigators who would be better suited for this.”


  “You’re wrong,” Ormond said. “I’m well aware of your skills, and I think you’re the perfect person for this assignment.”


  She glanced at Rob.


  He grinned. “See? I don’t hate you, Manny.”


  She frowned at him, but returned her attention to Ormond. “And why is that?”


  “I want an outsider to look at this and maybe see something I’m missing. Also, quite frankly, Temple and Gilyard are both single. So are you.”


  “Wait a minute,” she said, trying to keep her anger from exploding. “You do realize undercover doesn’t mean getting personal with them, right?”


  “I didn’t mean that,” Ormond quickly backpedalled. “I just meant that they might be more receptive to you. I’ve been trying to get them to hire an administrative assistant for a while, as well as another programmer. I’d been leaving it up to them, but now I’m using my prerogative as their boss to put someone in there for them. That part won’t be unexpected.”


  “I’m babysitting.”


  “No, I’m hoping you’ll figure out what’s going on before someone is finally successful at accessing Artemis.”


  “And what if I find out it’s one or both of your pet brains behind it? Maybe making it look like your fired guy is behind it?”


  He looked sad. “As I said, I’ve already thought of that, too. A convoluted situation where they’re trying to make it look like him or an outside party. My gut tells me it’s not. They’re good guys. But I’m also a realist. I’m hoping if it is them that they won’t feel threatened by your lack of computer skills, and will open up to you and maybe slip up if that’s the case.”


  “And you’re handling this assignment armed,” Rob said.


  She glanced at Ormond before looking back to her boss. It wasn’t uncommon to go armed on assignment. Normal, in fact. But not usually while undercover in a corporate business environment like this, excluding protection assignments. “All right.”


  “That was one of my stipulations,” Rob said. “If it does turn out there’s a third party behind all this, and they get violent, I need you able to protect them and yourself.”


  Their pierogies arrived. “Aww, you do love me, boss.”


  “Yeah. Besides, you’re too hard to replace.”


  


  * * * *


  


  After lunch they returned to the office. Even though Manny had paperwork from other cases to handle, she stewed about the new assignment all day. There was no getting out of it. Not unless she wanted to quit, which she didn’t.


  And how can someone be so friggin’ stupid they put washer fluid in the brake reservoir?


  Really? These were the example of some of the brightest in the tech sector today?


  We’re all doomed.


  Then again, if the bad guys were just as stupid, maybe it would end up a draw.


  She made it home after threading her way through rush hour traffic. While it still felt oppressively hot outside, she needed a run. Not like yesterday, to escape the demons plaguing her mind and her heart, as well as her memories, but to burn off her aggravation.


  The scanner box still sat on the counter, mocking her.


  Dammit, I forgot to talk to Tom.


  Why was everyone so determined to dump technology on her all of a sudden?


  It’s like a universal conspiracy.


  She didn’t understand why technology didn’t like her. It wasn’t for lack of trying on her part. Even as a kid, she could never program the digital watches she inevitably received for Christmas and her birthday from relatives. She couldn’t program the VCR, or, later, manage to master the DVR box. And the clock in her vehicles usually resembled nothing close to the actual time.


  Even her cell phone tended to give her fits, and it was the most basic one she could get her hands on. She didn’t even use texting, because to get a phone that she could actually use for talking meant a bare-bones, aggravating system of having to punch a button multiple times to make the right letter appear for text.


  No, if someone wanted her, they could call her. If she couldn’t talk, they could leave a message.


  Yes, she could operate her email and the Internet browser. Mostly because her father had moved the icons onto her desktop for her, where she couldn’t miss them. She could operate the digital camera she used as part of her job on some investigations, but only because she had to take a class to use it and read through several how-to books.


  Now she was stuck with an iPad she didn’t want and didn’t feel she needed, all because Rob wanted the staff to “stay in touch.”


  She didn’t need to stay in touch with the Internet or email every second of the day to do her job.


  Frankly, she resented getting dragged into an assignment she felt ill-prepared to tackle.


  Protect a client? Sure.


  Investigate an employee? Absolutely.


  Deal with tech-related stuff?


  She’d rather have her fingernails pulled out, slowly and painfully, one-by-one.


  


  * * * *


  


  Just when Korbin thought maybe the day might end on a better note than it started, their boss, Charles Ormond, stopped by their office.


  “I just wanted to let you know that, starting tomorrow, you’ll have a new administrative assistant.”


  “I didn’t know we had an old administrative assistant,” Rhys shot back.


  At least, in this way, the two men were of the same mind. Stay out of their way and let them do their job with as few distractions and as little meddling as possible. Especially when buried in a project as important as Artemis, when they were trying to meet a tight deadline.


  “Now,” Ormond said, “you both know I’ve been harping on you for a while. I went ahead and took action for you. Amanda Croyle will start tomorrow. You’ll like her. Military veteran. I’ve brought her in as part of our job training program.”


  “And what are her qualifications?” Korbin was almost afraid to ask. “Please tell me we don’t have to train her.”


  “She’s not a programmer. Her job is to answer phones and handle the routine tasks you don’t need to be doing. Once she learns how we do things around here, I think you’ll find her a real timesaver.”


  “You didn’t answer the question,” Rhys pointed out.


  Ormond was already up and heading toward the door. “She’ll do fine. You’ll love her.”


  They watched his disappearing back. Rhys turned to him. “I do believe we just got handed our marching orders.”


  “Yeah,” Korbin said. “I think you’re right.”


  “Well, we have two options. Either we roll over and accept this…” He looked at Korbin.


  He smiled. “Or we make her life miserable and she quits the first day.” They bumped fists. “We do think alike, don’t we?”


  They picked up Rhys’ car on the way home. Korbin was too pissed off about having a new member on their team, someone assigned to them sight unseen with no input from them, to give Rhys more of a hard time about the washer fluid.


  As they sat at the counter and finished off the remains of a pizza, Rhys turned to him. “You don’t mind me living here, do you?”


  He shrugged. “No. Why?”


  “I realize I must be a burden at times. It was one of the things Kathy said when she kicked me out. That I was too much work.”


  “No, buddy. You’re fine. She was just a bitch. It’s kind of nice having you around again. I didn’t realize how much I’d missed this after college.” He let out a snort. “Not like you’re cutting into my love life.”


  What love life? He didn’t have one. He had work and that was it. He didn’t have time to go out looking for the next woman to shoot his heart down.


  He’d had enough of that kind of disappointment for a while.


  “Promise you’ll say something if you do start to feel like that,” Rhys said. “Like I’m a burden. I value our friendship far too much to lose it over that.”


  “Dude, you pay me rent, you help keep the place picked up, and it means you don’t have to get permission to come over and play Halo whenever we’re in the mood to get together. All night DnD games. Firefly marathons without someone bitching at us that are we really watching those again?”


  Rhys laughed. “She really was a shrew, wasn’t she?”


  “It’s kind of like being back in college again, only this time we have the money to do the things we were too broke to do back then.” He grinned. “Do we take bets on how many days the newbie lasts with us before we end up running her off? I bet we can get her out of our hair by lunch if we try hard.”


  “I’ll admit I don’t want someone getting in our way, but I do plan on being nice to her.”


  “Oh, I’ll be nice to her,” Korbin said. “But she’s the one coming into our world. What we do is a lot more important than a secretary.”


  “Administrative assistant.”


  “Whatever. Ormond’s kind of pissed me off the way he handled this. Serves him right if she can’t hack it with us.”


  “He said she’s a veteran. Maybe we should give her a chance.”


  “That’s up to her,” Korbin said. “I’m just gonna do my job.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Wednesday morning, Manny knew the day wouldn’t go well when she realized the AC in her aging Jeep Cherokee had gone on the fritz.


  Dammit.


  With no other option, she rolled the windows down and choked her way through rush hour traffic fumes and the muggy Florida morning.


  Fortunately, like many tech companies, Ormond Technologies had a relatively casual dress code. Jeans tended to be the rule, not the exception. When the front gate guard asked her name but didn’t bother to check her ID or take her tag number, she made a mental note to talk to Ormond about beefing that up ASAP. She found it hard to believe their LP division would be so lax considering the kinds of projects they were working on, Artemis included.


  Employees had barcode stickers on the passenger side windows of their cars that triggered a separate gate and allowed them entrance. Not a fool-proof method in her mind, because it would be too easy for someone determined enough and with the right equipment that could duplicate the barcode to simply follow an employee home and copy the barcode.


  Need permanent RF scan tags for employee vehicles was also added to her mental checklist.


  The receptionist at the front desk didn’t ask for a photo ID before handing Manny a generic visitor’s pass, without so much as the date written on it, and pointing her toward Ormond’s office.


  She added more notes to her mental list. Need plastic ID RF cards to track visitors. Need better ID tracking system, including sign-in and presenting photo ID to get through inner doors. Do they have a vendor tracking system?


  She’d spotted another three security issues before she found Ormond’s office and walked in, where his administrative assistant sat at a desk in the outer office.


  “Amanda Croyle,” she said to the woman.


  “Go on in. He’s expecting you.”


  Again, no badge check.


  Maybe I’m too paranoid. She walked into Ormond’s office. He stood and rounded the desk to greet her, closing the door behind her. “I haven’t told her what all this is about,” he explained.


  She took a seat in one of the chairs in front of his desk. “Do you want to start with telling me what I’m going to be doing, or with me listing the security issues I’ve found so far that I really think you need to address immediately?”


  He frowned. “Like what?”


  She ticked them off on her fingers as she listed them. He sat back, a stunned look on his face. “I honestly didn’t realize those were issues.”


  “Your LP department should have.”


  “We worry so much about server and infrastructure security, I really didn’t give much thought to external security. None of our previous projects needed such a high level of external security. I’ll be talking with them immediately.”


  “Want me to do a thorough security audit of the place?” She mentally crossed her fingers. She could bring Tom in from the office to help her tackle the techier parts of it.


  “No, because I don’t want Temple and Gilyard knowing you’re working for Rob. Not yet, anyway.” He rifled through a stack of folders on his desk until he found the one he wanted. “Like I told you, they’re high-strung enough as it is. I need them focused on their project.”


  Great. Just what she wanted to hear. “Then what am I going to be doing?”


  “I’ve told Temple and Gilyard that you’ll be training as their new administrative assistant. Which is good, because it means they’ll be as lost as you are.”


  “Come again?”


  He smiled. “They haven’t had one. So it’s not like you have shoes to fill. There are some routine things that they do that, yes, they should have an assistant handling for them to keep their focus on their current project.”


  “Artemis?”


  “Yes. Before that came along, they were doing a variety of things, including helping our data center manager when issues came up. Right now, their exclusive job is getting Artemis ready. We have a scheduled beta test coming up that we have to make if we’re going to demonstrate it for the Department of Homeland Security. They’re racing to finish it and iron out the last bugs.”


  “Well, where do I start?”


  He stood. “I’ll take you over and introduce you after we get you put through HR and get you an official ID badge and barcode sticker for your car. You’ll have complete clearance, the same level as Rhys and Korbin do, so they won’t feel like they need to keep anything a secret around you.”


  She stood to follow him. “Helpful.”


  He turned. “I’m really hoping you’re going to tell me they have nothing to do with what’s going on.”


  “Me, too.”


  She followed him down the halls to human resources. Within twenty minutes, she was “officially” an employee of Ormond Technologies.


  He walked her over to the building housing Temple and Gilyard’s offices. “They’re nice guys. Quirky, but I don’t know many guys like them who aren’t at least a little quirky.”


  “How quirky?”


  He stopped and looked at her. “Have you ever watched The Big Bang Theory?”


  “Yeah?”


  He nodded. “They’re not Sheldon, thank god.” He continued walking.


  “That’s a relief,” she quietly snarked.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rhys was working at his desk when Ormond entered their lab. “Guys, I’d like you to meet Amanda Croyle, your new executive assistant.”


  He looked up and shoved his glasses higher on the bridge of his nose. Next to Ormond stood a woman with gorgeous green eyes and auburn hair long enough she wore it in a braid down past her shoulders. And she wore jeans and a tank top with a long-sleeved shirt open over the top and the sleeves rolled to her elbows.


  She held up a hand in greeting. “Hi. Call me Manny.”


  Korbin’s head popped up from behind the divider in front of his desk and he stared at her.


  Rhys found his voice first. “Um, hello.” Finally, his brain engaged his legs and he stood to walk over to her. “I’m Rhys Gilyard. Nice to meet you.” He extended his hand and shook with her.


  Korbin was a little slower on the draw. With a dour look, he stood to join them, but kept his hands firmly planted on his hips. “Korbin Temple.”


  “Now look,” Ormond said. “I know you two aren’t exactly happy about me shoving an administrative assistant down your throats, but you’re going to have one, like it or not. I’ve already warned Manny about that, and she understands the situation. I also know she’s more than capable of handling you two.”


  “We don’t need a babysitter,” Korbin said, glaring at Ormond.


  “She’s not your babysitter,” Ormond replied, apparently ignoring Korbin’s tone. “She is, however, here to stay. So get used to it. For now, just let her use Aster’s old desk. When we finally add another programmer we’ll reconfigure things.”


  Whatever objections Rhys held before meeting her slipped away. He knew whatever feelings he might develop for her would never be reciprocated, and he was okay with that.


  Just to have someone like her to work side-by-side with after a few years of Korbin’s frequently dour face would be wonderful.


  “She has full clearance,” Ormond continued. “So you don’t have to worry about what she can and can’t see.”


  “What, exactly, is she supposed to do?” Korbin asked.


  Rhys hoped he successfully suppressed his annoyed groan over Korbin’s recalcitrance to accept her. Yes, when Ormond had first made the announcement he felt beyond irritated.


  Upon meeting her, however…


  I’m an idiot. He didn’t care. Working next to her, as shallow as he knew it sounded even in his own brain, would make work fun.


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin didn’t care how pretty she was, or how the sight of her made his normally quiet cock stir, he still resented Ormond forcing her on them.


  We’ll see if she really can handle us.


  He’d prepared a few surprises for her, without letting Rhys in on it. Nothing that would jeopardize his job, but she might decide the tech sector wasn’t for her.


  “No, she’s not a programmer,” Ormond continued, “but I want her to learn as much as she can from you two. You’re my two best guys. Get her trained up on the systems, have her work on tickets, inputting incident data, that kind of stuff. She doesn’t need to be a programmer to help you guys out.”


  Ormond turned to her and shook her hand. “Good luck.”


  “Thanks.”


  Poor Rhys. Korbin could already see the signs of his friend tripping all over himself for this woman. He was ever the eternal optimist. “Let me show you to your desk.”


  Korbin rolled his eyes and headed back to his desk. “I’ll leave you to it,” Korbin said. “I have real work to get done.”


  Chapter Five


  


  It didn’t take being an ubergeek for Manny to see that Korbin was in no way thrilled to have an interloper working in the office with them. Chilly didn’t begin to describe his attitude. She suspected he could hold a warm can of soda in his hand and freeze it in seconds.


  Ormond left while Rhys Gilyard stepped forward. Taller than her, but not toweringly so, he had an unruly, curly mop of black hair and sweet brown eyes behind his glasses. Korbin was a tad taller, with blond hair and blue eyes.


  “You’ll be working at this desk,” Rhys said as he led her over to it. He reached under the desk and pushed a button on the computer tower before turning on the monitor. “I’ll assign you a username and password. I’m one of the system admins.”


  He slid the keyboard tray out and, in a rapid-fire flurry, had the computer up and running.


  “We use a system-wide username formula of the person’s last name, three letters of the first, and if there happens to be a person with the same one, then a number after it. Croyle, was it?”


  “Yes.” She spelled it for him.


  “So you’ll be croyleama. For a password, you need at least eight characters, a mix of numbers, and both upper and lowercase letters.” He slid out of the way. “Enter it twice for confirmation.”


  She donned her reading glasses before she reached down and typed something she thought she could remember.


  He finished the process. “You’re good to go.”


  “Great. Now what do I do?”


  “I’ll set you up with a couple of workflow manuals I developed. Read through them, and expect it to not make much sense at first.”


  She smiled. He had a cute accent. “Believe me, it won’t make much sense to me at second, either.”


  “I’m sure you’ll do fine.” He brought up the first .pdf manual for her and left her to her own devices.


  She settled in and knew she was in trouble when she found her eyes glazing over after the first three minutes. After an hour, she was ready for a break. “Which way to the bathroom?” she asked Rhys, since he was the only one to periodically check in on her. Korbin had mostly shot icy glares her way.


  “I’ll show you.”


  She stood. “Do I need to do anything to the computer?”


  “No, a screensaver will pop up. Follow me.” He led her out of the lab and down the hallway to where the bathrooms on their floor were located. “There you go.”


  “Thanks.” She stopped in front of the mirror and splashed water on her face.


  Must. Have. Coffee. She hadn’t seen a coffeepot in the lab, but maybe there was a break room close by where she could get some. At this point, staying awake would prove her most difficult challenge.


  When she returned to her desk a few minutes later, there was a blue screen on the monitor. She reached out and wiggled the mouse but the blue screen remained and the cursor didn’t move.


  Hmm.


  A bad feeling developed in the pit of her stomach. She reached out and tapped the spacebar on her keyboard, but still, nothing happened.


  Crap.


  She cleared her throat. “Um, Rhys, I think I need your help.”


  He sat up, almost eagerly. “Yes?”


  She pushed back from her desk and pointed at her monitor. When he rounded the low divider between their desks and saw her screen, he frowned.


  “Odd.” He leaned in and wiggled the mouse, then clicked the spacebar.


  Nothing.


  “I already tried that.” She stood so he could take her seat. She glanced over at Korbin and noticed how he kept his head down, not even looking toward them.


  Suspicious.


  After a minute or two, Rhys reached under the desk and held down the power button until the tower shut down. Then he restarted it, waited for it to run through the start process, and then brought it back up.


  “Well, it seems to be working now. This workstation hasn’t been used in a couple of months. Maybe it was just an irregularity.” He stood so she could retake her seat and continue reading the manual.


  And still, no reaction from Korbin.


  Hmm.


  She slogged her way through that manual. When she finished, she got Rhys’ attention. “I’m finished with that one.”


  “Oh, excellent.” He walked over and pulled up a different one for her. “Would you like some coffee? I don’t know where my manners are today.”


  She breathed a sigh of relief. “I would kill for a cup of coffee right now.”


  “Right. Follow me.”


  He showed her to the break room and demonstrated how to operate the one-cup coffeemaker there. “All the different coffee flavors are in this cabinet.” He opened the door, showing her a large box full of a variety of cup-style flavored coffees. He pointed at a small carafe on the counter next to the machine. “Use that to refill it when the water runs low. We have mugs in the cabinet over the sink, or you can bring your own.”


  “Thanks.”


  He left her alone again while she fixed herself a cup of Columbian coffee. When she returned to her desk, she felt her stomach sink.


  The blue screen was back.


  “Dammit.”


  Rhys’ head popped up. “What’s wrong?”


  She wiggled the mouse. Nothing. “It hates me. I’m sorry, but it did it again.”


  Once again she stood and he repeated the earlier steps, only this time muttering under his breath at the machine. “I don’t understand why it’s behaving like this,” he said. “I’m the last one who used it, and it was fine.” He restarted the computer, opened the manual for her, and cleared out of the way.


  And still Korbin didn’t react.


  By the time she managed to get halfway through the second manual, it was lunch time. Manny was ready for a break.


  “Would you like to go with us?” Rhys asked.


  Korbin had started to stand and she noticed how he froze at Rhys’ invitation.


  “No, I’m okay. I need to take care of a couple of things, but thank you. Maybe tomorrow.”


  As he left, Korbin gave her a grunt she interpreted as good-bye. Rhys turned at the door. “You really must forgive him. He hates change.”


  “Yeah, I get that.”


  “Well, we’ll see you in an hour.” He followed Korbin down the hall.


  She stared at her computer. If she was Tom, she could start rifling through the system to see what she could find. As it stood, she’d barely managed to make nice with the damn tutorials throughout the morning.


  If she tried to do anything else, she worried she might accidentally wipe something out. Or break the system.


  Why the hell did they have to pick me for this assignment?


  She did need to call her mechanic, and got her Jeep scheduled to drop off in the morning. Then she walked over to Ormond’s office.


  “Did they scare you off yet?” he teased as she closed the door behind her.


  “No, but Rhys seems to have warmed up to me. Korbin’s still a block of freaking ice.”


  “He’s not happy with me for forcing you on them.”


  “That’s an understatement.”


  After putting the sticker on her Jeep’s rear passenger window and running out for lunch, she returned to campus to the lab.


  Rhys and Korbin hadn’t returned yet, but it was still early.


  And her computer, once again, had the blue screen.


  Well, Rhys did it. What can it hurt?


  She shut the computer down and restarted it without incident and picked up where she left off reading. The men returned a few minutes later. She’d heard Korbin’s voice in the hallway, but as soon as he walked through the door, he didn’t say a word.


  “How are you doing?” Rhys asked.


  “It did that blue screen thing again, but I just restarted it like you did.”


  He rubbed his chin. “I’ll have to take a look at that later. It really doesn’t make any sense at all.”


  She didn’t miss how Korbin kept his eyes firmly fixed on his own computer monitor.


  It did it one more time, while she went to use the bathroom an hour later.


  Rhys let out an exasperated sigh. “Let’s get you started on something else.” He pulled up a spreadsheet of information. “We get behind on entering our data reports after our test runs.”


  She remembered she was supposed to be clueless about what they did. “Test runs on what?”


  “Artemis.”


  She gave him what she hoped passed for a clueless look, which wasn’t that difficult for her to manufacture at that point.


  He went into a highly detailed explanation of the software and what it did, using her computer to demonstrate some of the features to her and taking nearly forty-five minutes in the telling. Several times, she caught her thoughts drifting and had to force her focus back onto Rhys.


  He’s sort of cute.


  Stop it. You’re working. And you don’t even know if he’s a good guy or not for sure.


  When he finished the explanation, he gave her a smile. “Make sense?”


  She nodded. “Sure. Just don’t give me a test on it.”


  She heard Korbin let out a snort from his desk.


  “Ah,” Rhys said, craning his neck to look at his friend. “He lives.”


  Korbin flipped him a bird over the divider.


  She suppressed a smile. He had ’tude and she didn’t blame him.


  He wouldn’t, however, scare her off.


  Rhys set her up with her task and left her alone. Ten minutes into the process, after one of the saves, an error message box appeared on her screen.


  Database not found.


  She blinked, eyes wide.


  “Um.”


  Rhys’ head popped up again, reminding her of a curly-haired meerkat. “Yes?”


  She backed away from the monitor and simply pointed. “I just hit save and that message popped up. It’s been working fine.”


  Frowning, he walked around. “Bloody hell!” He leaned in and started tapping on the keyboard.


  “What’s wrong?” Korbin asked.


  While she couldn’t be sure, she swore it sounded like he was trying not to laugh.


  “This blasted workstation is just buggered right up today.”


  Korbin slowly stood and stretched before walking over. His blue gaze glanced off her before turning to the computer Rhys now worked on.


  Yes, that was definitely a twitching little curve of a smile on his face.


  Now she was certain of it. Whatever was going on, Korbin was behind it.


  She had a glimmer of an idea, remembering something Tom had told her once about setting her screensaver on her office computer so only a password would unlock it. “Hey, check the screensaver.”


  Rhys didn’t look up. “What?”


  “Just…check it.”


  “That has nothing to do with this.”


  Korbin now watched her with an appraising look. “Just please check it.”


  “Fine.” She watched him open the settings and then listened as he let out another string of swear words.


  “Problem?” she asked.


  “Someone has set up a screensaver program on this workstation. And it locks the mouse and keyboard as well unless you hit a certain keyboard combination.”


  Korbin headed for his desk.


  “Whoa, buster,” she said as she yanked off her reading glasses and followed him. “Stop right there.”


  He turned. “What?”


  “Fix it,” she said, pointing at the computer.


  He shrugged. “Fix what?”


  “Whatever the hell you did to that computer. You fix it right now.”


  He crossed his arms over his chest. “How do you know I did anything?”


  “Because you’ve been sitting there like a block of granite all morning, only snickering when I have problems. Fix. It. Now.”


  She didn’t take her eyes off him, waited for him to blink first.


  Behind her, she heard Rhys stand. “What?”


  Korbin finally broke. “Okay, fine.” He stepped around her and took Rhys’ place at the workstation. Less than a minute later, he stood. “There.”


  Rhys looked from Korbin to her and back again. “What the fecking hell did you do?”


  “Just a little hazing.” Korbin glared at Rhys before turning back to her. “You don’t want to run with the big dogs? Then get back on the porch.”


  She stepped in, inches from him, and dropped her voice. “Let me tell you something. You better get this through your head right now, and hear me well. I am not here to screw with your job. I have been hired to help you. There is nothing you can do to me or throw at me that’s going to make me puss out and quit this job.”


  “What?” Rhys said from behind her.


  She held up a hand at him without taking her attention from Korbin. “So get this juvenile bullshit out of the way now. I understand you’re pissed off. I get it, I really do. But taking it out on me is going to be the absolute worst thing you can do. So help me, you do not want to get on my bad side. I’ve been through stuff in the Middle East that would make you curl up under your desk and cry like a little bitch. I did time as a cop. No, I’m not a brain like you are. I never claimed to be. I’m here to do a job. Stop with the pissing contest, because all you’re doing is pissing on your own shoes.”


  She jammed her hands on her hips. “You want to screw around? Fine, have it out with me right now and get it out of your damn system and let’s get back to work.”


  His jaw worked, tightening, and she wasn’t sure if he was scared or pissed off or a goodly combination of both.


  After a long, tense moment of silence, he said, “I told Ormond we didn’t need an administrative assistant.”


  She nodded. “Fine. Go on.”


  “I told him we don’t have time to train someone.”


  “Understood.”


  Now that he’d opened the dam, he finally unleashed the torrent. “If he wants us to have an administrative assistant, he should at least hire someone in who’s even slightly qualified for the job considering what we do. It’s insulting to us to have to train someone in the basics. Rhys and I are under enough stress right now as it is to be doing this.”


  She nodded. “Got it. Feel better?”


  He looked like he might say something else, paused, and finally nodded. “Yeah.”


  She pointed at her workstation. “Good. Anything else you want to take care of, or am I good to go?”


  “It’s fine,” he mumbled.


  She took a deep breath. “I’m going to hit the can. When I come back, can we start over? Or do you just want to have the kind of relationship where we nod and say, ‘s’up’ to each other and nothing more?”


  He finally smiled. A small smile, but she’d consider it a win.


  “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “That’s very big of you. I understand you’re stressed and I’m sorry I’m adding to that. Butting heads every time we turn around isn’t going to help either one of us.” She held out her hand.


  He looked at it before finally shaking with her and nodding.


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin watched as she headed out of the lab. As he’d expected, Rhys nearly came unglued as soon as she was out of earshot.


  “What the fecking hell is wrong with you? Are you deranged? Do you want to get fired for screwing around like that?”


  He shot a glare at Rhys. “Ormond’s not going to fire me for a couple of harmless pranks.” He turned to head for his desk, but Rhys caught him by the arm.


  “Like bloody hell he won’t! We aren’t completely indispensable, you know.”


  “Hey, you were all for encouraging her to move on to greener pastures.”


  A guilty look enveloped his face. Korbin knew his gut instincts were dead-on. “She’s very nice. I see no harm in her working with us.”


  Korbin snorted as he shook his arm free. “Yeah, she’s nice. You’re just ready to get into her pants.”


  “Oh for fuck’s sake, man, listen to yourself. You’re taking this whole thing personally.”


  “Damn right I am.” He yanked out his chair and sat. “Ormond needs to let us do our work and get out of our way if he wants us to deliver the project on time.”


  Rhys stared at him. “Whatever, just quit screwing around. If you’re so bloody worried about the work, you shouldn’t be wasting time sabotaging workstations.”


  He shrugged. “It was just a harmless prank.”


  “You told me how you were bullied as a kid,” Rhys said. “I know I damn sure was. How’s it feel to be the bully?”


  Rhys turned to head for his desk. Korbin was going to shoot back a comment, but Manny returned and he swallowed it.


  He hated that he found himself physically attracted to her, and Rhys’ last shot burned all the way through his ears to the depths of his soul. Yes, he had been bullied in school. Brutally. It wasn’t until college that he’d actually started making real friends, friends with the same interests he had.


  He’d hated every one of those bullies.


  Taking a deep breath, he stood and walked over to Manny and extended his hand. “I’m really sorry,” he said. “I was out of line.”


  She glanced from Rhys to him before accepting his handshake with a nod. “Thanks.” She smiled, but he didn’t miss the sadness behind it. It didn’t touch her eyes, which bore deep crow’s feet at the corners, as if she’d spent a lot of time crying and little time smiling.


  “Look,” he added, “if you need help with something, let me know.”


  “Thanks.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Manny wasn’t sure what had transpired while she’d ducked out to the bathroom to splash water on her face and calm down, but she suspected Rhys had ripped Korbin a new asshole.


  She didn’t care what had happened. All she cared about was that Korbin had apparently had a change of heart and thawed out.


  Now, maybe, she could start focusing on her job, her real job, of trying to figure out who was behind what was going on.


  Chapter Six


  


  After her first day at Ormond Technologies ended, Manny was more than ready to go home. Hell, by that point, she was ready to quit despite Korbin’s greatly improved attitude. Unfortunately, the geeks had other ideas.


  “Why don’t you come out to eat with us?” Korbin asked.


  “Yeah,” Rhys said. “I know we didn’t make your first day the easiest. Let us make it up to you. We’ll buy you dinner.”


  That’s an understatement of the decade. And it wasn’t Rhys’ fault, but she wouldn’t argue with him. Not when she could tell they were sincerely trying to make amends. “Okay, fine. Where do you want to go?”


  “We’ll drive,” Korbin said. “You can ride with us. We’ll take you to our favorite spot.”


  She thought about her Jeep’s air being on the fritz. Riding with them would beat waiting for her own car to cool down from its furnace-like status. “Okay.”


  Rhys volunteered to take the backseat and insisted she sit up front. Turned out their favorite spot was a divey, open-air beachfront restaurant and bar on the northern end of St. Pete Beach.


  Unfortunately, all of the tables were occupied. They managed to snag three seats at the bar next to each other, with Manny in the middle.


  “You’ll love the food here,” Korbin said. “I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s great.”


  The bartender put three of the establishment’s dog-eared, one-sheet menus in front of them and walked away without waiting to take their drink orders. Manny already hated the place, between the rowdy patrons, many of whom appeared to be college-aged, the loud music, and three dart games that were going on that drew loud cheers and catcalls from the observers.


  Already feeling the tension ratcheting up in her shoulders and neck, she took a deep breath to try to calm herself and forget about the 9mm lying flat against the middle of her back in the waistband holster she wore clipped to her jeans, hidden by the loose shirt she wore over her cami top.


  “It’s usually not this loud,” Rhys said in an apologetic tone. “Or this crowded. Sorry there aren’t any tables available.”


  She focused on the menu. “That’s okay. Don’t worry about it.”


  The surly bartender returned for their drink orders. Manny stuck to iced tea, even though she knew it’d keep her up late that night. She was pleased to see neither man ordered anything alcoholic in nature.


  She finally opted for a grouper sandwich. As Rhys and Korbin talked at her more than with her, she nodded where she felt it appropriate, made the right conversational noises as they started babbling on about a sci-fi movie franchise she knew nothing about, and did her best to not focus on the noises around them.


  Surprisingly, she found her sandwich and the homemade potato chips to be as delicious as the men had promised they would be. Other than the crowd and having to be careful about taking sips of tea because of other patrons bumping into her as they stumbled past to go to the restroom, the meal was good.


  Manny was still working on her sandwich, while Rhys regaled her with a story about some book he was reading, when Korbin excused himself to the bathroom.


  With her attention on Rhys, she didn’t realize someone had taken Korbin’s barstool until she heard him speak up after he returned.


  “Um, that’s my seat, dude.”


  She sat up straighter and turned. The guy looked to be in his early twenties, and from the smell of him, he’d already had a few.


  The guy glared at Korbin. “So? It was empty.” He looked at her and smiled. “Hello, baby.”


  “He said move it. It’s his chair.”


  “And what are you gonna do about it?” He started to lean in with a lecherous smile.


  Manny didn’t realize she was up and moving until she felt her good foot connect with the side of the barstool at the perfect height to send the drunk flying backward off it and onto the floor. She smoothly reached out and hooked the stool with her foot before it hit the floor, righted it, looked at Korbin, and pointed at the barstool.


  He sat without hesitation.


  When the drunk came up off the floor at her, she stepped forward and stood toe-to-toe with him, almost hoping he would take a swing at her so she could satisfy the annoying itch inside her to beat the crap out of something.


  “What the fuck you do that for?” he yelled.


  She didn’t move, didn’t blink as she looked up at him. He had at least sixty pounds and six inches on her, but she knew as drunk as he was she could have him on the floor in seconds.


  Again.


  Only the second time, a lot more pain would be involved…for him.


  In a low, calm voice she said, “You leave. Now. Or you explain to your buddies how a woman cunt-punted you, ripped your balls off, and fed them to you.” She sweetly smiled. “Or you can take a swing at me and let me totally revoke your man card right here and now.” She shrugged. “Your call, dude. I’m good either way.”


  He swayed a little on his feet, obviously considering her offer for a moment before taking a step back. Someone grabbed him and dragged him outside.


  As Manny turned to retake her seat, she realized most of the noise in the bar had stopped except for the music. Everyone’s attention was now focused on her. Especially Rhys and Korbin, who looked even more wide-eyed than anyone else.


  She grabbed her purse off the bar, where she’d left it by her plate. “I’ll wait for you two by the car,” she mumbled before heading out.


  Practically at a run by the time she hit the parking lot, she belatedly remembered she was supposed to be protecting the two guys.


  “Argh!”


  She turned around to head back to the restaurant when Rhys scurried down the sidewalk toward her. “Where’s Korbin?” she called out to him.


  “Paying the bill.” He caught up with her and they headed back to Korbin’s car. “Wow.” He let out a laugh. “That was bloody brilliant!”


  Manny crossed her arms over her chest as she leaned against the side of the car. “I shouldn’t have lost my temper like that. He was just a stupid drunk. Sorry.”


  “No!” He playfully grinned. “Don’t apologize, please. I thought things like that only happened in movies.” His smile faded. “I wish I’d had someone like you around in college.”


  “My dad’s retired Army. Despite my mom’s feelings on the matter, he enrolled me in martial arts when I was a kid. I’ve done some kickboxing training too, as part of my physical rehab.”


  “The sad thing is he’ll probably be too drunk to remember the lesson in the morning.”


  She took a deep breath of the muggy sea air, held it, and let it out again. “Fortunately, he doesn’t have any reminders of it to take home with him.”


  “Like a bloody nose?”


  She slowly nodded. “Sure.” More like an entrance wound. But she didn’t say that out loud. She worried it might scare him.


  Korbin finally appeared just as she was about to go back and look for him. “Sorry, their credit card machine took forever. You all right?”


  She nodded. “Yeah. Sorry about that.”


  “Sorry?” He looked incredulous. “Why are you apologizing?”


  “I don’t have much patience for jerks like that. Sorry I lost my temper.”


  Korbin grinned. “It’s okay. I’ve been on the losing end of enough battles in my life. Felt good to be on the winning side for a change.”


  Another pang hit her as she contemplated his words while getting in. These two poor schmucks weren’t bad-looking, but instead of growing out of their geekiness in college, it’d settled in deeper and more strongly, tying them closer to the culture of the stereotypical smart wimpy nerd than that of the evil supervillain.


  They’d obviously accepted their lot in life and put up with it rather than try to change it.


  Or maybe they’d tried one too many times and just gave up.


  As they headed back toward the campus so she could pick up her vehicle, she took a chance and spoke up. “Can I ask you guys a question?”


  “Sure,” Korbin said.


  Nut the fuck up, girl. “Do you think you could install a scanner for me?”


  Chapter Seven


  


  She felt a little bad that the men practically tripped all over themselves, almost begging her to let them help her. They took her back to the campus to pick up her Jeep. With them following her, she drove home to her apartment.


  At least it’ll get Daddy off my ass.


  She quickly scanned the living room after she unlocked the door and turned on the lights.


  It’ll do.


  Not like she was facing inspection. And based on the looks of the men’s office, they weren’t exactly bastions of neatness, either.


  They followed her inside. About the only thing missing was them eagerly rubbing their hands together in anticipation.


  She laid her purse down on the desk and started up her laptop. Then she walked over to the counter and grabbed the box. “Here’s the little bastard.”


  Korbin took it from her, and for a moment she thought the men were going to fight over who got to open the box and unpack it. In five minutes, they had it set up on her desk and were tussling over the installation software.


  Rhys picked up the network cable that hooked her laptop to the cable modem on the desk. “Why are you wired?”


  She wondered how smart he really was. “Uh, so I can have Internet.”


  “Doesn’t your wireless work? It’s a wireless modem. Your laptop has wireless.”


  She shrugged. “It’s supposed to. Apparently I broke it a little while after I got it. It was easier and faster to buy a twenty-dollar cable.” Now she felt a little silly as she watched their expressions. “It reaches over to the couch,” she lamely added.


  The men shared an incredulous look she didn’t miss. She headed for the kitchen rather than watch their stunned disbelief over her ineptitude. “Anyone want anything to drink?”


  “No thanks,” they both said, returning their attention to the computer.


  Korbin ended up sitting in the chair while Rhys hovered over his shoulder.


  They are kind of cute.


  Well, in a geeky sort of way.


  It took them less than fifteen minutes to tame the scanner. In another three minutes, they had her wireless connection working again and talking to the modem.


  “You realize it will turn on me and devour me in my sleep, right?” she snarked.


  Korbin smiled. “That’s your first mistake. You can’t show them fear.”


  “Never show them fear,” Rhys deadpanned.


  She loved his smile and couldn’t understand why either man was still single. “Ah. So that’s what I did. Because believe me, I’m plenty scared of them.”


  They sat her down at the desk and ran her through how to operate the scanner software.


  It appeared to be ridiculously easy.


  “What’s the catch?” she asked as she dubiously watched a receipt pass through the scanner.


  “No catch,” Korbin assured her. “Look, there’s the file it created.” He pointed at the screen where a new file had appeared in the software’s cabinet.


  “And you can create categories for your scans,” Rhys explained. “Expenses, utilities, medical costs, home repairs, whatever.”


  They had her do a few more on her own. “This will get my dad off my back, at least,” she said. She looked up at them. “He’s a CPA.”


  “Ah,” the men replied.


  She tried another one. “You realize as soon as you both leave I’m going to have problems, right?”


  Korbin smirked. “We’re happy to help. Anytime.”


  “Anytime,” Rhys repeated.


  “Anything else we can do for you tonight?” Korbin asked.


  “Well, I could use a ride to work in the morning. I need to drop my Jeep at the garage. The air died.”


  “No problem,” the men parroted.


  “Do you want us to meet you here and follow you?” Rhys eagerly asked.


  She fought the urge to laugh, afraid they might misinterpret why. “I’ll give you the address.” She retrieved a business card from her file and wrote the information down for them. Both men reached for the paper, Korbin edging his friend out and taking it from her.


  They were preparing to leave when Rhys spotted her old turntable on the bookcase where her DVD player sat. “Do you enjoy vinyl?”


  She snorted. “I did. They don’t make the needle for that brand anymore. And it’s an older model with weird cables. When I went looking for a new one, I couldn’t find anything to match. So there it sits, collecting dust.”


  The men converged on it, apparently as eager to fix this for her as they were her scanner and wireless issue. Fifteen minutes later, they’d turned the whole stereo assembly around and taken numerous cellphone pictures of both it and the turntable, as well as the wires and connections.


  Okay, so yes, she had to admit smartphones were helpful for that kind of stuff.


  When she finally got them out the door after agreeing to meet at the garage at eight, she turned and looked around her living room. It felt like something fundamental had shifted in her world, and yet other than the scanner on her desk and her laptop now lacking the cable tethering it to the cable modem, nothing had really changed.


  Had it?


  She tried to shake off the feeling as she turned off the lights and headed for bed.


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin didn’t talk much on the way home and did his best to tune out Rhys’ ramblings about the evening and their new coworker.


  Yes, she was attractive. He could understand why Rhys, just a couple of months out of a bad break-up, had quickly fallen for her.


  Unfortunately for him, he’d had plenty of experience with celibacy and had learned to think with something other than his cock despite his physical attraction to Manny.


  He’d seen the pictures in her apartment. An older couple he guessed were her parents. Some family photos. Then several of her and a man, especially one prominently displayed on the bookcase by her TV.


  And the look of unadulterated love on her face, the smile that lit her to the depths of her soul, as she looked at the smiling soldier in desert camo fatigues.


  A smile she damn sure didn’t seem to possess anymore. Was Mr. Wonderful still in her life? He didn’t know. He found it hard to believe a woman like her, beautiful, self-confident, and with her life obviously put together—aside from her crippling technophobia—could possibly be single.


  It didn’t matter that she wasn’t wearing a ring. In these days, that didn’t mean anything.


  He still wasn’t exactly sure why Ormond had hired her. She obviously was anything but qualified for the position she’d been assigned to, mercy job or not.


  All he knew was, despite how attracted he was to her, and how he hated himself for the way he tripped all over himself to help her, women like her never settled long-term for guys like him, or Rhys.


  Well, Rhys had a better than odds-on chance because he had that whole British accent thing going. But once they realized what they saw was what they got with them, they lost interest. Brains only got them so far. Rhys’ last break-up was proof of that. Yes they made decent money, but not enough for women to ignore their shortfalls in other areas.


  Richard Branson, now he has money to overcome the ugly-stick factor.


  Despite how well Artemis appeared to be going, how much money it would likely bring Ormond Technologies and them as well, it wasn’t nearly enough.


  And he was sick of getting his heart hurt. Even more sick of letting women use him. Whether it was to get better grades in school, or fix their computers for them when they died, or hooking up a printer…or taming a surly scanner.


  It wasn’t worth letting himself fall, once again, for a woman he could never really have no matter how far she led him on.


  Even if she could kick a drunk’s ass for him in a bar.


  Once he was alone in his home office with the door shut, he fired up his laptop and engaged in some Google-Fu. In less than five minutes, he’d confirmed his guess that Amanda “Manny” Croyle was not what she claimed to be, far more than she seemed, and he wondered what the hell Ormond was up to, sending someone to spy on them. She was former military and former law enforcement, with a degree in criminal science, according to the employee page on the Sawyer Security Services’ website. And she was one of their firearms instructors, too.


  He sat back in his chair and stared at the laptop screen. Did Ormond suspect something insidious was up with Artemis? Did he suspect them being a part of it? Did he worry for their safety?


  He didn’t know, and frankly, he didn’t have the energy to worry about it. But he’d be on his guard around Manny from now on despite his initial attraction to her.


  He couldn’t afford to screw up now, not when they were so close to delivering Artemis and possibly securing a lucrative contract. It would guarantee he and Rhys could write their own tickets with Ormond for the foreseeable future. And that kind of security he wasn’t willing to throw away.


  Not even for the beautiful Manny Croyle.


  Chapter Eight


  


  When the men pulled up outside the garage exactly on time the next morning, Manny was already finished talking with the mechanic and waiting for them.


  “I appreciate the ride,” she said as Rhys opened the passenger door and got out.


  “No worries,” Rhys said as he switched from the front seat to the back.


  “So how are you planning on torturing your new administrative assistant today?” she asked, only half-joking.


  Korbin wore a playful smirk. “You’re going to learn how to program code.” He glanced over at her when she didn’t respond. “I’m kidding,” he said.


  “I hope so,” she muttered.


  “Rhys will sit down with you and go through our workflow and incident ticket system. You’ll need to know them anyway. Everyone who works with the computer systems has to know them, even if they’re not a tech or a programmer.”


  “How hard can that be?” she asked, fearing the answer.


  She was willing to let yesterday go. She understood not only how much pressure the men were under, but that they didn’t want her there any more than she wanted to be there. And from what she’d seen so far, it had nothing to do with not wanting someone looking over their shoulders.


  They just didn’t have time or inclination to babysit a techno-idiot.


  She couldn’t blame them.


  Besides, they had got her scanner installed, and fixed the Wi-Fi on her computer. In her book, that cleared the slate.


  “It might not make sense at first,” Rhys said, “but once you go through it a couple of times, you’ll start to understand it.”


  “Only a couple of times? Are you so sure about that? This is me we’re talking about, remember?”


  Traffic wasn’t too bad and they made it to work a few minutes early. As she settled in to work under Rhys’ patient tutelage, she found herself surprised to realize the program wasn’t very complicated. It was fairly repetitive, amounting to little more than inputting data.


  Finding the data to input from various server processes was a little trickier, but Rhys created a how-to document for her while he showed her things so she could refer to it.


  By the time lunch rolled around, the mechanic had called to say her Jeep was ready and she was feeling a little less stressed than she had at the start of the day. She took her reading glasses off and set them on the desk before rubbing at her eyes. She knew she wasn’t far from full-time glasses, but hoped to stall the inevitable.


  “You okay?” Korbin asked.


  That was the best improvement of all. Korbin 2.0 was a completely different beast than the Korbin she’d first met yesterday. “Yeah, just…absorbing.”


  He offered her a friendly smile. “I know it’s a lot to take in, but I think you’re doing well.”


  “Thanks. I appreciate that.” Not just bullshit, either. Anything she could do to keep Korbin 2.0 in residence was, she knew, a good thing.


  “Did you want me to run you to get your car?”


  She gave him a genuine smile. “That’d be great.”


  


  * * * *


  


  The rest of the day passed quickly now that Korbin’s glacial thaw was complete. She managed a quick good-bye and got off campus before Rhys or Korbin could snag her for after-work plans. Technically, she supposed, spending a lot of time with them after work was part of her job description.


  But she couldn’t. Not tonight.


  Tonight she headed up toward Safety Harbor, to the small, two-story, nondescript office complex housing her psychiatrist’s office. Specializing in PTSD treatment, tonight there was a scheduled group session with other former military.


  She’d thought about canceling until last night’s incident at the bar. Now she realized she needed to go. If not to talk, at least to sit there and listen and remember she wasn’t alone in this. Too many nights she lay awake, staring at the ceiling, wondering how others got through this.


  The fact that she’d silently been begging for the guy to take a swing at her so she could pound him into the ground weighed heavily on her.


  In one of the few times she’d opened up to her dad about her feelings, he’d told her to seek counseling ASAP, and if he didn’t see medical expenses for it when he did her taxes he would personally come spank her ass before dragging her to the VA.


  At least that thought brought a little smile. He rarely talked about his combat action with her. She didn’t know how many of his own demons he battled.


  Although now he seemed happy in his semi-retirement. She and her mom had secretly made bets how long it would take him to discover his third career after quitting the CPA field entirely. Manny gave him six months. Her mother thought closer to a year, after he’d been through his first Montana winter.


  She was the third person to arrive out of an expected ten or so. Dr. Beverly Greene was in her early sixties and retired Army herself. She kept her long, silver-blonde hair in a braid down her back and greeted Manny with a warm smile and a handshake. “I was expecting you to cancel tonight. Your pattern is to miss every third one.”


  Manny felt the heat creep into her face despite her best efforts. “I almost did.”


  She cocked her head. “We have a couple of minutes now, if you’d like to talk in private. Or after.”


  She shook her head. “No, I’m okay. If I decide to talk, I’ll do it in circle.”


  The doctor gave her a smile. “I’m proud of you. In two years, I think you’ve only spoken up about ten times, if that.”


  “I’m not much of a talker.”


  “Really? Here’s my shocked face.” She playfully widened her eyes as her mouth gaped.


  Manny laughed. “I know, I know. I’m the problem child.”


  “No, hon. You’re no more or less a ‘problem’ than anyone else. We all deal the way we deal.”


  Manny said her greetings, grabbed an iced bottle of water from the small cooler the doctor kept there for them, and took her seat. By the time the meeting started, they had nine clients in the circle, in addition to Dr. Greene.


  Since everyone had met before, she dispensed with the more lengthy introduction process and had everyone go around and give their names. Once they did, the doctor clasped her hands together in her lap. “Anyone want to go first?”


  Manny didn’t miss how the doctor’s eyes briefly landed on her and paused for a moment before continuing around the circle.


  Just as she was about to speak up and volunteer to go first, a man two seats to Manny’s right raised his hand.


  “Good. Mike, what would you like to talk about tonight?”


  Manny lost her nerve as she sat there and listened to several others go through their trials and tribulations. Two of their members bore artificial limbs as souvenirs of their time in the Middle East. It made her feel a little guilty for whining about wanting to beat the crap out of a drunk in a bar.


  And bitching and moaning won’t bring Andy back.


  In the last half hour of their scheduled time, she finally found the nerve to raise her hand.


  “Yes, Amanda?”


  Here was one of the few places she tolerated people calling her by her given name. “I nearly beat up a drunk guy last night.”


  She gave Dr. Greene credit for hiding the shock some of her fellow participants didn’t. Although two of the men muttered “attagirl” under their breath.


  “Why don’t you tell us what happened,” Dr. Greene said.


  Manny abbreviated her assignment down to two sentences before she went through the evening’s events. “I wanted him to take a swing at me. I was practically begging him to do it. I wanted to bash his face in.”


  “I would have paid money for that show,” one of the guys joked.


  Dr. Greene shot him a stern look. “We don’t condone violence.”


  He sat back. “No offense, Doc, but I’d have done the same thing. She gave him a lot more leeway than I would have.” He held up a fist at her. “Hooah!”


  Manny smiled and held up a fist in return. “Hooah, dude.”


  After a few more minutes of talking, Manny realized Dr. Greene wasn’t fond of what she’d done, but the psychiatrist apparently considered Manny talking it out in group, instead of sitting in a cell awaiting arraignment for assault, a win. When the meeting broke up twenty minutes later, the doctor walked over to Manny and made a point of hugging her.


  “How are the dreams?”


  Manny shrugged. She hadn’t talked about Andy in circle for a while.


  She wasn’t sure she could right now. The few times she’d managed it, she hurt like hell for days after, like taking a kick she wasn’t prepared for right in the gut. Like her soul had been scoured by 0-grit sandpaper down to the bones.


  Like she’d lost him all over again.


  “I’ll survive, Doc. Eventually.”


  “So you’ll be canceling the next time, I take it?” she teased.


  “Hey, as long as I send in my fee, does it matter?”


  She smirked. “You are definitely one of a kind, Manny.”


  “Hooah, Doc.”


  She smiled as she shook her head. “Hooah, soldier. Let me know if you want a private session. You’re overdue for one.”


  “I’m overdue for a lot of stuff.” She smiled. “I promise to stay out of jail.”


  “I’m sure that will come as no small comfort to untold inmates of Pinellas County.”


  


  * * * *


  


  When Manny got home she opted not to go for a run. Instead, she changed into a T-shirt and curled up on the couch with a cup of chamomile tea, tuned the TV to gO! network, and watched back-to-back episodes of Otherworlds. Tonight, Will Hellenboek and his team of paranormal investigators were going through the old Loews Don CeSar Hotel in St. Pete, followed by an investigation of some hotel over on Miami Beach.


  She wasn’t really paying much attention, just wanted the distraction.


  Anything not to think.


  Anything to keep her mind blankly occupied until she was too tired to hold her eyes open any longer.


  Anything to keep her attention from falling on the picture of her and Andy sitting on the bookcase next to the TV, his perpetually smiling face that wouldn’t age.


  Anything to keep her mind from dredging up the memories of that day, the sound of the fear in his voice when he realized there was an IED, and the horror as he turned and screamed her name, trying to get her out of harm’s way before it went off and shattered her leg, her life, her heart, and her dreams forever.


  Anything.


  She’d give anything to have him back.


  She wasn’t a religious person, either. Some soldiers reported a stronger belief in their chosen faith after wartime duty.


  She fell on the other side of the spectrum, the ones whose faith had totally deserted them. Life was short and dangerous and painful. A lucky few got to experience happiness, but she didn’t count herself among them.


  It was after midnight when she finally felt her eyes drooping enough she wanted to risk going to bed.


  One more day. Just need to get through one more day. And the next.


  And the next.


  Chapter Nine


  


  Friday morning, she headed to the campus with a better outlook. She learned more about the systems and about the men. By the end of the day her gut instincts told her the men were not behind what was going on.


  Now she just had to prove it.


  They were preparing to shut down for the weekend. “Do you have any plans?” Rhys asked.


  She didn’t. And if she was supposed to be keeping an eye on them, it would be a good way to get a look at their house without making up an excuse to go there. “No, not really. Just a hot ménage with my washer and dryer.”


  “Aces! Then you’ll follow us home. We’ll order pizza and show you a fun Friday evening.”


  Korbin didn’t look completely happy about it. “If you want. If not, it’s okay. No big deal.”


  Now it was Rhys’ turn to shoot his friend an evil glare.


  She wasn’t quite sure what was going on between the two, but it didn’t seem to be a return to obnoxious Korbin, and it wasn’t like she was in fear of her life or safety from either of them. Unless they were secretly evil scientists who went around drugging women, she suspected it would be one of the quieter evenings she’d ever spent in her life.


  “No, it sounds like fun. It’ll do me good to get out of the house for a while.”


  She followed them to their house in an upper-scale development in Feather Sound. Not a gated community, unfortunately, which would have made her job easier. But it also made her suspect it wasn’t the kind of neighborhood regularly plagued by random break-ins.


  Check with sheriff’s office to see what the crime rates are for this area. If the break-in at the men’s house was the first incident in a while, she knew there was a good chance their house had been deliberately targeted.


  The question was, by whom? And was it related to Artemis and the hacking attempts, or something totally random and coincidental?


  She looked around the living room after following them inside. The house didn’t seem to have a decorating scheme, unless modern IKEA was a style. At least she could rule out them being pretentious assholes. The house was probably worth close to $400k, while the furniture she could see might total up to two grand.


  Maybe.


  Then she turned around and adjusted that estimate up. The focus of the huge great room seemed to be the TV area at the end closest to the front door. A gigantic sectional sofa unit and matching chairs that would easily seat ten people surrounded a large coffee table.


  They had at least four game consoles that she could see on a short glass and metal bookshelf underneath a large, 60-inch wall-mounted flat-screen TV. They had an elaborate home theatre system, too.


  “Wow, that’s some TV.”


  “It’s great for movies and games,” Rhys said. “I brought that with me when I moved in.”


  “I’m surprised his ex didn’t try to keep it,” Korbin said as he headed across the living room toward what she assumed was the dining room area, although the small four-person table looked woefully inadequate compared to the size of the space.


  Bookcases lined one whole wall, filled with mostly books, heavy on the sci-fi and fantasy genres, although there were quite a few mysteries represented as well. And lots of figurines, from about an inch tall to ones nearly a foot in height, everything from little warriors all the way up to elaborately painted dragons.


  “Aren’t those neat?” Rhys asked.


  She wasn’t sure, although he certainly seemed proud of himself. “Yeah. What are they?”


  “Battle figures.” He lovingly picked one up and showed it to her. “Painted it myself. We use them for Dungeons and Dragons.”


  For the first time in her life, she honestly wasn’t sure how to respond. “That’s—”


  Korbin returned with a pizza flier in his hand, sparing her from having to come up with something that wouldn’t sound insulting. “Do you have any preferences on the pizza?”


  “Anything but anchovies.”


  He nodded and disappeared back into the kitchen.


  Rhys returned the figurine to the shelf. “Most of all of this is mine. Korbin has all his in his office. My bedroom didn’t have enough room, so he told me to put mine out here. Let me give you the tour.”


  She followed him through the house. Tidy, but lived in, it was clear the bachelors were more concerned about function over form. Framed movie posters from classic sci-fi and horror flicks lined the walls in the hallway.


  He showed her the guest bath. It was, to her relief, clean. “Feel free to help yourself,” he said.


  Next was a bedroom working as Korbin’s office. Desk, computer, printer, and wall-to-wall, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves overflowing with titles. “Korbin’s domain,” he said.


  Down the hall. “This is my room.” Neat, but also crowded with stuff, some of it obviously from the move.


  “Why don’t you put it in storage, or in the garage?” she asked.


  “Oh, I do have a storage unit. It’s filled with books and furniture.”


  While she had him alone, she had to ask. “Hey, did I do or say something to make Korbin mad?”


  He looked shocked. “No. Why?”


  “He just seems to be acting a little stand-offish.”


  “No, he’s always like that at the end of the week. A bit of a diva sometimes. Just overtired is all. He’s been like this as long as I’ve known him. No worries.”


  Korbin’s bedroom and the kitchen finished off the tour. By the time they made it to the kitchen, Korbin was hanging up the phone.


  “I’ve got three different ones coming.”


  “I’m sure that will be fine.” The men waved off her offer to chip in for the pizzas.


  She couldn’t understand why Korbin still seemed a little tense. It felt like more than just work-related tension.


  She tried to put it out of her mind throughout dinner. Korbin did seem to loosen up a little, even going as far as bestowing her with a smile, which warmed up his blue eyes and gave his face a handsome look she hadn’t really noticed before.


  “And you have to stay and play with us,” Rhys insisted.


  “Play?”


  He swept his hand toward the TV. “We have Xbox 360, Wii, PlayStation 2, PlayStation 3—”


  “So what do you want to play?” Korbin asked. “We’ve got a ton to choose from. Adventure, sports, shoot-em-up—”


  “Not that,” she said, her stomach taking a dangerous roll. “Something not combat-related.”


  “Start her on something easy,” Rhys said. “Set her up with Wii Boxing.”


  “How’s that sound?” Korbin asked. “A way to burn off some frustration.”


  “Sure. I’ll try that.” That didn’t sound at all threatening.


  It took her a little while to get the hang of the controls, even though Korbin walked her through the practice sections. The first round, his avatar soundly whomped her.


  The second round, she wiped the floor with him and she’d broken a sweat.


  “I have to admit, that’s more fun than I thought it’d be,” she said as she sat the controller and nunchuk on their coffee table so she could grab a drink of water.


  “Your turn, Rhys,” Korbin said as he handed over his controller.


  “You know I bloody well suck at this game.”


  “All the more reason I want to see her kick your ass. Come on, be a good sport. You can teach her bowling.”


  “Bowling?” she asked.


  “Yeah,” Korbin said. “Wii Bowling. It’s fun.”


  Rhys stood and picked up the controller and nunchuk assembly and took Korbin’s place next to Manny. Apparently, Rhys wasn’t exaggerating when he said he wasn’t any good at the game. She soundly trounced him and barely broke a sweat in the process. When the game ended, he gave her a half-hearted smile. “Now, if you’d let us load up Halo, I’m sure I could teach you a thing or two.”


  Her gut rolled again. She’d never played Halo, but she knew what it was about. “No thanks. It hits too close to home.”


  Before she realized what she was doing she’d put the controller on the table and headed down the hall to the bathroom, where she locked herself in. Her heart raced, threatening to send her toward a full-bore panic attack. One she couldn’t afford to have here. Not when she was supposed to be looking after and protecting these two goofballs.


  No, in real life when troops got shot or blown up, they didn’t respawn just by hitting a button. They didn’t get save points. They didn’t earn extra lives.


  Their best friends didn’t take an IED hit for them just to save their lives and end up dying in the process.


  After a few minutes of standing there with her fingers clamped around the edges of the counter in hopes the trembling would go away and not turn into a full-blown panic attack, she heard a soft knock on the door.


  “Manny? Are you all right?”


  Rhys.


  She looked in the mirror. No, she was anything but all right. “I’m fine. I’ll be out in a few minutes.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  “It’s okay. I’m fine.”


  She sensed he didn’t move from the other side of the door, confirmed a moment later when he spoke again. “May I speak with you, please?”


  She quickly rinsed her face and patted it dry before unlocking the bathroom door. Not a hint of wry amusement anywhere in his features. “What?” she asked.


  “I’m truly sorry,” he said. “I’ve been told I’m not exactly good at interpersonal relations. I spend so much time with my head firmly wedged inside code—”


  “Or up his ass!” Korbin hollered down the hallway from the living room.


  “Bloody hell,” he muttered before pushing the door closed and turning to her again. “Yes, or up my arse,” he said, the hint of a smile crossing his face. “I’m not good with people. I admit it. I didn’t blame my ex for tossing me out. Frankly, I’m surprised she put up with me as long as she did. I hope you’ll forgive me and give me another chance and have patience with me.”


  She leaned against the sink, arms crossed in front of her. This was the most open and honest she’d ever seen him, no emotional barrier up against her. “I’m not exactly a people person either,” she said. “So it’s not entirely your fault. I’m sorry. I get triggered.”


  “Feel free to tell me to go to hell, but may I ask what happened?”


  She took a shuddering breath. “We weren’t a front-line unit. Support and mechanical services. Supply. That kind of stuff. But we ended up in a hot zone and we were trying to help evac wounded. My best friend, a guy I’d known since we were assigned together after basic, he threw himself in front of me when an IED went off. He didn’t make it.”


  She felt a little guilty for not telling the whole story, that her and Andy were in love and had made a pact to explore a relationship together once they were back in the States.


  “The man in the pictures at your apartment?”


  She nodded.


  “And that’s how you hurt your leg?”


  She nodded.


  “And that’s why you gave up police work?”


  She nodded again. “I couldn’t handle street patrols. I was too jumpy, too edgy. Frankly, I was too much a danger to myself and innocent civilians.”


  “Then why private security?”


  “I know it might not make sense to someone else, but I don’t feel the siege mentality doing private security work.” She blinked as she realized what she’d just said, in response to what he’d said. “What? Wait, how did you know about that? That I work for a security company?”


  He smiled. “I did a Google search the first day. Your name came up on the website at Sawyer Security Services. It didn’t take much for me to put it together considering everything that’s happened. I suspect Ormond hired you to keep an eye on us. I’m not that bloody ignorant.”


  She slumped down on the toilet, her head in her hands. Because she was carrying a gun on campus, they’d opted to use her real name for the investigation since she wore a photo ID badge at work. Having to show a concealed carry permit with a different name might have caused more problems than it was worth.


  “Shit. Does Korbin know?”


  “No. I haven’t told him.” He shrugged. “Maybe he knows where to put the washer fluid in his car, but he’s far more trusting and accepting than I am. So you went to college after discharge, received your degree in criminal justice, did a short stint with the sheriff’s office, and then…?”


  She looked up at him. “One of the detectives I worked with at the SO, he knew Rob and recommended me when I realized I wasn’t cut out for law enforcement.”


  “I won’t tell him.”


  “Thanks.” Well, that cover was blown. On the off-chance they were behind the problems, Rhys would likely cover their tracks.


  Then again, Ormond had told her that day before lunch that the hacking attempts had grown even more intense. Another check in the box in the men’s favor.


  “Let’s go back out and have an enjoyable evening,” Rhys said. “I think we all need to blow off some steam.”


  Chapter Ten


  


  Korbin thought he’d be able to spend the weekend relaxing and maybe not thinking about work for once.


  Rhys made that damn near impossible. It seemed he managed to work Manny’s name, or some reference to her, into almost every conversation they had.


  What he hated even more was that he couldn’t stop thinking about her, either. Especially since he already knew in his heart how badly that would end for them, even if he and Rhys didn’t trip all over each other trying to suck up to her and get her to notice them as more than just the geeky guys she worked with.


  If it wasn’t for the perpetually sad look in her otherwise sweet green eyes, he thought maybe, just maybe he could put her out of his mind.


  He didn’t want to tell Rhys what he’d found out about her, either. That she wasn’t exactly who she said she was. Obviously, Ormond either didn’t trust them, or worried someone else was out to harm them or Artemis. Why else hire a private investigator to check up on them?


  If Ormond wanted to keep things hush-hush, fine. He wouldn’t ruin whatever surprise the man had up his sleeve.


  He also didn’t want to worry Rhys in case there was more to it than just that. That maybe the break-in wasn’t some random crime.


  That maybe they had been targeted.


  Rhys tended to see the best in people. That was something he envied in his friend. That sweet, borderline naiveté he had about him.


  Something Rhys’ ex had exploited. Another reason Korbin had hated her almost at first sight.


  It doesn’t matter. We just need to get Artemis done and out the door and then we can sort everything else out later.


  Plus, he knew when Artemis was delivered, it likely meant Manny would be gone anyway.


  He just hoped she didn’t take Rhys’ heart with her when she left.


  


  * * * *


  


  Monday afternoon, they insisted on taking her out to lunch, and she didn’t have the heart to say no.


  “So how did you end up going to college in the States?” she asked Rhys while they were waiting for their food.


  Rhys shrugged. “My uncle offered to pay for it when he heard I wanted to try to come here for school. He and his family lived over in Tampa up until that large hurricane fifteen years ago or so. They still have a house in Tampa, but now they live full-time in Georgia. He came over decades ago on a scholarship and never left. Became a citizen.”


  “But you never went back?”


  “Oh, for the occasional visit, yes. But look at this weather.” He held out a hand, pointing toward the beautiful day outside. “We rarely get this kind of weather in England on a consistent basis. There’s only so much gloomy a bloke can take.”


  “What does your uncle do?” she asked.


  “He’s a writer,” Korbin piped up. “Tyler Paulson.”


  Her eyes widened. “Wait a minute. The Tyler Paulson? He’s your uncle?”


  Rhys blushed. “Well, I’m adopted, but yes. My mother is his sister.”


  Korbin let out a laugh. “There’s a lot of ‘technically related’ people in his extended family.”


  Rhys turned a light shade of pink. “We have a rather large, untraditional family, yes.”


  “I don’t get it,” she said. “Lots of people adopt. There’s nothing untraditional about that.”


  Korbin grinned. “His uncle has a husband and a wife.”


  She thought she’d misheard him. “Say again?”


  “They’re polyamorous,” Rhys explained, his face now a deeper shade of pink bordering on red.


  “They’re Mormons?”


  Korbin let out a snort. “No, but I understand your confusion. Believe me, I went through it, too, the first time I met everyone.”


  “They’re not Mormons,” Rhys said. “They just have a plural marriage.”


  Manny had read a romance book or two proposing that kind of scenario, but didn’t know people really lived like that outside of books. “Oh. That’s…interesting.”


  Rhys threw a disgusted look at Korbin. “Brilliant, mate. You’ve made her uncomfortable.”


  “No,” she hurriedly said, “I’m just… Processing.”


  “Don’t get me wrong,” Korbin said. “I’m not against it. I think it’s cool they bucked the trend. They’re great people.”


  “No, I’m okay with that,” she said, although not really sure if she meant it. There were only so many questions she couldn’t ask before she had to sate her curiosity. “The men aren’t jealous of each other?”


  “No,” Rhys said, “because Uncle Tyler and Uncle Thomas were partners before they met Aunt Nevvie.”


  She stared at him. “What?”


  “They’re bi,” Korbin helpfully offered.


  “So no, they’re not jealous of each other,” Rhys finished.


  “Oh. Well, good for them.” She was all for marriage and relationship equality for everyone regardless of their bent, as long as they were consenting adults. She’d just never thought people got into relationships like that in real life outside of polygamists and romance novels.


  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t put that niggling thought out of her mind the rest of the day, even when back at work.


  A deep, hot flush filled her when the sneaky thought of being in bed with two men zipped through her brain.


  Stop it. You don’t even have one guy. Besides, she knew these two guys in particular wouldn’t have anything to do with her outside of friendship. She wasn’t their type. She wasn’t smart like they were, for starters.


  She also wasn’t attractive. The scar curling up the back of her leg was a reminder of that, never mind the scars on her heart and soul.


  I just need to suck it up and admit I’m going to spend the rest of my life alone and get used to it.


  


  * * * *


  


  After work on Monday, the men rode home in Korbin’s car in relative silence.


  “I really like her,” Rhys quietly said after a few minutes.


  Korbin shrugged. “I like her, too. She’s nice.”


  “I mean I really like her.” He didn’t want to give away what he knew about Manny’s undercover assignment.


  “We work with her. I think there’s a company policy against dating.”


  “You like her, too.” He knew his friend, could see the signs. How Korbin had tried putting up walls against her out of some sort of deep-seated fear of rejection he had.


  “I said I liked her.”


  “You stupid sod. You know what I mean.”


  They pulled up to a stoplight. He looked at Rhys. “Well,” he quietly said, “you’ve already said you like her. What difference does it make if I like her or not?”


  “I think we could make a huge difference in her life.”


  His brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m saying why the bloody hell can’t we both date her?”


  Korbin let out a snort. The light turned green and they started moving again. “You’re nuts. She’s not going to want that.”


  “You don’t know that.”


  “I know that she’s smart enough not to violate company policy against dating.”


  Rhys simply wanted to get a little concession, just the tiniest bit of agreement from him, enough to know he’d planted the seed in his friend’s mind and it had taken hold. “So you’re saying you’d never date someone I was dating?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “So you would be open to dating her with me?”


  “Dude, again, she works with us.”


  “Then hypothetically speaking. Could you share a woman with me?”


  “Hypothetically, if we managed to find a woman who wanted both of us, yeah, you’re probably the only guy in the world I would be fine with sharing a woman. Okay? Happy?”


  He felt the smug smile curve his lips. “Quite.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin was seconds away from blowing his top when Rhys suddenly let the subject drop. Glancing over, he spotted the smug look on his friend’s face.


  He couldn’t reveal what he’d already found out about Manny without blowing her cover. He still wasn’t sure if she was on their side or not, to be honest, although his gut told him she was. But yeah, he was attracted to her.


  In a big way.


  Not that he ever had any hope of her being attracted to him, or to Rhys. Much less the two of them together.


  It was the truth that of all the people in the world, he wouldn’t have a problem sharing a woman with Rhys. Especially after meeting his family one year on Christmas break and seeing how well Tyler, Thomas, and Nevvie got along.


  Okay, no, he wasn’t bi and he wasn’t attracted to Rhys like that. But sure, he could, hypothetically, share a woman with him.


  Not that they had a snowball’s chance during a Florida July of ever finding that particular woman. They had a far better chance of spending their lives together as bachelors, playing DnD and Halo all night, working all day, and having their mutual friends over on a regular basis.


  He’d already made peace with the fact that he wasn’t the ideal physical specimen. Sure, he was in pretty good shape from biking and running, so was Rhys. But he couldn’t compare with any gym rat. And he’d rather spend the rest of his life alone—or single and with Rhys—than spend it looking like an idiot and chasing a string of women who’d drop him after using him and never reciprocate his feelings in the process.


  Been there, done that.


  Not doing it again.


  If the right woman was ever destined to cross his—or their—path, then sure, fine.


  Meanwhile, he wouldn’t hold his breath.


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Tuesday, after working with the men for less than a week, the hacking attempts were growing even more frequent. The alarm at the men’s house had gone off twice while they weren’t home over the weekend, with signs of someone attempting to break in both times.


  There was no more denying the fact that the men had become a deliberate target.


  She had to tell Korbin the truth about her identity and the situation, because she knew she needed to tighten the security around them. Probably even move them to a different location for a while, if necessary.


  She decided to tell them after a quick consultation with Ormond, who agreed it might be for the best.


  An added bonus in Manny’s book would be finally shedding the ridiculous idea that she could possibly learn the job she’d been pretending to do.


  She waited for Korbin and Rhys to finish up for the day and then joined them by their desks. “Look, I need to confess something,” she said to Korbin. “Rhys figured it out the other night, but there’s too much going on now to keep it from you any longer. Korbin, I’m not a ‘trainee’ trying to learn a new job skill. I’m a private investigator. Ormond hired our firm to come in and try to figure out what was going on and keep an eye on you two in case someone’s trying to hurt you.” She filled him in on all the details of what had been going on behind the scenes.


  He crossed his arms over his chest. “Duh.”


  Rhys’ eyebrows shot skyward. “What?”


  He shot a disgusted look at Rhys. “Seriously? Dude, you think you’re the only smart one here? I knew it the first day she was here.”


  Manny wasn’t sure if she should be happy he figured it out, or disgusted at her own apparently poor undercover skills. “How?”


  “You’re carrying a gun, for starters. I noticed the way you always adjust your waistband when you sit in your office chair. You don’t just lean back, you always do this little tug thing first. Then I saw the outline of it under your shirt at the bar that night when you kicked the drunk’s ass. Oh, and there was the matter of you kicking the drunk’s ass. I did a Google search when we got home. Considering Ormond has a policy of no firearms on campus, it wasn’t hard to put it all together. He hired you to protect us and see if you could figure out what was going on.”


  Note to self, make Rob update the damn website and remove our names from it. “So you knew this whole time and didn’t let on?” she asked.


  He shrugged. “I didn’t think Rhys knew.”


  “I think we need to talk about relocating you two somewhere, at least temporarily.”


  “What?” Korbin asked. “Why?”


  “Because I am only one person. I’m thinking we get you into a hotel tonight and look at other options tomorrow. I’ll sit down with my boss and Ormond to discuss it.”


  “Well, why don’t we spend the night at your place?” Rhys asked.


  She blinked. “What?”


  “Sure. We’ll cook you dinner tonight. You have a guest bedroom.” He grinned. “Besides, we have a surprise for you.”


  She hated surprises. “What?”


  “Ah-ah-ah,” he said. “No fair. You’ll find out.”


  “Sounds good to me,” Korbin said.


  Before she realized it, Rhys had settled the matter.


  Not quite sure how she got herself roped into putting them up for the night, she followed them home so they could pack and Rhys could pick up his car. As she stood in their living room and waited for them, she silently muttered to herself.


  I’ve totally FUBARed this assignment from the first day. I should have used an alias. I’m getting too close and personal with these men.


  She was liking them too much.


  Way too much.


  How much she liked them scared her a little. They were sweet guys. If it wasn’t an assignment, they were guys she wouldn’t mind becoming friends with. No, their interests didn’t exactly dovetail with hers, but nice went a long way to smoothing over differences like that. They were honest, what you see was what you got. Unapologetically geeky.


  It was a refreshing change from some of the people she’d tried dating in the past, whose images were more important to them than their insides.


  What does that say about me that I was attracted to those kinds of guys in the first place?


  She didn’t want to think about it.


  The men insisted on stopping by Publix on the way back to her apartment so they could get fixings to make her dinner. She stayed outside and waited by the cars, keeping an eye out in case anyone tried to tamper with them. She didn’t think they’d been followed. With the men in the lead, she’d kept a sharp eye on her rearview mirror.


  After what felt like forever, the men emerged from the store and they were once again on their way to Manny’s apartment. When she pulled up in front of her unit, her internal warnings went off at the sight of a large box sitting in front of her door.


  She wasn’t expecting anything.


  Rhys was faster than her. Before she could stop him, he was out of his car and racing up the walk toward it.


  She jumped out of her car, blood running cold, knowing she was too late and wouldn’t be able to stop him in time. “Rhys, no!”


  He picked up the box and turned, a grin on his face. The Amazon logo stared back at her. “I was tracking it. I knew it’d be delivered today.”


  She skidded to a stop. “What?”


  “Well, unlock the door! I can’t wait to get this set up for you.”


  She turned to look at Korbin, who was heading up the walk and laden down with plastic grocery bags. He shrugged. “You can’t stop him when he puts his mind to something. Get used to it.”


  She was still trying to slow her pulse enough to not feel like her heart was about to explode. “You ordered this?”


  “Of course. What, did you think someone had sent a bomb or some silly nonsense?”


  The feeling inside her must have translated to her expression, because his face immediately fell. “Oh, Manny. I’m terribly sorry. You did think that, didn’t you?”


  She stepped around him and finally fumbled the key into the lock. “It’s fine.” She pushed her way into the apartment.


  “No, it’s not fine.” He set the box down on her sofa and followed her, cornering her by the kitchen counter. He grabbed her hands. “I’m truly sorry,” he softly said. “I didn’t even think about that.”


  Even Korbin looked apologetic. He set the bags on the counter. “I guess it’s a good thing we got three bottles of wine, huh?”


  She nodded. “Uncork one of those babies now. I need it.”


  After getting her purse from her car and locking it, she went to go lock her gun up and change into a T-shirt. She’d leave her jeans on until later, when she’d put a pair of sleeping pants on.


  No way in hell she’d walk around in shorts with them there. They already felt more than enough pity for her. She read it in their eyes.


  She didn’t need to see it every time they saw her leg, too.


  


  * * * *


  


  As the evening continued, Manny felt the wine going to her head and realized she no longer cared. Korbin’s lopsided grin told her he was probably in the bag as well.


  Remember, don’t let them go home while still sloshed. Then again, considering her condition, she wasn’t in much of a position to talk, much less judge.


  When she remembered they were spending the night anyway, she had to stifle a giggle.


  Holy crap, I’m drunker than I thought.


  They had cooked her a delicious dinner and hooked up her new turntable and stereo system. After putting a record on, Korbin reached down and caught her hand, pulling her up off the couch and to her feet. “Dance with me,” he said.


  She draped her arms over his shoulders and realized for the first time he was several inches taller than her. Comfortably so, that she had to look up to stare into his blue eyes.


  Gorgeous blue eyes.


  How had she missed that factoid before?


  As the record played, the soft, warm hiss of the needle coasting over the grooved vinyl melded with the mellow jazz. She didn’t resist as he pulled her closer, the warmth from his body washing through her as they slowly danced.


  Rhys set down his wine glass and joined them, his body pressing against her back. Now bookended by them, she also realized Rhys was taller than her and how comfortable his body felt against hers.


  His breath, warm and sweet from the wine, brushed against the nape of her neck, sending a delicious shiver through her.


  “Do you realize how beautiful you are?” he whispered, his lips nearly touching her ear.


  Her eyes dropped closed. God, that is a damn sexy accent.


  “Very beautiful,” Korbin agreed.


  In the back of her mind, a whole bank of warning alarms went off, that she was about to do something reeeally fucking stupid, that it could jeopardize her assignment, her job, and worse, maybe even her heart.


  Or her pride.


  Korbin slid one hand outside her shirt and up her spine until his hand cupped the back of her head. Gently, he tightened his grip on her hair, firmly, seductively, and made her meet his gaze.


  She knew what he was about to do and let it happen, tried to stifle her soft moan as he closed the short distance between them. Then his lips closed on hers and his hand in her hair tightened. The firmer his grip, the more like jelly her spine and will turned until she realized she was grinding her body against his.


  And that bulge in his shorts wasn’t anything to sneeze at.


  Neither was the one pressing against her ass through her jeans, courtesy of Rhys.


  Korbin didn’t demand, he didn’t insist, waiting until her lips parted before tracing them with the tip of his tongue, so gently she thought the heat would scorch her.


  Nerve endings came alive in parts of her body she’d thought had gone dead years ago. Her nipples, for one, where the friction of her shirt as she rubbed against him started them tingling in ways she hadn’t felt in too damn long.


  And between her legs her clit throbbed, waves of need coursing through her pussy.


  She felt the men’s confidence build the more she responded. Cycling through a whirlpool of sensations and emotions, she let go, softly moaning again when Rhys hooked an arm around her waist and together the three of them danced as one.


  Lots of excuses rolled through her brain why this was a really, really bad idea.


  Only one reason why it was a good idea—it would make her and them both feel better, at least for a little while.


  She kicked the excuses to the curb and reveled in the feel of them pressed against her, solid, warm walls of flesh, real and there, something to keep her nightmares at bay for a few hours.


  And still Korbin kissed her, stealing her breath along with her will to resist. As if he took strength and courage from her.


  Rhys traced a sweetly steamy trail down the side of her neck, from behind her ear to where her shirt covered her shoulder. When he lightly nipped her on his way back up to her earlobe, she thought her knees would unhinge. Was she really that sensitive back there?


  Hell, it’d been so damn long since she’d been with someone she couldn’t remember.


  Rhys’ grip around her waist grew more solid as he felt her respond, supporting her as the one explosive nibble turned into a series of them, up and down, back again. It felt like she couldn’t get a breath between what they were each doing to her and the unfamiliar and totally pleasant sensations flooding her.


  Korbin reached up with his other hand and palmed her cheek. When he lifted his lips from hers, she forced her eyes open again to meet his sultry blue gaze. “Will you please let us show you what you do to us?” he whispered.


  From behind her, Rhys paused his nibbling. “Please, love?”


  She closed her eyes again and nodded, hoping if this was a dream that it didn’t end, and that if it was real that they got to the even better stuff before the wine wore off and they came to their senses.


  Or she did.


  Either way, if things ground to a halt before she got to have her first non-solo orgasm in years, she knew she’d burst into tears in front of them.


  And that she definitely didn’t want to do.


  It felt like someone else speaking through her body. “Okay,” she whispered, afraid maybe this was a bad prank, that any moment they’d step away, laughing, and tell her they were just kidding.


  But they didn’t.


  Rhys’ fingers closed around the hem of her T-shirt and lifted it, Korbin letting go of her only long enough to let her raise her arms as Rhys lifted the garment up and off her. He tossed it to the couch before his hands settled on her waist. Heat flowed through his hands into her flesh.


  Korbin began kissing her again. Her nipples now rubbed directly against his shirt, sending more enthusiastic jolts of tingling desire straight to her clit.


  The men turned her in their arms, and now it was Rhys who kissed her. With a will of their own, she found her hands buried in his shaggy mop of black hair. He kissed her differently, but just as eagerly and well once his initial reticence burned off and passion took over.


  Korbin wrapped his arms around her again. When his palms settled over her breasts, cupping them, she let out another soft moan. He acted like he was exploring a great unknown, prepared to stop if she gave the word, tentative fear mixing with his own excitement and passion.


  She knew she had no worries about them stopping if she said the word. Her biggest worry was them stopping before she was ready.


  And what they might say about her scars, when they divested her of her jeans.


  The record ended. There was a brief pause as another dropped into place and the arm settled in the outside groove. Thelonious Monk began playing over the speakers.


  A horrible thought hit her. “I don’t think I have any condoms.”


  The men froze. Rhys spoke first. “I think I still have two in my wallet.”


  “You might want to check,” Korbin muttered. “Because I don’t think any of us is sober enough to drive to the store.”


  Reluctantly, Rhys broke free of Manny with one last kiss. He reached for his wallet. She didn’t realize until after he held up not two, but a strip of three condoms, that she’d been holding her breath.


  He smiled. “Glad she broke it off with me when she did.” He dropped his wallet onto the coffee table and pocketed the condoms. “Now, where were we, love?”


  Korbin had found her right earlobe and was nibbling on it. “We were just about to take her to bed and show her a great night.”


  “Right.” Rhys caught her hands in his and started backing toward the hallway, Korbin bringing up the rear and gently nudging her to follow him. “The night is young, and so are we.”


  “Technically,” she said, “I’m older than you guys.” Shut up, you stupid bitch! What are you doing?


  “Only by a couple of years,” Korbin said. “That doesn’t count.”


  “It absolutely doesn’t count,” Rhys said.


  They reached her bedroom. She glanced around Rhys when he fumbled for and found the light switch that turned on the two bedside lamps. Yep, bed made, bedroom tidy.


  Whew.


  Rhys sat on the edge of the bed, which put him at the perfect height for her to drape her arms over his shoulders while he pulled her close and kissed first one nipple, then the other.


  Heavy with need, her eyelids slammed closed as she let out a soft moan. He enveloped her left nipple with his mouth, warm, sweet heat pulling at it, his tongue flicking over the taut peak and driving her ever closer to the edge of insanity.


  Taking his cue from Rhys’ lead, Korbin joined his friend on the bed and began flicking his tongue over her right nipple. She rested her right hand on Korbin’s shoulder, still unable to believe she was experiencing this.


  Beyond her wildest imagination, never in her hottest solo fantasy, had she ever dreamed something this good, this right.


  Something this dirty and delicious all at the same time.


  Together, the men worked on her jeans, finally getting them open and pushing them and her panties down her hips. She forced her eyes to stay closed, not wanting to see their expressions if they were shocked by her scars.


  She kicked off her sneakers and sucked in a sharp breath as one of them slid his fingers between her legs. She risked cracking open an eyelid long enough to identify Korbin before closing it again and succumbing to the feeling of him gently stroking her clit.


  Fumbling, she finished kicking off her jeans and panties. Korbin stood again and turned her, gently easing her down to the bed. His blue eyes looked dark, like sapphires, and focused completely on her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin didn’t know or care what was going through Rhys’ mind at that point. All he knew was he would never get enough of her gorgeous body and wanted to kneel down and worship her, or die trying.


  Gently pushing her thighs apart, he knelt on the floor and buried his face in her pussy. Bare, save for a neatly trimmed landing strip the same shade of her hair. She let out a soft moan as he flicked at her clit with his tongue. He wouldn’t claim he had a world of experience in this department, but the few partners he’d had never complained about his skills in this way, at least.


  And based on the noises she made, he suspected she didn’t have any complaints, either.


  His dick felt like it’d explode as it throbbed, straining against his jeans, hard enough to club an alligator with. He wanted it inside her.


  But first, he wanted to make her come and hear her moan. If he was lucky, maybe she wouldn’t freak out when he confessed later that he was falling in love with her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Holy…crap!


  If her eyes had been open, Manny knew they would have rolled back in her head. Every flick of Korbin’s tongue stroked nerve endings she couldn’t even remember having before. If she had any lingering doubts about his capabilities, they dispersed like dandelions in a hurricane.


  He wasn’t just good, he was damn good.


  She felt Rhys get up for a moment. After a rustle of clothes, the mattress dipped next to her again and Rhys engulfed her left nipple with his mouth and rolled her right one between his fingers, adding to the thermonuclear explosion threatening to rip her soul apart from the inside out.


  Curling an arm around his head, she plunged her fingers into his mop of hair again, hoping neither man would stop what he was doing.


  Somehow, she managed to lift her head and open her eyes long enough to connect with Korbin. The corners of his blue eyes crinkled in amusement even as he continued laving his tongue up and down her throbbing clit.


  Inside her, something broke free. Her head dropped to the bed again as she felt her orgasm rip through her, stronger than any she could ever remember. She didn’t bother trying to stay quiet, because Rhys rose up and kissed her, muffling her cries.


  If that was what Korbin could do to her without even taking his pants off, she could only imagine what the rest of the night held in store for her.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rhys caught Korbin’s gaze and nodded. When they were sure she’d finished coming, Rhys rose and took Korbin’s place between her legs. He eagerly picked up where his friend left off, and soon had her squirming again under his hands and mouth.


  Korbin quickly stripped and stretched out next to her on the bed, kissing her, worshipping her body with his lips as she trembled between them.


  Rhys wanted to make her cry out for him. He wanted to hear those sweet sounds from her lips over what he did to her with his.


  He wanted to give her nothing but pleasure. They were far from knowing all her secrets, or finding out what made her tick, but he wanted to give her this, give her pleasure, give her every reason to want to keep them in her life.


  He suspected she’d had damn little pleasure in her life the past several years, from the way she carried her sadness on her shoulders like a sack of potatoes.


  Anything he could do to lift that burden from her soul, even if only for a little while, he’d gladly do it.


  He just wanted to keep doing it for the rest of his life. The thought both thrilled and scared him at the same time, but now that it had taken hold in his system, he knew he couldn’t deny he was falling in love with her.


  Chapter Twelve


  


  Manny wasn’t sure which man had the better oral skills, but she was more than willing to call it a draw in her favor. Rhys soon had her coasting along the edge of another orgasm, every bit as powerful as the first. When she tipped over the edge, she had just enough time to think that it was the first time she’d ever had a multiple orgasm before it happened. His hot mouth relentlessly worked over her clit, and when she tried to wiggle free to escape him, he hooked his arms around her thighs and redoubled his efforts.


  When she managed to pry open her eyes again, she found Korbin and that beautifully intense blue gaze of his staring back at her. Focused on her, as if she was the only thing that existed.


  A playful smile curled his lips. “That’s it, baby. Let him make you come again.”


  That was all it took for the landslide to break free once more. Never before had she imagined orgasms could feel sooo good.


  Maybe I’ve been doing it wrong all these years. Maybe she had, because the few times she’d felt like rubbing one out on her own, it’d never felt like this, rolling through her, bouncing back and forth throughout her body.


  She let out a little laughing snort at that wine-induced thought. Then she couldn’t control her giggles when the sound of the snort made her laugh again. Then she was laughing and moaning and laughing, caught in a vicious cycle as Rhys’ grip on her thighs tightened and he went for a third.


  Hat trick. She had just enough time to think that before it washed through her, along with another round of moaning, snorting giggles.


  Finally, he showed her a little mercy and rested his cheek against her thigh.


  “I’m hoping that’s good laughter, love.”


  She nodded, still giggling and snorting as Korbin gathered her in his arms and held her cradled against his chest. Something hard poked her in the hip and she glanced down to see a generous cock.


  Her eyes swept up his body. A curly nest of pale hair circled the base of his cock, tapering into a faint treasure trail up his abs to his navel, and then a light dusting of pale curls across sinewy pecs. Lithe and trim, he wasn’t a soft, weak man, that’s for sure.


  She brushed the flat of her palm up his abs. “Biking pays off, huh?”


  He grinned. “Yes. I have an ass you could bounce a quarter off of.”


  “Oh, quit boasting,” Rhys teased. He stood, and she saw that his clothes had also concealed a lithe, trim body. “My legs are quite nice, thank you very much. Swimming and hiking keeps me in shape.”


  He also had a more than decent cock sticking straight out from his body. Dark hair swirled around the base of his shaft, but he had even less hair on his chest than Korbin.


  Not like Andy—


  Quit thinking that!


  She immediately shoved the painful memory away. She wanted to enjoy here, now, with them.


  She held out a hand to Rhys and he climbed up onto the bed on her other side. Part of her still couldn’t believe this was happening, wine buzz or not.


  Part of her prayed it wouldn’t stop. She rolled on top of Korbin and kissed her way down his body until she reached his cock and wrapped her fingers around it. Then she reached over and also wrapped her fingers around Rhys’ cock, finding it hard and hot, too, like silken steel.


  Rhys let out a soft moan as his head fell back against the mattress.


  She glanced up to find Korbin watching her intently. With a playful smile, she flicked her tongue out and lapped at the head of his cock.


  His cock twitched in her hand as she teased and tasted him, pre-cum pearling at the slit, tangy and sweetly salty at the same time. When she engulfed the tip with her lips, he sucked in a sharp breath. It tweaked something deep inside her in a good way, that she could make him react like that to just the simplest of touches.


  It made her want to do more, to him, to both of them.


  She slowly swirled her tongue around his shaft as she lowered her mouth onto him, taking him as deeply as she could and still not reaching the root. With her other hand, she gently squeezed Rhys’ cock, enjoying the soft moans she drew from him with every movement.


  Raising her head, she gave Korbin a playful smile before moving over to Rhys and giving his cock the same treatment. His body trembled beneath her, coiled, ready, struggling to hold back his release. He tasted a little different than Korbin but just as good.


  Back and forth she teased them, working both men to the edge and keeping them there, not wanting to rush things. All the while her own pussy began throbbing again, her juices flowing and coating the insides of her thighs as she thought about riding both these cocks.


  And she knew as excited as she had them, neither would last long in this state.


  She switched to Korbin again and deep-throated him, loosening her fingers from around the base of his shaft and working him hard and fast with her lips and tongue.


  His fingers tangled in her hair. “I’m gonna come, baby,” he hoarsely warned, almost feeling like he was trying to pull her off him.


  She sucked even harder, rewarded by his soft cry and spurt after spurt of his hot cum flowing over her tongue. With a happy moan of her own, she stayed with him, swallowing every drop, not releasing him until she knew she’d drained him.


  Sitting up with a smile, she winked at him. “Now get ready for round two.” The expression on his face was priceless, one she wished she could freeze and preserve forever. Disbelief, perhaps, that he’d not only just received a blow job, but that she’d also swallowed, and awestruck reverence over the same.


  She grinned. “Yes, you heard me correctly. That was just the appetizer.”


  She engulfed Rhys’ cock next. Slightly thinner in diameter, he was a little longer than Korbin but still more than a worthwhile mouthful. It took her even less time to get him over the edge, his moans filling her ears and her heart as she swallowed every drop of cum his balls pumped out.


  Korbin had already begun growing stiff again, as she’d expected. She grabbed one of the condoms from where Rhys had left the strip on the bed. All it took for her to get Korbin fully ready was a few sultry, seductive pumps of her hand up and down his shaft.


  He watched as she rolled it on him before swinging a leg over him. Slowly, she lowered herself, her eyes dropping closed at the feel of his cock finding its mark and sliding deep inside her wet cunt.


  She had to sit there for a moment, still, savoring the sensation.


  Rhys knelt behind her on the bed and reached around her, pulling her back to lean against him.


  “How does his cock feel, baby?”


  She let her head loll against his shoulder. “Good!”


  Korbin’s hands cupped her breasts, playing with her peaked nipples and sending more bolts of need through her body and straight to her clit.


  Rhys’ talented fingers found her swollen clit. “Another one, then?” he said, more a gentle order than a question as he played with her.


  Now the one at the mercy of them, the men drew another orgasm out of her. Her pussy squeezed Korbin’s cock inside her, making her climax feel that much sweeter. As she tried to catch her breath she glanced down and saw Korbin’s playful smile.


  “I think she needs another one,” he suggested.


  “Right,” Rhys said, his hand never slowing despite her protests that she didn’t think she could.


  The men knew better, apparently. After a few minutes she stopped thinking she couldn’t and realized that, yes, with Korbin’s cock perfectly hitting all the right places inside her cunt, she was about to come again.


  When she felt her muscles squeezing him again as the orgasm started, he grabbed her hips and started thrusting, hard, up into her. Each time he bottomed out inside her she let out another soft moan at how good it felt, how right it felt.


  And the release kept rolling on and on, never quite stopping as he continued fucking her.


  “Come on, baby,” he grunted. “One more for us.”


  She had to hook an arm behind her, around Rhys’ neck, to keep from limply collapsing on top of Korbin as her body responded to his commands and his tone. She let out a cry and quit fighting her body as they wrung pleasure out of every nerve ending she had.


  Only when he felt her start did he let out a moan of his own. Inside her, his cock hardened and swelled before he emptied his balls inside the condom.


  Winded, she limply lay in Rhys’ arms, letting him hold her up while she caught her breath. Korbin carefully wiggled out from under her and disappeared into the bathroom.


  Rhys slowly lowered her to the bed, on her stomach, and feathered his lips across her shoulders and down her spine. She lay there, floating in a blissful world filled with the echoes of the orgasms she’d just had when she caught his sharp intake of breath as he reached her right thigh.


  “Love, what happened?”


  Like a shot, she rolled onto her side and drew her legs up tight into a ball, hiding her scars from him. “Nothing,” she said, trying to bite back the scream that wanted to escape her.


  


  * * * *


  


  The sight of the twisted scar nearly broke his heart. He’d never seen her wear anything but jeans before, had never seen her scars, but he guessed it was the wound she’d suffered that had ended her career in the army.


  He also wouldn’t be denied. His firm hands rolled her onto her stomach again, undeterred. He kept one hand firmly pressing into the small of her back to keep her lying there where he wanted while he caressed the back of her thigh with the other despite how her body tensed, his fingers tracing the twisted, puckered lines she knew by heart.


  “Is that what happened to you?”


  “Yes,” she whispered. “Please don’t look at it.”


  “I’ll do more than look at you, love,” he responded, his voice choked with emotion.


  He lowered his lips to her flesh and traced them over her scars, slowly, lovingly. He ignored the sound of Korbin returning from the bathroom and continued his southerly sojourn down her leg. Only when he finally felt some of the tense, rigid fear leave her body did he remove the hand from her back. Instead, he held her leg with both hands, slowly working his lips and tongue up and down her thigh, waiting her out, patiently coaxing her to trust him.


  Korbin shared a quick glance with him and bent to kiss her back, the two of them loving every inch of her backside until she finally relaxed again.


  Rhys sat up and nipped her ass cheeks. “Never hide an inch of yourself from us, love,” he whispered. “We want to know all of you. Every beautiful bit of flesh on your exquisite body.”


  He slipped a hand between her legs, smiling as her thighs spread before him.


  “Good girl,” he whispered, enjoying the way her body seemed to suck his two fingers into her wet and ready cunt.


  He reached over and grabbed a condom, quickly rolling it on before urging her up onto her hands and knees. “I want to take you like this, while Korbin gives you a little oral assist.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Her horror over him finding her scars faded with every moment he spent loving them, loving her, easing her fears until, finally, the two men had her body yearning for another orgasm.


  When she got to her hands and knees, Korbin slid under her, his tongue unerringly finding her clit.


  And his cock, still limp, lay perfectly under her mouth.


  She nuzzled at it until she got it sucked between her lips, pleased when it slowly started to respond to her.


  “Good girl,” Rhys said again. Under normal circumstances she knew she’d be tempted to punch someone for saying that to her.


  But now, tonight, right here, it unlocked something deep inside her she’d never felt before.


  She arched her back a little to give Rhys a better angle. She felt him rub the head of his cock up and down through her lips, gathering her juices on it before centering on her cunt. Then his fingers clamped down on her hips and slowly, almost an agony, he slid his entire length home inside her pussy until she felt his thighs pressing against the backs of hers.


  Korbin’s cock in her mouth muffled the sound of the moan she made at the wonderful sensation of him bottoming out inside her.


  “Yes, you like that, don’t you?” Rhys asked with a playful tone. “I gather you’re going to love what I’m about to do next.”


  He slowly withdrew, until just the head of his cock was still buried inside her cunt. Then he thrust, hard and fast, slamming into her.


  Korbin sucked on her clit and she screamed at the climax that ripped through her, deep-throating his cock while her muscles seemingly deserted her.


  “Yes, just like that, love.” He teased her, coaxed her, fucked her like that with Korbin’s skillful mouth contributing to two more debilitating orgasms that made her wonder if she was going to collapse and suffocate poor Korbin.


  She wasn’t sure she could take much more when Rhys sped up the pace, fucking her hard and fast and deep. It was Korbin who came next, filling her mouth again with his cum as she moaned through another orgasm.


  “There…you…go!” Rhys buried his cock one last time deep inside her, throbbing and filling the condom as he came. He sat there, winded and panting for a moment before finally withdrawing.


  Korbin had to help her roll off him. She could barely breathe, much less move by herself on legs that now felt like jelly. By the time Rhys had returned from cleaning up in the bathroom, she was curled up in Korbin’s arms and crashing toward sleep.


  Rhys smiled down at her. “Knackered, love?”


  She nodded.


  “Good.” He turned off the lights and made his way into the bed on her other side. “Then go to sleep and know that’s just a preview of some of the many, many things we’ve fantasized about doing to you.”


  She didn’t have time to ponder his words before exhaustion and the effects of the wine pulled her into darkness.


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Manny felt a dull ache in her head and a fuzzy, odd taste in her mouth when she awoke the next morning. Without opening her eyes, she tried to roll over and found she couldn’t.


  That’s when her eyes popped open and she bit her tongue in an effort not to let out a startled cry.


  Rhys lay soundly sleeping next to her, rolled onto his left side and facing her.


  That means…


  She carefully reached behind her with her left hand and realized that, yes, the warm, firm mass laying behind her was Korbin-shaped.


  Crap crap crap crap crap!


  Panic building inside her, she slowly sat up and worked her way down the bed, freeing herself from between the two men.


  As she stood at the foot of the bed and stared at them she realized yes, the wine had done holy wonders. Places of her ached in pleasant ways, in ways they hadn’t ached in…


  Ever, truth be told.


  She ran a hand through her tousled hair. Actually, digging right down through the bone of truth to the marrow, last night had been the singularly best night of sex in her life. The men had surprised her in ways she’d never dreamed possible.


  She suspected maybe they’d surprised themselves, too, based on their reactions.


  What am I going to do?


  She was supposed to be protecting them, taking care of them. Keeping an eye on them and figuring out what the hell was going on.


  Not…this.


  What the hell is this, anyway?


  She stumbled for the bathroom, quietly closing the door behind her before turning on the light and staring at herself in the mirror.


  She looked like…


  Well, I looked like I got thoroughly reamed by two great hunks last night.


  She clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle the nervous, nearly hysterical peal of laughter that tried to burp free over that thought.


  Her cell phone lay charging on the counter. Grabbing it, she looked at the time and realized they were going to be late to work. No time to ponder the implications. That would have to wait until later.


  She used the toilet as she impatiently waited for the shower to get hot. When she climbed in, she resisted the urge to mutter to herself as she stood there under the stinging spray. How stupid she was for letting herself lose control like that. For putting the men at risk.


  Or for putting my heart at risk.


  It wouldn’t—couldn’t—end well. It never did for her in matters of the heart. Either they left…


  Or they died.


  The stinging in her eyes caught her by surprise at first. She pressed her forehead against the cool tile wall and let the tears flow as she cried, for herself, for Andy, for being a fucking stupid moron.


  She didn’t even realize it at first when the shower curtain moved, until Rhys stuck his head inside and spotted her standing there. Without a word he joined her, not asking if she wanted him there. He pulled her to him and held her until all the resistance left her body and she let him console her.


  “Was it us?” he softly asked once her sobs had quieted. “Did we hurt you?”


  She shook her head, leaning back a little as she laughed. “No. It was great. You both were fantastic.”


  He palmed her cheeks and kissed her, the same passion flowing between them as it had the night before, only this time with morning breath instead of wine.


  “We are not in this for just a fling,” he said, those sweet brown eyes of his cutting through every last one of her excuses. “If you’ll have us, then you do have us. Believe me, we have no desire to let you go.” He playfully smiled. “Never tempt two brains to devise a way to keep a beautiful lady in their clutches. We’ll get sneaky if we have to.”


  She draped her arms around his neck. “Sneaky?”


  “Absolutely.” He nibbled the side of her neck and she let out a soft gasp as need once again flared inside her. “We’ll keep you so well loved you won’t have time to think about getting away from us. Not to mention well fucked. And then there’s always mind control when all else fails.” He grinned, making her laugh again.


  “Mind control, huh?”


  He shrugged. “I’m sure one of us is smart enough to invent something.”


  “I’m pretty damn broken,” she whispered.


  The way he tilted his head as he looked at her swept something free inside her soul. “Love,” he said, “if you haven’t noticed, they haven’t exactly exiled the two of us blokes from the Island of Misfit Toys. We’ll all just have to be broken together, now, won’t we?”


  The last tether holding her heart back shredded as she felt herself sliding down the incline straight into love.


  Straight into his arms.


  She kissed him, hard, pressing against him until she’d backed him up to the wall.


  “It’s not fair starting without me,” Korbin groused from outside the shower.


  “Then get your bloody arse in here,” Rhys shot back, never taking his gaze off her.


  The shower curtain opened at the back end. When Korbin saw them standing there, he snapped it closed again, immediately climbing in from the front to stand behind her.


  “Didn’t we do this last night? Only in the living room and in different positions?” His stiff cock settled along the seam of her ass as he reached around her, wrapping his arms securely across her midsection. “What’d I miss?”


  “Little Miss I’m-Not-Perfect here was trying to discourage us from falling in love with her, I think.”


  “Oh, really?” Korbin said.


  “Yes, but I do believe I’ve changed her mind on the matter. Haven’t I, love?”


  She smiled. “You sure you’re not still drunk?”


  “I know I’m not drunk,” Korbin said, “and I believe I did catch the tail end of something about mind control as a last resort. I’ll hit the evil lab today if I have to. Don’t make me go Dr. Frankenstein on your ass.”


  She tipped her head back and spotted his sweet, playful smile and blue eyes. Eyes which, other than looking a little bloodshot that morning, were focused only on her.


  “Listen to the limey,” he continued. “He’s the smart one.”


  “I thought I was the funny one,” Rhys protested.


  Korbin let out a snort. “Says who? In what universe are you the funny one?”


  “I can be funny.”


  “He’s not the funny one,” Korbin insisted, focused on her again. “I’m the funny one.” The playful twinkle in his eyes made her giggle once more.


  “Funny looking, perhaps,” Rhys muttered.


  She had to give them points for style, in addition to sexiness. “I think you’re both smart and funny.”


  “Well,” Rhys said, “the lady hath spoken.” He grinned. “And I’m happy to hearken to her every word.”


  “You realize we’re going to be late for work, right?” she asked.


  “So?” they parroted.


  “Oh, you guys are so adorkable.”


  Rhys laughed. “Do tell? I rather fancied we were geektastic.”


  “No,” Korbin said. “I always thought we were nerdtabulous.”


  They needed a distraction. She sank to her knees in the shower and grabbed their cocks, immediately gaining both of their attentions. They let out nearly identical groans as she stroked their shafts with her hands. She went back and forth between them with her mouth, licking and sucking on the head and tip of one cock before switching to the other, until both men had their hands braced on the shower wall, eyes closed, hips rocking in time with her hands.


  It only took a moment before she had them both ready to come. Korbin exploded first with a groan. She deep-throated him, swallowing his juices until she’d milked his balls dry. Then she focused on Rhys, until she’d coaxed a climax out of him, leaving him similarly drained and spent.


  She would have been happy to leave the morning there, but the men had other ideas. Korbin pulled her to her feet while Rhys got between her legs. With Korbin supporting her, Rhys got busy, using his fingers to fuck her cunt while he licked and sucked her clit.


  In her ear, Korbin whispered, “You’re so beautiful like this. Show us how good it feels.”


  As his arms closed around her waist, she felt her world implode. The climax rocketed from her head to her toes and back again, swirling and climbing like a crazy roller coaster inside her. Only after she was trembling and begging him to stop did Rhys sit back on his heels with a pleased smile.


  “And fun was had by all,” he joked.


  She laughed, kissing Korbin, then kissing Rhys when he stood. “A whole hell of a lot of fun.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin finished his shower first. After dressing, he walked out to the living room. They’d be late, but who cared?


  Then he turned and spotted the picture on the bookshelf again. The one of Manny and Captain America.


  All the good feelings inside him emptied like dirty dishwater down a kitchen drain.


  Rationally, he knew he shouldn’t feel threatened by a damn picture. They’d had a fantastic night—and start of a morning—together. She said she wanted to be with them. And Manny wasn’t the kind of person to lie. He hadn’t known her long, but that much he knew.


  He also didn’t know the full story behind the picture.


  Maybe I don’t want to know.


  But he did know the look she gave the soldier in the picture was the look she gave them the night before, and that morning.


  Loving.


  As if nothing else in the world existed except what her eyes were focused on.


  He didn’t have to wonder if she loved the man in the picture.


  He couldn’t help but wonder if she still loved him.


  He wondered where the guy was.


  And he wondered why she wasn’t with him now, and why this picture, and others, of him occupied such a place of importance.


  I hope I didn’t just fuck up my heart for good.


  Chapter Fourteen


  


  All day Wednesday, Manny wondered if their great night—and morning—together was just a fluke.


  I won’t repeat that mistake.


  Not that the sex was a mistake, but sex with those two particular men, men she was supposed to be investigating and protecting, if necessary.


  Really good sex.


  After stumbling her way through another mostly baffling and extremely frustrating day, she wasn’t thinking straight when she accepted the men’s invitation to come over to their house after work. She should have made them go to a hotel and brought in a team to keep an eye on them.


  But that would mean I wouldn’t be with them.


  She hated herself for the thought, but something protective inside her wouldn’t let her let go.


  I’m not in love with them. I can’t be.


  I won’t be.


  Still, she didn’t change her mind.


  Dinner left her sated and lazy and not wanting to go anywhere. They had a comfy couch, and watching a movie while sitting snuggled between the two of them…


  Well, maybe she’d hate herself a little more in the morning, but it felt familiar. It felt comfortable.


  It felt like she was right where she should be.


  Where she belonged.


  As the movie played, she rested her head on Korbin’s shoulder and her hand on Rhys’ thigh. It played a little longer and before she knew it, she was kissing Korbin while Rhys had lifted her shirt and trailed kisses along her abs.


  Oh, fuck it.


  She wrapped her arms around Korbin’s neck and kissed him hard, deeply, the embers simmering inside her all day from their morning encounter exploding into raging flames.


  Rhys slid his hands up her chest, pushing her bra up and freeing her breasts. He cupped her left one in his hand and brushed his thumb over her taut nipple while enveloping the right in the wet heat of his mouth.


  Korbin broke their kiss as she let out a low moan. His blue eyes stared down at her, intense, focused. “Does that feel good, baby?” he whispered.


  She nodded, that free-fall feeling taking hold again.


  Korbin cupped her chin in his hand, “We’re going to take good care of you tonight,” he said. “We’re going to make love to you and hold you all night long.”


  He kissed her again, stealing her will to resist.


  Not that she had any desire or intention to resist them.


  Rhys switched to her other breast, gently sucking that one into his mouth, swirling his tongue around her nipple and making her moan again. Back and forth, until she knew her panties had to be soaked from the way her clit was throbbing and her cunt aching to be filled by their cocks.


  Rhys sat up and began working on her jeans, getting them unfastened and sliding them and her panties down and off her. While Korbin kept her mouth occupied with a killer kiss, Rhys pushed her thighs apart and dove between them.


  Her moans grew louder when Rhys’ tongue found and flicked at her clit. Hot explosions went off inside her, not even orgasms, but nearly just as good, at the sensation.


  And he was in no hurry to change position or speed things along, either. He seemed content to lie there, licking and sucking, teasing, tasting, keeping her coasting along a razor-thin edge without letting her fall over.


  Korbin captured her wrists in one of his hands and pinned them over her head. His other hand drifted down to her breasts. “Hope you weren’t planning on going anywhere anytime soon.” A sexy smile curved his lips before he crushed them down onto hers again.


  No, she didn’t want to move. She wanted to stay right there and absorb every ounce of pleasure she could from them.


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin had sworn to himself that, despite their night and morning together, that he wouldn’t let things get out of control.


  That he wouldn’t let himself get out of control. Unfortunately, there was something about Manny that had worked its way into his soul and wouldn’t let go.


  Every time he’d looked at her that day while at work, he couldn’t help but imagine making love to her.


  And his stubborn cock had stayed achingly hard all day long. She brought out something in him he’d never recalled feeling before. Protectiveness. The need to make her smile.


  The need to take the pain away from her soul.


  He watched as Rhys drove her over the brink and made her come. The way her body arched in his lap, the way her eyes fluttered open, staring at him with a glazed, nearly wild look as Rhys refused to stop and made her come again and again.


  He slid two fingers into her mouth and she immediately began sucking them, flicking her tongue over them, making his cock ache even more.


  He exchanged a look with Rhys, who finally sat up and let her catch her breath. The two men untangled themselves from her and stood, quickly stripping. He retrieved a strip of condoms from his pocket, ones he’d gone out and bought that day after lunch, and ripped one off. Rolling it on, he sat on the couch and pulled her into his lap, facing him, straddling him. She placed her hands on his shoulders for balance and slowly lowered herself onto his cock while Rhys stepped behind her and cupped her breasts in his hands.


  Korbin’s hands settled on her hips. Staring into her eyes, he whispered, “Ride my cock, baby.” There it was again, that deep, instinctive, primal need to possess her, protect her.


  Love her.


  She let out a soft moan as she began bouncing up and down on his cock. She felt so good, even through the thin layer of latex separating them.


  Rhys dropped one hand to her pussy and found her clit again. An explosion went off inside her, making her cry out and the muscles of her pussy squeeze his cock.


  “That’s it,” Korbin told her. “You keep coming around my cock like that. That feels so good.”


  She threw her head back against Rhys while he nibbled on her neck. And still, Korbin felt wave after wave wash through her body, squeezing his shaft until he couldn’t hold back anymore. His balls drew up tight. “I’m coming, baby.”


  Rhys’ hand became a flurry of movement between her legs. He coaxed one more orgasm out of her before she limply collapsed into Korbin’s arms.


  Rhys grabbed a condom and rolled it onto his shaft while Korbin urged her to raise her hips. Once his own cock slid free, Rhys wasted no time plowing his cock deep into her pussy.


  She shivered in his arms and let out a weak cry he took to be pleasure. As Rhys started fucking her, hard and fast, the men’s gazes locked.


  He knew. Rhys loved her as much as he knew he did. It might be the worst thing for them ever, but then again, maybe they’d finally hit the love lotto.


  Rhys slyly smiled and gave him a little nod before returning his full attention to Manny and fucking her. It didn’t take him long to come either, and then the three of them were tangled on the couch again as they recovered.


  A few minutes later, Manny’s soft voice startled him.


  “If you guys are just fucking with me, do me a favor and admit it now, please?”


  That hit him like a splash of cold water. He turned so he could look into her eyes. “No,” he said. “We’re not just fucking with you.”


  “Absolutely not,” Rhys added.


  She looked so fragile, so vulnerable.


  If she was playing them, he was an idiot.


  He leaned in and kissed her. “Just love us. That’s all we ask.”


  She nodded, the haunted and sad look in her eyes breaking his heart.


  He might hate himself at some point, but no, he wouldn’t walk away from her.


  He couldn’t.


  


  * * * *


  


  Thursday afternoon, the men were still at work and due over at her apartment in a couple of hours. Manny was on her way out the door for a run when her landline rang. She leaned in and answered it as soon as she saw the caller ID.


  “Hi, Mom.”


  “Hi, sweetie. Didn’t catch you at a bad time, did I?”


  Manny rubbed at her forehead. “No, just heading out for a run.”


  “I’m not trying to get between your father and you, but he’s a little ticked off about you not getting your tax stuff to him.” She laughed. “You know how he is.”


  Yes, she knew very well how her father was a stickler for getting taxes filed punctually and without an extension. “Tell Daddy I did get help with the scanner. It’s hooked up and working. I just need to sit down and get everything scanned in.”


  When her mom’s tone brightened, Manny thought maybe she might be able to escape what was usually an inevitable question. “Oh, that’s good. I’ll make sure to tell him. That’ll make him happy.”


  “Okay, thank—”


  “So how are you doing? Seeing any men?”


  Manny nearly choked on her own spit. “What?”


  “Are you dating?”


  She felt like a kid caught with her hand in the candy jar. “Mom, I really wanted to get out for my run—”


  “Oooh. Sounds like I hit a nerve. Is he nice?”


  Heat rolled into her face. “Mom, not a conversation for me to have right now.”


  But her mom, a retired tenth-grade teacher, was not to be deterred. “Why not right now? I’m worried about you ending up alone.” Her tone changed. “I know how much losing Andy tore you up. He’d want you to be happy.”


  Holy crap on a crap cracker. “Mom, seriously, I’m okay. I just have a ton of work to do, both work-work and the stuff to get ready for Daddy, and I’m on a new assignment, and right now all I want to do is go for a run.”


  She didn’t miss her mom’s sigh. “Well, if you decide you want to talk to me, I’m here.”


  Feeling like a shit of a daughter, she said, “I appreciate it. I’ll talk if and when there’s anything to talk about.” After exchanging love yous, she managed to get her mom off the phone. She hung up and stared at the handset.


  How do I tell them? Then again, she wasn’t sure if there would be anything to tell them. No matter what she and the men had said, a couple of nights of great sex did not a relationship make. Much less a permanent relationship.


  Although the thought of not having more than hot sex with the men left her feeling sad. She wanted more.


  She also hated the fact that she felt like that about them. Needy.


  Wanty.


  She headed out for her run with that weighing heavily on her mind.


  Chapter Fifteen


  


  The men spent the weekend at her apartment. They spent most of that time in bed, but she wasn’t complaining.


  If nothing else, it took her mind off her heartache for once, and it made keeping an eye on them super easy.


  Monday morning, Rhys asked, “Are you riding in with us?”


  With the secret out about her true purpose, she didn’t have to hide anything from them any longer. “I need to stop by my office first. I have a few things there I need to knock out. Then I’ll come in.”


  Rhys gave her a good-bye kiss that nearly melted her panties out from under her. “We’ll see you then, love.”


  She felt a warm shiver race through her body. “Will do.”


  Korbin leaned in and kissed her, too. When she caught him staring at the bookshelf by her TV, she followed his gaze.


  He was staring at the picture of her and Andy.


  “Are you okay?” she asked him.


  “Yeah.” He smiled, but she thought it looked forced. “Just don’t want to go to work today.”


  She pulled him in for another kiss, one to tell him her agreement with that sentiment. “Neither do I.” He hadn’t asked her questions about the pictures. She didn’t know if Rhys had told him what she’d revealed about Andy.


  She wasn’t sure she was ready to do much more talking about him yet. That was a whole, conflicted stew of emotions to deal with. Love, hurt, grief, guilt. She didn’t know where to start.


  Right now, all she wanted to do was settle into a routine with her men and see if it really was going to be her happily ever after.


  


  * * * *


  


  Rhys ended up driving them in his car. Korbin had left his at their house that weekend. He watched as Korbin stared out the passenger window. “What’s up with you?”


  “What?”


  “Are you all right? You seem…off.”


  Korbin shrugged.


  “Don’t be like that. You can talk to me.”


  After a few more moments of silence, Korbin turned to him. “The pictures she’s got. On her bookshelf by the TV.”


  Rhys gripped the steering wheel a little more tightly. He hadn’t pressed Manny for more details, sensing it was a very emotional topic for her. He didn’t begrudge her the pictures, because all that mattered was their relationship with her now. He wasn’t jealous or petty enough to be threatened by someone she’d obviously loved and grieved very deeply.


  “What about the pictures?”


  “So you did notice them. The guy in fatigues.”


  “So?”


  He turned to the window again. “It’s just…odd.”


  He didn’t think it was his place to tell Korbin what little Manny had revealed. She had a right to tell him the way she wanted, in her own time. “I don’t think it’s odd.”


  “We don’t even know who he is.”


  “I don’t need to know who he is. All that matters is she obviously wants to be with us.”


  Korbin shrugged. A few minutes later, as Rhys made the final turn toward the campus, Korbin said, “Doesn’t it bother you? You don’t think he might come back one day?”


  Rhys let out a snort. “Not bloody likely, mate,” he muttered.


  


  * * * *


  


  Korbin let it drop. Every time he’d passed those pictures all weekend, it was all he saw.


  The smile she reserved only for some nameless soldier.


  Not for them.


  Once at his desk, he forced his focus onto Artemis and the next round of test runs they were going to make that afternoon. When Manny finally arrived a few minutes after ten, the suppressed sea of emotional sewage he’d held back all morning exploded free of its holding pool.


  “Hey,” he curtly said.


  She paused as she set her purse down. “Are you all right?”


  “Yep. I’m fine.”


  He ignored the way Rhys’ head popped into view over the divider between their desks.


  She walked over to him. “You don’t sound fine.”


  “I’m peachy.”


  Rhys stood and stared at him.


  He ignored him.


  “Korbin?”


  He finally leaned back in his chair and stared up at her, crossing his arms over his chest. “I said I’m fine.”


  She stared down at him, waiting him out.


  “You know, you don’t have to babysit us, either. Maybe we’re not fucking macho grunts, but we’re not helpless idiots, either.”


  Her brow furrowed and she planted her hands on her hips. “Ooookay, what the hell’s going on?”


  Rhys rounded the desks and came up behind her.


  “Nothing’s going on, Manny. But fair warning, we’re not going to measure up to your soldier, I’m sure.”


  He thought Rhys muttered, “Bloody hell,” under his breath, but it was overshadowed by Manny’s voice.


  “What the hell?”


  “I saw the pictures, okay? Kind of hard to miss them all over the place. Like you’re rubbing our noses in it that we’re geeks, okay? The way you smile at him in the pictures and never smile like that for us. You going to smile like that for him when he finally comes back to you and you leave us in the dirt?”


  Rhys stood there, his head in his hands. A horrible, dark feeling rolled through Korbin at the blank look that suddenly washed over Manny’s face.


  She stared at him for a long, silent minute. When she spoke, he could barely hear her. “Considering we scattered his ashes in the Gulf of Mexico over ten years ago, I don’t think that’s possible.”


  Rhys stood there, now shaking his head, eyes still hidden behind his hands.


  Manny spun on her heel, obviously heading toward her desk to grab her purse. Korbin didn’t know he could move that fast, but he managed to catch her arm and stop her. “I…shit. I’m sorry, Manny. I didn’t know.”


  She looked up at him. The flash of tears in her eyes ripped at his soul. “You didn’t ask, did you?” she asked in that same quiet, pained voice.


  “Please, don’t leave. I’m sorry. I’m a fucking moron and I’m sorry. Please?”


  “Why would you even think something like that about me?”


  Her words shredded him as much as her heartbroken tone. “Because I’m an insecure idiot who’s been fucked over one too many times. Please, Manny. I’m sorry.”


  “You can say you’re sorry all you want, but how do you unsay what you said?” Her volume raised a little, but pain still radiated from the core of her being. “How can you spend the weekend making love to me and then accuse me of that? I thought we really had something.”


  She still hadn’t pulled away from him. He put his hands on her shoulders. “It’s not you. You didn’t do anything. I made a really bad assumption and I should have just come out and asked. I do love you.”


  “People who love each other don’t say stuff like that.”


  “I know.” If he’d fucked this up forever, he’d never forgive himself. “Please, please forgive me. I’m so sorry. There’s no excuse except I’m really new at having someone love me back and I’m fucking terrified I’m going to screw this up.”


  “Too late for that,” Rhys muttered from behind his hands.


  She wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “Yeah, I loved him. We didn’t know where our relationship was going once we got out. But he was my best friend, and he saved my life. He threw himself between me and an IED and he died and I lived. I got to come home alive, and he came home in a flag-draped box.”


  She jabbed him in the chest with her finger. “If what I tell you isn’t good enough for you, if what I feel isn’t enough, then I’m sorry. It’s all I’ve got to give. I love you, both of you, and you need to decide if you’re going to drop all that insecure bullshit and go with it or not. Because if I can be this terrified of a relationship and still be willing to see where it’s going, you can sack up and deal with it, too.”


  He stared down into her green eyes. “You’re scared?”


  “Duh.”


  “Why?”


  “Are you fucking kidding me? Look at you two. Guys like you are going to rule the world. I can barely operate my damn cell phone. Why the fuck would you want a troll like me?”


  His jaw gaped. Before he realized what he was doing, he grabbed her, hard, and pulled her to him. He crushed her lips with his, kissing her until all resistance finally melted from her body and she responded.


  Then, and only then, did he lift his lips from hers. “You are not a troll. You’re the most beautiful woman in the world, and I can’t believe how lucky we are that you actually want us. Please forgive me. I’ll do whatever you want, but please, I love you. We both love you, and I don’t want to fuck this up because I’m definitely not as smart as you seem to think I am.”


  “That’s for bloody certain,” Rhys muttered.


  She took a deep breath before nodding. Then she placed a hand on his chest. “Okay. I forgive you.” She poked him again. “You ever pull a stunt like that again, I’ll hand you your nuts. Got it?”


  He smiled. “Got it.” He kissed her again. “I’m sorry.”


  “Okay. Let’s…let’s just move on. But I need to go do some stuff.” She kissed him, then kissed and hugged Rhys. “I’ll be back later.”


  He watched her leave and prayed she really had forgiven him.


  


  * * * *


  


  “What in the bloody hell is wrong with you?” Rhys practically screamed at Korbin once she was out the door and out of earshot. “I have never in my fecking life ever wanted to punch someone as much as I want to punch you right now!”


  Korbin frowned as he studied the floor. “I said I’m sorry.”


  He smacked him on the shoulder, hard. “That’s not good enough, is it, you pillock! Are you trying to drive her away? Because it certainly seems like you are.”


  “Well why the hell didn’t you tell me the guy was dead this morning when I was talking about it?”


  “Because it’s not my place to tell those things, now, is it? She’s obviously grieved for him. When she feels ready to talk about him, she will. Or, you know, there is the bloody obvious answer of you simply asking her about him. Or is that too much trouble?”


  Korbin felt horrible. That he’d let his fears cause Manny more pain. Worse, what if she didn’t really forgive him? He wouldn’t blame her. He’d hate him, too.


  What if he’d fucked up a genuine chance for happiness simply because he was an idiot?


  She hadn’t returned by the time they were ready to leave work. Then Rhys told him the plan. “You are going to go there tonight, alone, take her dinner, and make up with her.”


  “What about you?”


  “I’ll be fine. You focus on repairing this with her.” He stepped in close and got into his face. “Because if you don’t, you won’t just be losing her, you’ll be losing me as well. Got it?”


  Korbin nodded. “Got it.”


  Chapter Sixteen


  


  She needed to get out of the office and away from Korbin before she beat the stuffing out of him. Without a look back, she headed for her car, needing to do something, anything, to try to make progress.


  Maybe Ormond didn’t mind shelling out money for her to sit on her ass and pretend to work in the name of keeping Rhys and Korbin safe, but she sure as hell did.


  As she sat in the parking lot and let the AC cool her Jeep, she called Tom at the office. “What was the name of that buddy of yours down in Bradenton who runs a data center? That insurance company.”


  “Tony. Tony Daniels. Why?”


  “Can you call him for me and see if he’s available to talk with me today?”


  “Sure. Let me call you right back.” She tapped her fingers on the steering wheel as she waited for his call. Part of her wanted to go back in there and have another go-round with Korbin.


  Part of her wanted to curl up and cry.


  Maybe this was for the best. Put some emotional distance between Korbin and Rhys both, and then she could say good-bye to them once the assignment was over.


  Unfortunately, her heart knew that was the last thing she wanted to do. At some point, when they’d both cooled down, she’d have to talk with Korbin and clear the air. If nothing else, so they could work together without bristling like a couple of porcupines trying to rub each other the wrong damn way.


  She flinched when the phone rang. It was Tom. “He said if you hurry, you’ve got time to make it down there and have lunch with him and pick his brain. He’ll give you a tour of the facility, too. He said the guard at the gate will have your name and a visitor’s pass waiting and will tell you where to go.”


  She wrote down the address. “Great, thanks. I appreciate it.”


  Grateful for the working air as she headed toward the Interstate, she tried to find her center and calm herself.


  I need a run.


  Unfortunately, she had real work to do and no time to blow off steam. She was still clueless about what was going on or who was behind it, and now with the additional head-butting between her and Korbin, she suspected she needed a neutral third-party to help her understand the bigger picture and sharpen her focus.


  After crossing the Skyway Bridge, it didn’t take her long to get into Bradenton and locate the campus of Asher Insurance. As expected, a meticulous guard made a copy of her driver’s license and license plate number before snapping a quick picture of her that was imposed on a temporary visitor’s badge.


  I should send Ormond’s guys down here for a lesson on how to do things right.


  He gave her a parking pass and campus map so she could find her way. In ten minutes, she was standing in the outer lobby of Tony Daniels’ data center building. He walked out to greet her with a warm smile and a handshake.


  “Ms. Croyle?”


  “Manny’s fine,” she said.


  “Tom didn’t tell me exactly what you were looking for, just that you had questions.”


  She nodded. “Maybe this part of the story would be better over lunch.”


  She rode with him to a Mexican restaurant a few miles from campus and went over, with as few details as possible and without giving away any secrets about the Artemis project, what was going on from a technological end.


  As she talked, she didn’t miss how his brow furrowed. “What?” she asked.


  “Honestly? What you’re describing sounds like someone who’s not familiar with the system is trying to get in. It’s smart that they have a totally isolated, sandboxed dev environment for their software. Especially if it’s as sensitive as you say it is. What have their guys found out so far about the origins of the attacks?”


  “They haven’t. Some sort of anonymizer. They said they haven’t been able to isolate it yet, that it keeps appearing to come from a bunch of different places.”


  He smirked. “So how’d you get so lucky to land this assignment?”


  She took a sip of her iced tea. “I keep asking that myself and no one will give me an answer. It’s like they picked the blind chick to judge the Miss America pageant.”


  He grinned. “Maybe they want an outsider’s perspective.”


  “I’d settle for any perspective that doesn’t make my brain hurt.”


  “And what would you like me to do?”


  “I just need an Idiots 101 crash course on this kind of stuff. Servers, whatever.”


  “My systems won’t be set up like theirs, I’m afraid. We’re handling commerce as well as back-end stuff. Ormond is all dev and support.”


  “I know. I’m just hoping you can help jog something loose in my brain that might allow me to see something we’re missing.”


  “Involving law enforcement’s not an option?”


  “Not yet. Last resort. They’re hoping they can figure out the who and have everything tied up in a bow for them when they do.”


  “Ah.”


  He spent the next better part of an hour giving her the basics, going through the terminology, and giving her as much general information as he could. When they returned to the campus, he gave her a brief tour of his data center facilities. He was patient and informative and, despite knowing how busy she knew he must be, he didn’t appear to rush her. When they finished, he walked her back to her car.


  “I hope this was of some help.”


  She slowly nodded. “It was. And I really appreciate your time. At least now I don’t feel totally lost anymore. I’m now intelligent enough to see the differences between what you do here and what they do up there.”


  He shook hands with her. “Hope you catch your hackers.”


  “So do I.”


  On the way back she decided to make one more stop. It would kill time and put her back at Ormond Technologies just before Korbin and Rhys were due to leave. Just enough time to see if things had blown over or were going to get worse between her and Korbin, and yet not enough time for them to engage in another verbal battle royale.


  She pulled her notebook out of her purse and looked up where she’d written the information for Don Aster, Rhys and Korbin’s former coworker.


  Who needs a freaking smartphone? I have a pencil.


  She smirked. And it doesn’t need batteries or a charger.


  


  * * * *


  


  Manny headed over to Don Aster’s address. He lived in a dingy second-floor apartment in an old complex that lay two blocks from a bad neighborhood.


  She glanced around before getting out of her car and made sure her doors were locked. Heading upstairs, she stepped around what looked like a balled up dirty diaper in the middle of the landing.


  His apartment was down at the end, closest to the street. She knocked, still glancing around, uneasy.


  “Just a minute,” a man grouchily responded.


  He opened the door a minute later, the same man from the ID card picture on file at Ormond Technologies. Only he had a face full of stubble and was shirtless and wearing raggedly cut-off denim shorts.


  “Don Aster?”


  “Yeah?”


  “My name’s Amanda Croyle. May I talk with you a minute?”


  “Why?”


  “I’m an investigator working with Ormond Technologies. I just need a couple of minutes of your time.”


  An expression somewhere between disgusted and resigned crossed his face, but he turned and headed back inside, leaving the door standing wide open behind him.


  She took that as assent.


  She stepped inside and when her eyes adjusted, she looked around. The dingy apartment wasn’t filthy, but it would probably make Martha Stewart break out in hives. He had two laptops set up on a cheap-ass card table that apparently functioned as his dining room table. One corner of the tiny living room was filled with baby accoutrements, a dirty pink cloth-covered stroller that looked like it’d seen better days, a playpen filled with toys, and a ripped-open and half-gone package of diapers.


  “How old is your baby?”


  He sat down in a plastic chair and started working on one of the laptops. “I don’t have any kids.”


  One eyebrow arched despite her best effort. She pointed over her shoulder at the corner.


  He glanced where she pointed. “It’s not my baby. It’s my girlfriend’s son. Cullen. He’s like thirteen months or something.”


  “Cullen?”


  He rolled his eyes. “You know, the Twilight movies? She was crazy about them.”


  “How long have you two been together?”


  “Five…six months now, I guess. Baby Daddy was in jail until a couple of months ago.” He let out a disgusted snort and rubbed at his face. “Asshole comes back into her life, and I get fired. Now you show up wanting to ask me questions. Is this like my trifecta from hell? Should I just hand you my balls right now and be done with it?”


  She felt a little sorry for the guy.


  But only a little. “Do you want to know why I’m here?”


  “I’m sure Ormond wants you to ask me questions about something to do with Artemis, probably. That’s what I was working on when I left.”


  “More or less.”


  He leaned back in the flimsy chair as far as it would allow without breaking. “So, shoot.”


  “According to the records, you started coming in late a lot, started getting written up. Staying late.”


  “Like I said, Baby Daddy came back into Kim’s life. Supposedly she’s giving him time to get to know the spawn and trying to wrangle child support money out of him.”


  “You sound like you don’t believe it. And what did that have to do with your odd hours?”


  “I might be a fucking patsy but I’m not stupid. She claims she’s not sleeping with him. I’d have to be an idiot to believe her. And that she’s having me do overnight babysitting so often kind of defeats her whole ‘the baby needs to know him’ argument.”


  “And the odd hours?”


  “Lots of times she’d take my car and get back late in the morning. Or I’d have to take her and drop her off places. Or go pick her up. More like her fucking errand boy than her boyfriend.”


  He crossed his arms over his chest and looked down at the floor. Disgust and self-loathing washed off him like an oily, evil tsunami of emotions.


  “So why do you put up with it?”


  “Because like it or not, I’m the only stable person in the spawn’s life.” He slowly looked up at her. “I’m reduced to making twenty percent of what I used to and working forty hours a week at an office supply store, wiping viruses from computers and helping idiots who can’t even figure out their email learn how to send pictures to their grandkids, okay? If you came to kick me when I’m down, you’re a little late for that by a couple of months.”


  “Someone’s been trying to access the project server remotely.”


  He frowned. “You can’t access Artemis remotely. That’s impossible. You have to be hard-wired into the campus VPN to access that server. I should know, I helped design the security walls and procedures with Rhys and Korbin.”


  “It started after you left.”


  “Ah.” He lowered his arms, palms on his thighs. “And naturally, I, the disgruntled former employee, am the prime suspect. Right?”


  “Frankly? Yes.”


  “Fuck you, lady.” He shoved one of the laptops in her direction, which made the whole flimsy table dangerously rock on its spindly legs. “Go on. Feel free to take both of them. Search the whole goddamned apartment if you want. I’ve got two more laptops in the bedroom. Take them and go through them. Check my IP records through Bright House, if you want.”


  He stood and jammed a finger at her. “I fucking worked for Ormond for six goddamned years and got tossed out on my fucking ass over what? A little personal trouble that didn’t hurt his bottom line in the least. I was working more hours to make up for being late. He more than got his time out of me. I don’t owe him shit. I try to be a nice fucking guy, help a woman and her baby out, and look where it gets me. So forgive me if I say you and Ormond can go screw your fucking selves.”


  “Then why didn’t you tell him what was going on?”


  “Oh, yeah, sure. I’d just love the hell out of having that conversation with him. ‘Hey, boss, check this out. My girlfriend’s screwing her gang-banger baby daddy, who just got out of jail. I’m now her driver and babysitter. Mind if I’m late to work nearly every fucking day?’ Yeah, that’s what employers love to hear.”


  “You never mentioned it to Rhys or Korbin.”


  “Have you fucking met Korbin? He’s a goddamned ball-buster. No fucking way in hell was I telling him any of that. Not that he’s one to talk. He probably hasn’t been laid in years and Rhys is so fucking pussy-whipped he’s useless.”


  No mistaking the venom in his voice. Whether directed at her, Ormond, the guys, himself, his girlfriend, or Gang-Banger Baby Daddy, or maybe a mix of all of them, she wasn’t sure.


  “Did you discuss Artemis with anyone?”


  “No, of course not. I mean Kim would ask me about my day and we’d talk, but that stopped when Baby Daddy made parole. Not to mention she’s not exactly Mensa material.” He shook his head. “Then again, a lot of things in our relationship suddenly stopped when Baby Daddy made parole. And I started becoming more of a babysitter than a boyfriend.” He let out a disgusted snort.


  “Well, thanks for your time.” She turned and headed out the door, closing it behind her.


  She knew better than to base decisions on gut instinct, but her instinct in this case told her that, while understandably bitter on several fronts, Don Aster likely wasn’t their suspect.


  Knowing Korbin the short amount of time she had, she completely understood why Aster hadn’t confided in him or Rhys. He definitely carried a chip on his shoulder the way she carried personal demons around inside her.


  That very same thing is what had led to their own round of head-butting.


  She headed back to campus, a familiar tightening in her gut trying to make itself known. She hoped Korbin was still in sweet and sorry mode and hadn’t changed back into Assholio Arroganto.


  Not that there was anything she could do about it if he did, but she really hoped her love life’s track record was improving and not heading deeper into the toilet. Something about the two men wouldn’t let go of her.


  To blow it with Korbin would mean losing Rhys, too, of that she had no doubt. She wouldn’t come between the men. They had too important a job to do.


  Plus it would be damned uncomfortable making a go of it with just one of them.


  Why’s he got to be so cute? And he was cute. Both of them were. No, she might not have usually taken a second look at them under normal circumstances, but getting to know Korbin and Rhys in such close quarters gave her a different insight.


  And the thought of not having both of them in her life made her sad in ways she didn’t want to think about.


  Unfortunately, rush hour traffic started early. Combined with construction and an accident, she didn’t return to campus until nearly six and the men had already left.


  She fought back more than a little disappointment. They didn’t even call me.


  Maybe Korbin wasn’t as over it as she thought he was. She’d thought they’d left things patched up.


  Feeling a little lost, and more than a little scared emotionally, she headed home.


  Chapter Seventeen


  


  Fortunately, Rhys called her before she even reached her apartment. “Love, I’m going to send Korbin home to you alone tonight.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because I want the two of you to have some time together to talk without me in the way. I didn’t realize how deeply insecure he was. And I know communication is important for this to work with the three of us.”


  “Are you sure? I don’t want you at the house by yourself.”


  “Absolutely sure. And I’ll go to a hotel or something.”


  “Not home.”


  “You just beat some sense into his head, right?”


  She took a deep breath to quiet her nerves. “Okay.”


  An unexpected and totally unfamiliar feeling haunted her as she drove into her apartment complex.


  Butterflies. Nervous, huge-ass, gamma-radiated, Godzilla-esque butterflies in her stomach as she thought about spending the evening, alone, with Korbin.


  Yes, she’d forgiven him for being an asshole earlier. Everyone had an off day, and considering the stress the men were under, between getting Artemis finished and now worrying about industrial espionage and possibly even personal injury on top of that, she could understand and overlook it.


  Besides, he had apologized. And she wasn’t one to hold a grudge without damn good reason.


  Life was too freaking short for that. She’d learned that hard lesson firsthand.


  Somehow, it seemed easier being with both men at the same time. Like she didn’t have to focus on one or the other. Didn’t have to face her own insecurities.


  Didn’t have time to think.


  Not that the men gave her time to think, and she had to admit that wasn’t a bad thing.


  What if when alone with her they decided she was too dumb for them? She knew in the grand scheme of the world she wasn’t a drooling pumpkin, but compared to Korbin and Rhys, she ended up resembling Pinky when compared to their Brain.


  Times two.


  Rhys called her back a few minutes after she walked in the door. “He just left, love. He’s picking up dinner on the way for both of you.”


  “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”


  “I think a little alone time will do you two a world of good. I’m not a jealous man. I know I’ll have my own alone time with you soon.” She loved that she could hear the smile in his voice, even over the phone.


  “Thanks.”


  His tone turned serious. “We are the ones who should be thanking you, from the bottoms of our hearts. I know now isn’t the ideal time, but once we get Artemis finalized and presented, we plan on taking our first vacation in forever and taking you someplace where we can spend our time showing you exactly how much we love you.”


  Her heart raced at his words, the spit drying in her throat.


  Love.


  “I mean it,” he said. “We love you. Those aren’t just idle words to us. We’ve talked about it. If you’ll have both of us, together, we’re more than happy to belong to you.”


  Her fingers tightened around the phone. “I love you guys, too,” she whispered.


  He let out what almost sounded like a sigh of relief. “Good. Then you enjoy tonight, guilt-free. Let him assuage his conscience and totally mend fences to your satisfaction. I’m not exaggerating when I say he feels bloody awful about what he did. I’ll see you at work in the morning. Right?”


  “Okay. You’re going to a hotel, right? You need to go to a hotel. Do not stay at the house.”


  She didn’t miss his little exasperated sigh. “Yes, love. I’ll be perfectly safe.”


  “Okay. Just don’t stay at home.”


  “I won’t. I’ll be fine.”


  “Okay.”


  “Then good night, love.”


  “Good night.”


  She ended the call and glanced around her apartment, feeling like she was in a dream. When her eyes settled on the picture of her and Andy on the bookshelf, she walked over and looked at it.


  “Would you be upset with me?” she asked aloud.


  No, it didn’t take a psych degree for her to know she’d had a hearty hand in torpedoing plenty of opportunities for love when guilt over her loss outweighed the potential for love in her mind.


  She knew Andy wouldn’t want her to be like that anymore than she would have wanted him to be like that had their fates been reversed.


  She would have wanted him to go on and be happy.


  Reaching out, she stroked the picture frame. His forever handsome and smiling face stared back at her. In the picture, she’d been looking up at him, not at the camera.


  They’d only slept together a couple of times. There’d been little opportunity to sneak time together and too much risk to do it. They couldn’t risk their own lives or the lives of fellow soldiers just for a piece of ass. They were also smart enough to know that the high adrenaline standard of surviving in a dangerous combat zone wasn’t the best basis for a forever relationship.


  But they’d promised each other that when their tour was over, they’d take time off and figure out, together, what to do for the rest of their lives. To see if they really were meant to be together, and map out their next steps.


  Only she’d come home…and he hadn’t.


  Maybe this was the solution. Maybe no one man would ever be able to help her deal with the pain in her soul. Maybe she needed more than one guy to love the nightmares away. She knew at least twice guys had pulled away from her, unable to deal with the crushing weight of her grief. Then she had a horrible track record of picking superficial guys who put on a good show, but were nothing more than well dressed idiots.


  Maybe together Korbin and Rhys could shoulder the load and help her learn to enjoy life again.


  Being with the two of them was no sacrifice, that was for damn sure. She also didn’t care what other people thought. That was the least of her concerns.


  She cared about losing this tiny bit of heaven she’d glimpsed, the opportunity to maybe move on with her life, into happiness, with two men apparently ready to welcome her into their lives with open arms and without bullshit machismo.


  Good men. Kind men.


  Men who seemed to want to be devoted to her.


  God only knows why. What the hell do they see in me, anyway?


  She was waiting when Korbin knocked on the door at ten till seven. He walked in, laden with take-out bags and a nervous smile that melted her heart.


  Taking one of the bags from him, she offered him a kiss. “We’re okay,” she said.


  He stopped. “I’m so sorry. I’m an idiot, I really am—”


  She silenced him with another kiss, deeper this time, palming his cheek. “We’re okay,” she repeated, staring into those beautiful blue eyes of his. “We’ll talk about it, but we’re okay.”


  He rested his forehead against hers. “Thank you.”


  He didn’t want her to help him set out dinner, wanted to do it all for her. With a smile she went and poured them both glasses of wine and brought them over to the coffee table.


  He took his with a hesitant smile.


  She held up her glass. “To new beginnings.”


  He nodded, gently clinking glasses with her. “New beginnings.”


  They sipped their wine before she leaned in for another kiss. “You do that again, however, and I’ll kick your damn ass.” She tempered her words with a smile.


  That seemed to finally jar him out of his funk. “Believe me, I’m not about to repeat that mistake. Although I’m sure I’ll make plenty of others.”


  “And we’ll deal with those as they come.”


  They sat and ate souvlaki and moussaka and spanakopita. When they finished, he leaned forward to start gathering up their dishes. She sat up and turned, straddling him and pushing him back into the sofa.


  “Where do you think you’re going?” she playfully asked.


  “I was going to clean up for us.”


  She leaned in and kissed him, hard, keeping her hands on his shoulders and grinding her hips against him.


  It didn’t take him long to get into it, his hands settling on her waist as she felt his cock grow hard in his slacks.


  She closed her eyes and poured her heart and soul into that kiss, exploring, tasting, teasing, coaxing. Wanting him to focus on her, on them, and to release his past the way she knew she needed to release hers.


  They had tonight and each other and she didn’t want to waste a moment on regrets.


  Happiness was too damn close, so close she could taste it on his breath, so close she would do anything to hold onto it for the rest of her life. Not just with him, but with both of them.


  Her hands burrowed into his hair as they kissed. She cradled his head, loving even this, the way his hair slipped through her fingers.


  Simple things, things she’d been denied—or denied herself—for too damn long.


  No more.


  Catching her breath, she rested her forehead against his. “I do want this to last. I don’t want this to be just a temporary thing. I want both of you.” She forced herself to stare into his eyes.


  He met her gaze and nodded. “Me, too.”


  “You’re okay with this? With all three of us?”


  “Yeah.” He smiled. “You know, when I think about it, maybe I’m more the grumpy one than the funny one. Rhys can be pretty funny.”


  “That’s okay. I can be pretty grumpy, too.”


  “Where do we go from here?” he softly asked.


  “Bedroom?” She grinned.


  “That’s not what I meant.”


  She didn’t want to be sad. Not tonight. They had a chance for something so beautiful, so right. “We don’t need to settle everything tonight. I think the three of us have a lot of talking ahead of us. And that’s okay, too.”


  “Long haul?”


  She kissed him again. “Long haul.”


  “Okay.” He slid his right hand up her back and tangled his fingers in her hair. His focus shifted slightly, to her mouth instead of her eyes. She felt his grip tighten as he pulled her back down, crushing her mouth on top of his with his hand against the back of her head.


  She quashed the initial instinct to fight and free herself. As the sensations reverberated through her, she found herself melting against him, a soft moan escaping her as she kissed him, hard.


  “Like that?” he gasped. From his tone she wasn’t sure if that was a question as to her preference, or a request to critique his performance.


  Maybe both.


  “I love that,” she whispered, kissing him again, hopefully answering his question in both ways. Because she loved it, and what he was doing to her.


  He rolled to the side, onto the sofa, on top of her, still kissing her.


  Everything he did, every brush of his lips, the feel of his body, broke down the defenses she’d worked so hard to build over the years. She closed her eyes and hoped he didn’t stop. The intensity of her emotions frightened and thrilled her at the same time.


  She felt his erection as it pressed against her through his slacks, but he made no move to speed things up. He appeared perfectly content to lie there on top of her, exploring and tasting and even teasing. His confidence seemed to build with their passion, with every moment she welcomed and reciprocated his attention.


  Maybe we both desperately need this.


  When he lifted his head and stared down at her, something about the expression in his blue eyes shattered her will, made her want to be with him forever, to keep making him look at her like that.


  “Are you okay?” he softly asked.


  She nodded, not trusting her voice.


  He climbed off the couch and held a hand out to her, his gaze never leaving hers. Without a word she let him take hand and lead her to the bedroom. Beside her bed, he took her into his arms again and kissed her, slowly swaying with her.


  There was no rush, no hurry. As they kissed again, she felt her fears that the chemistry of the previous encounters had been a fluke or that it would feel different with just him melt away. It was still hot and sultry, sweet, and every bit as good.


  Still taking his time, he slowly lifted her shirt, caressing her flesh with his hands as he did. She held up her arms so he could remove it, immediately returning to his embrace and his ready lips, flesh to flesh.


  Slowly, he backed her toward the bed. “I want to be with you,” he said. “Not just like this.”


  “Are you sure you’re okay with it being the three of us?”


  She loved his smile. “I’m okay with it if you are,” he said. “I’m not about to question why you’re into us.”


  Maybe he hadn’t loved and lost the way she had, but his emotional scars ran pretty deep. She suspected Rhys had his fair share, too.


  “You can’t go putting yourself down with me.” She nibbled on his lower lip. “I don’t care what women before me thought about you. I think you’re both handsome men, funny, sweet, smart. I don’t need a gym rat. I don’t care what you think the ideal guy is, because all that should matter to you is what I think of you guys. And I think you’re both great just the way you are.”


  “That goes both ways,” he said. “We think you’re beautiful. All we want is the chance for you to let us in and let us know the real you. No walls, no putting up a brave front. Inside and out, we want to be able to be strong with you.”


  He cupped the back of her head and lowered his lips to hers in a crushing kiss that took her breath away and made her clit throb like an electric wire had been hooked to it. When he finally lifted his mouth from hers she dropped to her knees and fumbled with his belt. He had to help her. Then she managed to hook her fingers in his briefs and pull them and his slacks down, freeing his stiff cock.


  His scent, warm and musky, filled her lungs as she engulfed him nearly to the root. His low moan filled the room, twisting her insides in a good way. The feel of his fingers on the back of her head, tangled in her hair. The way he took over, now in control and driving, slowly sliding his cock between her lips and over her tongue while she gently rolled his balls in the palm of her hand.


  She encircled the base of his cock with the fingers of her other hand and closed her eyes, basking in the knowledge he was finally free to feel like he could take control in his life.


  And she was the one who made him feel like that.


  “Jeez, baby,” he hoarsely whispered. “That’s amazing!”


  The awe and wonder and primal need in his voice spurred her on. She’d sit there until her legs went numb to keep him feeling like this.


  His confidence grew. His grip on her head tightened slightly, his fingers pleasantly digging into her scalp while his cock hardened even more in her mouth. She suspected he hadn’t had many blow jobs in his life, and she wanted to make sure he never forgot a single one she gave him.


  She stroked the base of his cock with her other hand while working the tip and glans with her tongue and lips. Salty, tangy pre-cum leaked from the slit, spurring her on even more.


  “You wanna take it, baby?” he murmured.


  In response, she deep-throated him.


  “Shit!” His hips bucked against her face while his cock spasmed and in her hand his balls drew up tight. She swallowed every single drop of hot cum that shot out the tip of his cock, her forehead pressed against his abs even as his whole body went rigid.


  Finally, gasping, he relaxed, stroking her hair even as she kept licking and sucking his softening shaft.


  “That’s so good,” he whispered. “So, so good.”


  When she felt him getting too sensitive, she carefully released him and looked up with a smile.


  He smiled down at her and then surprised her by yanking her to her feet and tossing her onto the bed. She let out a laugh as he shed the rest of his clothes and pounced on her, kissing her deeply before working his way down to her jeans and ridding her of them.


  He honed in on the insides of her thighs, licking and kissing up and down from her knees to her pussy and back again on both legs without ever touching her clit. As her need grew, she tried to urge him up, to relieve the ache in her cunt, but he refused to rush. When she reached down in an attempt to guide his head, he grabbed her wrists and pinned her hands to the mattress.


  Gasping, she begged, pleaded with him to give her relief, and still he lingered. After several long minutes, he lifted his head and met her gaze. “Settle down, baby,” he whispered. “You’re mine tonight.”


  The long, low whine that escaped her startled her at first. “What?”


  He kissed the inside of her left thigh. “Tonight, you’re all mine, and I’m going to do what I want, the way I want, for as long as I want.”


  It felt like she couldn’t breathe, until she realized she was gasping so fast and shallow she was close to hyperventilating. When she tugged on her hands, his fingers clamped down on her wrists. “No,” he said.


  She knew her juices were flowing, flooding her pussy, her clit swollen and throbbing. Never in her life had she ever felt such aching, desperate need. “Please make me come!”


  He grinned. “Oh, I will, believe me. Quite a few times.” He dipped his head and flicked just the tip of his tongue against her clit, making her whine again. “You are taking the night off, however. You are going to sit back and let me be in charge. Okay?”


  She felt herself nodding, unable to speak, even finding swallowing difficult at that point. How had her mild-mannered geek transformed into an uber-Alpha male without her realizing it?


  His smile widened, a chain reaction going off inside her, shattering anything she thought she knew or felt before. The more confidence he gained, the more it melted her, a desperately sexy cycle she hoped they never managed to screw up.


  He nibbled and teased and tormented, sometimes doing no more than breathing on her clit and driving her frenzy through the roof. He finally released her wrists and gently pushed her thighs wider apart, his thumbs sliding along either side of her clit, exposing her completely to him.


  When his lips finally closed on her clit she let out a sob of relief and passion at the sensation. His hot and persistent mouth teased and tormented, not allowing her release until she was practically in tears and begging for it.


  He slid two fingers inside her cunt, slowly stroking them in and out of her pussy as he licked and sucked her clit. Then he rotated them and somehow landed on a sweet spot she never knew she had.


  The world unhinged around her as her orgasm exploded, searing her nerves and sending her to a blissful orbit she never dreamed she’d ever reach. And that was after the bliss she’d already felt with them.


  Relentless, he kept her coming, even when it felt too intense and she tried to squirm away from him. He followed her, staying with her, never stopping, each wave stronger and more powerful than the one before.


  Pleasure this powerful…never before. Ever. Only when she lay there sobbing with how good it felt did he finally relent, resting his cheek against her thigh while she caught her breath.


  He stood. She somehow managed to lift her head on a neck that felt like boneless rubber and watched as he rolled a condom onto his cock. Grabbing her by the ankles, he pulled her to the edge of the bed before sinking his cock deep inside her. They both gasped as he bottomed out. He fell still, leaning over to kiss a trail in the valley between her breasts.


  “You are…so…beautiful.” His reverent whisper tugged at her heart.


  She hooked her legs around his hips, digging her heels into his ass. Then she laced her fingers through his and raised her hands above his head. “Show me,” she whispered back.


  He leaned in, another crushing kiss as he started fucking her, hard and fast and deep and somehow managing to find that sweet spot again inside her cunt. His cock perfectly rubbed against her swollen and sensitive clit with every stroke.


  She never wanted this to stop. The only thing that could make this more perfect…


  I wish Rhys were here, too.


  That thought sent her over the edge into another orgasm. Her back arched with the force of her climax and she clamped down on his hands and held on tight, not wanting to ever let go.


  He pressed his lips against her neck, his teeth grazing her flesh. “One more, baby,” he said, his voice sounding strained. “One more for me.”


  Then he nipped her and she let out a cry as another, smaller orgasm swallowed her whole.


  “That’s it.” He picked up the pace, harder, faster, until he buried his cock deep inside her with a groan as his balls emptied into the condom.


  Both of them panting and breathless, he fell still on top of her and kissed her. Sweet and warm, gentle and tender, and with still more than a hint of the confidence and dominance she’d somehow unleashed inside him.


  He lifted his lips from hers. “I love you,” he whispered.


  She never imagined anything could top what they’d just been through.


  That did.


  “I love you, too.”


  Chapter Eighteen


  


  Rhys ended the call with Manny and smiled at his phone. Yes, she was a worrywart, to be sure.


  Despite what he’d told her, he didn’t relish the idea of going to a hotel for the evening. He’d be perfectly safe at the house. The break-in attempts had only happened when no one was home. And as tired as he felt, all he wanted to do was take a swim in his pool, have a hot shower, eat, and fall into his own bed to sleep.


  Although, I have to admit, spending a night with Manny and losing sleep like that is no sacrifice.


  He couldn’t help smiling. He wasn’t jealous of the time Korbin and Manny would spend alone together tonight. He knew they needed it to fully mend fences. There would be plenty of times for them to all three be together, or for him to have his own solo time with her.


  For the sake of our future together, Korbin needs to talk this out with her, without me in the way.


  He changed into a bathing suit and stepped out onto the screened lanai. The large, custom-built pool was great for swimming laps. Twenty-five meters long, Korbin had researched to make sure he could put it in before closing on the house. The house sat in the middle of an oversized lot the size of two standard lots put together. A high wooden stockade fence around the backyard ensured privacy, something else Korbin treasured in addition to the pool.


  He dropped his towel onto one of the loungers before diving into the deep end and first taking a couple of slower warm-up laps before picking up the pace. After thirty laps, he swam to the side of the pool, winded, and rested for a moment. The sun had set while he swam, coating the neighborhood in darkness.


  We could have lots of fun with her out here.


  His cock thickened in his swim trunks at the thought, making him smile.


  Maybe I’ll rub one out in the shower. Not as nice as having his cock buried inside her, but now, at least, he knew it wouldn’t be long before he was with her again.


  Inside the house, he thought he heard something, but as he listened he didn’t hear it again.


  Must have been over at the neighbor’s house.


  She lived in such a tiny apartment. How long would it take to convince her to move in with them? He would do it tomorrow if he could, beg her to join them permanently and let them love the hurt from her soul.


  Out of the corner of his eye he thought he caught a shadow moving inside the house, but when he turned to look he didn’t see anything. He’d left his glasses on the table and everything at a distance was blurry without them.


  Quickly distracted by his thoughts again, he wondered how things were going with her and Korbin, hoped they were having a good time.


  Hoped they would come in to work in the morning ready to take things further between the three of them.


  I don’t want to lose her. Now that I’ve had a taste of how good things can be, I don’t want to lose that.


  He finally climbed out of the pool.


  We need a hot tub.


  Now that would be fun. How many sexy hours could they wile away in one of those?


  He grabbed his towel from the lounger and began drying off as he headed for the slider leading into the dining room.


  That’s when a shadow lunged at him from the kitchen and a blinding pain engulfed his skull. He flailed against the attacker, then realized there were two of them when someone kicked his feet out from under him. He let out a grunt as he hit the tile floor and the impact knocked the wind out of him, stunning him.


  Someone jumped on his back, pinning him to the floor while another held his legs.


  “Get the fuck over here,” a man’s voice gruffly said. “Tie his feet.”


  A third person wrapped what felt like rope around his ankles. Someone yanked something over his head, a pillowcase or something, while they tied his arms.


  “Now what?” a woman’s voice asked.


  The man yelled at her. “Shut up!” Someone shook Rhys and jammed something he suspected was the muzzle of a gun against the back of his head. “Where’s Artemis?”


  “What?”


  Someone roughly slapped his face. “Where the fuck is Artemis?”


  “At work! We don’t bring it home.”


  “When’s your buddy get home?”


  “He’s already gone. He’s not coming back tonight.”


  “Shit!” a second man swore.


  Someone roughly yanked him to his feet. “We get the fuck out of here,” the second man said. “We’ll film the message at the house, bring it back here.”


  The gun painfully jabbed into the back of his head again. “You make any noise,” the first man warned, “and I’ll blow your brains out and wait for your friend to come home and kill him, too.”


  They half-carried, half-dragged him through the house and out the front door where they shoved him into the backseat of a car.


  Still slightly groggy from the initial attack, Rhys didn’t know what else to do but comply.


  I hope I live to tell Manny I was wrong for not going to a hotel.


  Chapter Nineteen


  


  She awoke and rolled to her side. Korbin lay there, staring at her, his lips curved in amusement.


  “What?” she asked.


  “I just can’t believe how lucky I am. We are. Rhys and I. I’m not going to question this. I just feel damn lucky to have you in our lives.”


  She leaned in for a kiss. “Yeah, well, you haven’t met my parents yet.”


  “You don’t think they’ll like us?”


  “It’s not that they won’t like you guys personally. But let’s face it. It’s not like we have a conventional setup here. That’s what I’m more worried about, them not accepting me having two guys.”


  He rolled on top of her and kissed her. “Are you okay with it if they don’t?”


  “Yeah.” She slipped her arms around him, wishing they didn’t have to go in to work. “It’ll make life easier all the way around if they do, but I won’t stop loving you, or love you any less. I damn sure won’t leave you over it.”


  “Good.” He kissed her again, slowly, sweetly. She felt his simmering desire and knew if she wasn’t careful, they would end up spending all day in bed.


  “What about your parents?” she asked. “And Rhys’ family?”


  He shrugged. “I think Rhys’ family is probably going to be okay with it, overall.” He laughed. “Not like they haven’t had experience with it.”


  “But what about your family?”


  He shrugged. “My parents are divorced. My dad moved out to California several years ago for work. My mom lives over in Orlando.”


  “That doesn’t answer my question.”


  He started nibbling at her neck. “Do you really want to talk about families right now?”


  “I’m serious.”


  He looked at her. “It doesn’t matter to me if she approves or not. Because I want to be happy. If she tries to give me any grief, I’ll remind her that she and Dad got divorced once I graduated high school because she was tired of ‘living her life for everyone but herself.’ And she’s still single while Dad went on to get remarried.”


  “Your brother and sister?”


  “You sound like a woman determined to stall for time.”


  “I…” She shrugged. “I don’t have a big family,” she softly admitted. “It’d be nice to marry into families who’d accept me as one of their own, I guess.”


  His expression softened. “I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t think of it like that.” He pulled her close and held her. It felt right being in his arms, better than she could have ever hoped.


  He let out a wistful sounding sigh a few minutes later. “I guess we should get up, huh?”


  “Yeah. Ormond’s not going to be happy if we call Rhys and tell him to get his butt over here and then all three of us call off work for the day.”


  He couldn’t resist teasing her while in the shower. She gladly returned the favor, taking great pains to slowly stroke his erection with a soapy hand even as he buried his between her legs, his fingers sinking into her pussy.


  “We’re not getting any closer to getting to work like this,” she gasped.


  He wrapped his free arm around her. “Ask me if I give a shit.”


  With that declaration, she gave in and let him continue. She rested her head against his chest and began stroking his cock in earnest, feeling him harden even more in her hand. All the while, his talented fingers stroked her clit, quickly stirring her passion and making her pussy clench.


  Then, he let go. “Hold on.”


  “What?” she gasped, but he’d already stepped out of the shower. He was back seconds later with a condom, which he quickly rolled onto his shaft. He grabbed her and turned her around, then pushed her over. She braced herself against the shower wall and let out a loud, satisfied moan as his cock sank deep inside her greedy cunt.


  “Yes!”


  He folded his body around hers, his hand returning to her pussy. “You first,” he whispered in her ear. “I want to feel you come around my cock.”


  She closed her eyes, knowing it wouldn’t take long at that rate. Something about the way he felt inside her, the way his cock perfectly hit all the right spots, went a long way toward supercharging the sensation of his fingers playing with her clit.


  She rocked back against him, driving his cock even more deeply inside her, and that’s all it took to push her over the edge. A long, rolling moan escaped her as her cunt muscles pulsed around his cock.


  “That’s it, baby. Fuck my cock.”


  His possessive tone unleashed another round of pleasure inside her. He didn’t stop, his fingers relentlessly keeping her orgasm going and going until she wasn’t sure she could stay standing for much longer.


  It felt like she stood there forever before he was finally satisfied she’d come enough. Then he started moving, grabbing her hips and holding on tightly as his thighs slapped against hers. She took his cock, enjoying every stroke, the sound of his breath rushing through him as he drove hard and deep inside her.


  When he dug his fingers in harder she knew he was close. Then he let out a loud groan as he sank deep inside her and fell still.


  After a moment, he hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her up against him. He nibbled along the side of her neck. “Good?”


  She looked up at him with a playful smile. “Great.”


  


  * * * *


  


  They somehow got out of the shower without molesting each other again or making themselves late. When they got to work and Rhys wasn’t there, they weren’t alarmed.


  At first.


  When nine o’clock rolled past and there was still no sign of Rhys, that’s when they started trying to call him.


  A dark, sickening feeling pulsed through Manny’s gut. Her instincts screamed at her to get in the car and go check the house. That this wasn’t a simple case of him forgetting to set a hotel alarm and oversleeping.


  She suspected despite what she’d told him last night, despite her admonishments, he’d stayed home.


  The look on Korbin’s face as he tried—and failed—to reach Rhys on his phone told her everything she needed to know.


  For comfort, she reached behind her and touched the bulk of the gun in its holster under her shirt.


  By nine twenty she’d waited as long as she could. She grabbed her purse. “Come on.”


  He looked up from his desk, where he’d just tried, again, to reach Rhys. “Where?”


  “Your house.”


  “You said he went to a hotel.”


  “No, I said I told him to go to a hotel, and he told me he would. I’d be willing to bet he stayed at home.”


  A grim look washed over his face as he jumped up and raced for the office door.


  Morning traffic had mostly lightened by the time they left campus. He pushed it and they made the turn onto their street in just under twenty minutes.


  The dark, sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach took a whale-sized roll and threatened to return-to-sender the bagel and cream cheese she’d eaten for breakfast when she spotted Rhys’ car sitting in the drive.


  “Fuck,” Korbin muttered.


  She didn’t wait for him to shift the car into park. As soon as he’d pulled in next to Rhys’ car, she had the passenger door open, jumped out, and had her gun drawn as she headed for the front door in a crouch.


  On the doormat lay a bulky, padded manila envelope with Korbin’s name written on it in a spidery hand in black ballpoint pen.


  Korbin came up behind her, and she held up an arm warding him back. She pushed the doorbell and waited.


  Nothing.


  Trying the front knob, she found it unlocked and gently pushed the door open. The alarm didn’t beep.


  “Rhys?” she yelled.


  “What—”


  “Shh!” She listened and heard nothing, but saw one of the dining room chairs was tipped over.


  And Rhys’ glasses lay on the floor.


  “Stay here,” she said.


  “Do you want—”


  “Stay the fuck here, keep quiet, and don’t touch that envelope!” She kept in a crouch and darted through the door, pointing the gun, clearing the entryway. There was no one in the living room area.


  She ran through to the kitchen, staying low and glancing down the hall.


  No one.


  The back sliding glass door was also unlocked. There was a towel lying discarded on the floor.


  Ducking down behind the counter, she checked the safety on the gun again. “Rhys? You in here?”


  Nothing. Her gut told her the house was empty, but she would clear it methodically, ensuring he wasn’t lying hurt in one of the rooms…


  Or dead.


  With her pulse racing so fast it felt like one solid beat, she quickly swept through the rest of the house. Dirty clothes lay on the floor of Rhys’ room, clothes he’d had on the day before at work.


  Fuck.


  She set the safety again and reholstered her gun before returning to the front foyer.


  Korbin must have read it in her eyes. He shook his head. “Fuck!”


  She pinched a corner of the envelope and picked it up from where it lay on the front mat. Inside, a hard, small bulk with a little weight to it.


  “Do we call the police?” he asked.


  She stared at the envelope. “Not yet. Come in and close the door.”


  After walking over to the table, she righted the chair and laid the envelope on the table. “I need either latex gloves or a zip-top bag or something and a very sharp knife.”


  “Why?”


  She glared at him, sending him scurrying to the kitchen. He returned a moment later with a filet knife and a gallon-sized zip-top bag. She slipped her left hand into the bag and used it to hold the envelope steady. Working slowly, she stuck the tip of the knife under the flap and sliced the end open. Then she grabbed the other end of the envelope and tipped it, allowing the contents to slide out onto the table.


  A flip-type cellphone, a prepaid disposable one, with a yellow sticky note attached to it in the same handwriting.


  Check the pics, video, and texts. We’ll be in touch. No cops or he dies.


  Working carefully with her covered left hand, and with Korbin looking over her shoulder and telling her what to do, she opened the phone and hit the menu button and navigated to the media menu.


  In the pictures they saw Rhys tied to a chair, not at the men’s house, his face bruised.


  The video opened with him tied to the chair. In the background, offscreen, they heard a woman’s soft voice say, “It’s going.”


  It only lasted for fifteen seconds or so. Just enough time for Manny to feel a toxic coagulation of rage and fear mixing in her gut and wanting to explode.


  “Do we call the cops?” he asked.


  “Not yet,” she whispered.


  He told her how to navigate to the texts. There were three, from a number she suspected also led to a prepaid phone.


  We want Artemis. Copy it onto external hard drive.


  Text us at this number when you have it.


  We will trade him for the hard drive. Cops and he dies.


  Her hand trembled so badly she had to set the phone down on the table.


  “What do we do?” he asked.


  She fought the urge to let out a visceral, howling scream of rage and fear. Forcing herself to keep her voice low, she said, “We go talk to Don Aster.”


  Chapter Twenty


  


  She didn’t know what her next step would be if Aster wasn’t home. Korbin refused to stay in the car and followed her upstairs to the apartment.


  Without any finesse, she pounded on the door with her left fist while drawing her gun with her right. When he opened the door, she brought the gun up into Aster’s face and marched him back into the apartment.


  “Where is he, you fuck?”


  His eyes went wide, hands up. “What? What the fuck? What the hell? Korbin? What’s going on?”


  She backed him up against the wall beside the kitchen doorway, the muzzle of her gun touching his nose. “Rhys. Where is he?”


  “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about!”


  From the front corner of the living room, she heard a baby let out a squeal. She let her gaze dart to the playpen before refocusing on Aster.


  “Korbin. Take the baby in back.”


  “What?”


  “Take the goddamned baby into the back of the apartment. A bedroom or something. Now. Get him out of here.”


  He ran over to the playpen, scooped up the little boy, and raced from the room.


  “Now,” she said, pressing her gun into the center of his forehead. “We got the little fucking message you and your asshole buddies left at the house last night. I want to know where the fuck Rhys is, and I want to know now, or so help me to fucking god I will paint the wall with your brains. Don’t think I won’t.”


  “I don’t fucking know! I swear! I don’t know what you’re talking about!”


  Korbin returned and held up the phone. They’d forgone worrying about fingerprints. If she didn’t end up in jail for pulling a gun on Aster, then tampering with evidence was the least of her concerns.


  If it meant they got Rhys back safely, she’d gladly face prosecution for it.


  “You don’t know anything about this phone?” she asked.


  “No! Jesus, please don’t hurt me!”


  Korbin opened it to the text messages and showed them to him. She allowed Aster to turn his head just enough to look, keeping the muzzle of her gun pressed against his temple to ensure his compliance. Then Korbin showed the picture of Rhys.


  He gasped. “Fuck! I swear, I don’t have anything to do with this!”


  “Play the video,” she said.


  He did. When the woman’s voice spoke, Aster gasped again. “Oh, shit.”


  “What?”


  “Play it again.”


  Korbin did.


  “Tell me,” Manny ordered. “What did you hear?”


  “I swear, I’m not involved in this…but I think that sounds like Kim.”


  


  * * * *


  


  She let Korbin bring the baby back into the living room and put him in the playpen, but she made Aster sit in one of the chairs. Aster had a roll of duct tape in a kitchen drawer, and Manny took a few turns around his torso, legs, and arms to bind him to the chair. She kept her hand on her gun in its holster as a reminder that she wasn’t fucking around.


  “I swear, I don’t know what’s going on,” Aster said. “But I know where Kim was as of last night.”


  “Where?”


  He nodded toward a notepad sitting on the card table. On it, he’d written an address in Largo. “She called me late last night. Told me I had to come get Cullen from her. Wouldn’t say why. She sounded scared. When I got there, she came outside and wouldn’t let me in the house or tell me what was going on.”


  “You’re sure that’s her voice on there?”


  He nodded. “I’m pretty sure, yeah.”


  “What now?” Korbin asked.


  She didn’t want to leave her gun with Korbin. Not only didn’t he know how to shoot, she knew she might need it for the next stage. “You stay here. He tries to get free, you fucking beat the shit out of him. Give me your keys.”


  He fished them out of his pocket. “Where are you going?”


  “I’m not going to tell you. Plausible deniability.” She headed for the door, but turned before leaving. “If I’m not back in two hours, call Ormond, tell him to call my boss, Rob, and tell him where you are and what’s going on.”


  “But I don’t know where you are.”


  She nodded toward the notepad. “They’ll figure it out. Don’t worry.”


  She flew down the stairs to the parking lot and jumped in Korbin’s car. She had to make sure. She had to know he was there instead of wasting time on a wild goose chase that might get Rhys killed.


  The neighborhood was an older one, with most of the homes built between the sixties and early seventies. Mature jacaranda and oak trees provided a moderate amount of shade in some places while old queen and sable palm trees stood tall in others.


  The houses ranged from well cared-for homes to places that looked like they’d benefit from a bulldozer and a flamethrower. A few of the yards sprinkled here and there were showcase-worthy, predictably attached to the better-kept homes. The rest were just average, or even in desperate need of TLC.


  She cruised past the house first. It was one of the homes closer to the bulldozer category. The garage door was rolled down but sat slightly askew with a good foot-tall gap at the higher end, meaning it’d probably been years since a car had seen the inside of the structure. Four cars—two of them beaters that looked to be on their last legs but bearing current tags—sat parked in the driveway. Manny tossed any distant hope she’d had of trying to rescue him herself.


  The rest of the neighborhood looked relatively workday deserted. Most of the other houses in the immediate vicinity didn’t have any cars sitting in the driveways. Knowing she had to verify it, she picked a house with an empty driveway three down from the target house and pulled in.


  She had no good cover story as, heart pounding, she walked up to the front door and rang the bell. If anyone answered, she’d say she was answering a Craigslist ad to buy something and then check her phone and pretend to have gotten the address mixed up.


  Fortunately, she didn’t have to go that far. No one answered after she rang again, and then knocked. No dogs barked inside, either.


  The house on the other side, closer to the target, sat with a for sale sign in the yard and an empty driveway. Three free papers in plastic bags lay in the driveway. She ducked between the houses and headed behind the vacant house. One house lay between her and the target. Fortunately, the backyards weren’t fenced in, and behind them was a wooded swale separating them from the houses behind that. The house between them had an overgrown and unkempt backyard. Three different bougainvillea bushes towered nearly as high as the eaves, and a sea grape bush even higher than that.


  Moving fast, she kept low and hurried to crouch behind the sea grape bush.


  The house now sat within ten feet of her. All the blinds were closed in the windows closest to her. The screens of the small back porch were ripped and slowly waved in the morning breeze. Grass stood knee-tall in the back, even though the front yard looked like it had been mowed in the last week or so.


  She listened for voices or any noise and heard nothing from the house.


  A debate waged within her. Go to the front door and use the Craigslist excuse again and risk them either recognizing her from any surveillance they might have done, or risk spooking them just by showing up at all. Or…not. Or take a chance skulking around the back of the house and see if she could find out anything that way and risk them seeing her.


  She had to be sure.


  As if making up her mind for her, her feet started forward toward the back side of the house. She quickly ducked around the back porch and pressed herself against the dirty stucco wall and waited to see if any alarms were sounded inside.


  Nothing.


  Creeping slowly, she worked her way toward a large set of windows just past the sliding glass doors attached to the back porch. That probably indicated living room.


  Now she could hear a TV inside, either news or a talk show, she wasn’t sure. Below that, the sound of at least two or three men talking, she wasn’t sure.


  And a woman’s voice.


  The next window over was smaller and higher, but not frosted. The brown, cheap plastic horizontal blinds were bent and malformed, as if a spastic cat had tried to catch a fly through them, and drawn open. Probably a kitchen window over a sink. She slowly worked her way toward it and stood. She would just barely be able to see inside it.


  Taking a deep breath, she slowly leaned in, just enough that she could look through with one eye. To her left, where she’d guessed the living room was located, four men and a woman sat or stood, talking, facing a TV. Off to the side, Rhys sat tied to a chair, duct tape over his mouth.


  Her pulse exploded in her veins as she ducked low again, out of sight. Before she realized it, her gun was in her hand.


  No.


  Forcing herself to stay still for a moment, until the rage subsided a little and she could think again, she remained in place.


  It wouldn’t do anyone any good, especially Rhys, if she kicked in the sliders and got herself shot by the bastards.


  Or got Rhys shot.


  After sliding the gun back into her holster, she raced across the backyards and returned to her car.


  When she burst into the apartment, Korbin wheeled around to stare at her.


  “Well?”


  She nodded at Korbin. “Now we make calls.”


  After making the calls, she released Aster from the chair. In less than thirty minutes, she had Rob and Ormond standing in Aster’s living room. Korbin played the video for them.


  Manny didn’t like the grim look on Rob’s face, but she understood it. “You should have called the cops as soon as you found this, Manny. You know that. And then when you got the confirmation from Aster, and then when you went to the house. Three times you handled stuff you should have called law enforcement for.”


  “Yeah, and have them fumbling around taking reports and scaring everyone underground and possibly getting Rhys killed!”


  “Manny, a word in private, please,” Rob said, leading her back to a bedroom. When they were alone with the door closed, he asked in a low tone, “What’s going on between you and Temple and Gilyard?”


  She felt her face heat, something she loathed. “It’s…personal.”


  “You were a cop. You know the laws, or, at least, you should. We have to call the sheriff’s office and get the official ball rolling.”


  She nodded.


  He let out an aggravated sigh. “I’ve got a friend, a detective. I’ll call him and get the report filed, get a hostage team dispatched.”


  She nodded.


  Twenty minutes later, all of them were heading toward a shopping center less than a mile from the address, where the deputies would prepare to stage their raid. Aster and Cullen, the boy in his car seat, rode with Rob.


  Manny drove Korbin’s car. On the ride over to the shopping center, Korbin reached across the seats and laid a hand on her thigh. “It’ll be okay.”


  She covered his hand with hers. She didn’t have the faith he did.


  It took a nerve-wracking fifteen minutes to go over everything again with the captain in charge of the operation. They waited while he interrogated Aster and confirmed the house’s location and layout on a map with Manny.


  They all had to stay behind with two other deputies, listening to radio traffic as the team went in and scoped the house.


  Then the call to make the entry, along with a suddenly flurry of activity over the radio.


  “Shots fired! Shots fired!”


  Manny didn’t realize she was gripping Korbin’s hand until she looked down and saw his fingers clasped around hers.


  After a couple of minutes, another call. “All clear. Need ambulances. Two suspects DOA, two suspects injured. Another suspect in custody.”


  She closed her eyes and fought the urge to hold her breath until she heard the information she desperately needed to know. Rob walked over and placed a hand on her shoulder and squeezed.


  Aster, holding Cullen, walked closer and waited with the rest of them, listening.


  Another long minute later, “Subject successfully recovered. Pass along he’s injured, but ambulatory.”


  Manny didn’t bother holding back her tears of relief.


  Chapter Twenty-One


  


  Two ambulances, followed by several marked patrol cars, went speeding past the shopping center a short time later, lights and sirens blazing.


  One of the deputies brought Rhys out to them in the back of a marked patrol car. Nausea twisted Manny’s guts when she saw his injuries, but he was alive and other than his bruises, relatively uninjured.


  She raced over to the car and engulfed him in a hug as soon as he emerged, with Korbin wrapping his arms around both of them.


  “Did that fucker have anything to do with it?” she asked, glaring over at Don Aster. “Aster. Was he involved?”


  “No, love,” Rhys said. “Don had nothing to do with any of this, as far as I know. Last night, his supposed girlfriend took great pains in telling me about her contempt for him, and how he was a chump, in her words. She accompanied the two blokes who abducted me from the house. But how did you know where to find me?”


  She gently palmed his cheek, mindful of his injuries, and kissed him. “She had Aster pick up her baby from there last night. He recognized her voice on the video they put on the phone.”


  He let out a harsh laugh. “Thank goodness for idiotic criminals, eh?”


  “Yeah.”


  They spent the next two hours being interviewed by the police. Kim Jones, the only suspect not injured, was brought out in another marked patrol car driven by a female deputy. Rhys positively ID’d her as one of the kidnappers and involved in the plot.


  When she saw Cullen in Aster’s arms she started crying. Manny wanted to walk over and punch her but successfully managed to resist the urge.


  She figured she was probably already in enough trouble as it was with Rob for not following procedures.


  After talking with the deputies, they found out Baby Daddy was one of the shot, but surviving, perps. His wounds were serious but not life-threatening.


  At some point, someone had called CFS when the deputies found out Kim was the baby’s mother, and that the father was one of the other suspects. The CFS worker offered to take the baby and place him with foster care.


  Aster declined. “I’ll take care of him.” Manny’s respect for him shot up as Aster glared at Kim. “I’m the only stable person he’s got in his life.” He adjusted the baby on his hip. “As long as she promises to sign paperwork to give me custody of him.”


  Kim nodded.


  The CFS caseworker led Aster over to her car and started filling out paperwork there while Kim was loaded back into the patrol car to wait.


  Manny returned her attention to Rhys. He was dressed in swim trunks and a T-shirt that looked three sizes too big for him. She knew hours of questioning lay ahead for all of them, but for this moment, she wanted to bask in the fact that he was alive and well.


  She stared into his big brown eyes. He had two really good shiners that had started blackening, the left eye nearly swollen shut. “Next time I say go to a hotel—”


  “Yes, love. I promise.” He managed a pained, lopsided smile. “But look on the bright side. Now we know who was behind the attempts and they’ll stop.”


  By the time they were done on-scene nearly an hour later, Ormond okayed Korbin and Rhys taking the rest of the day off. Rob pulled Manny aside. “I’m guessing you’re going to need a few days off?”


  She nodded. “Yeah.”


  He patted her on the shoulder. “See you on Monday.” He gathered up Aster and Cullen to return them to their apartment, but turned before getting in his car. “Oh, Croyle?” Rob called out.


  She turned to her boss.


  “Don’t forget to bring your iPad to work Monday.” He grinned as she shot him a bird.


  “Hey, boss? You need to get our damn names and pictures off our company website.” She pointed at her guys. “These two brainiacs made me within twenty-four hours.” She stuck out her tongue at him, getting another smile from him before he climbed into his car.


  The detectives now in charge of the case still had questions for Korbin, Rhys, and Manny, but they could wait until she got Rhys to the hospital to be checked out despite his protests that he was fine. Only after she had medical confirmation that he would be all right did they run by the men’s house, where deputies were finishing up their investigation there. With the crime scene cleared, Rhys was allowed to grab a shower and change clothes before they headed down to the sheriff’s office to answer more questions.


  It wasn’t until late in the day, when they were able to make their way back to Manny’s apartment, that she finally had all the pieces of the story.


  Kim had accompanied Don Aster to Rhys and Korbin’s house for a Super Bowl party earlier that year, and had been over for dinner a couple of times with him, so she knew not only where they lived, but the layout of the house. She had also overheard discussions the three men had during dinners out together a few times, as well as picking up a little information here and there from her discussions with Aster. While she wasn’t computer savvy beyond the basics, she guessed that Artemis was an extremely valuable project with a lot of potential attention from the Department of Homeland Security.


  And when Baby Daddy, AKA Jose Carlton Martinez, was let out on parole for his gang-related drug crimes, she didn’t waste a minute bragging about her new boyfriend’s job and duties in an attempt to get Jose’s attention and make him jealous and win him back when she heard about him dating a girl she despised.


  What she didn’t count on was Jose’s gang connections and his desire to catch up for lost time causing problems along with his homies, leading to them bringing in a hacker in an attempt to get Artemis for themselves. She also didn’t count on Jose being marginally smarter than her. He had zero interest in supporting or raising the baby he’d help create, but he did use her to get as much information as he could about Rhys and Korbin via Don Aster.


  And Kim didn’t count on the gang’s hacker buddy having connections of his own with a Russian mafia group out of New York City.


  Kim thought she’d made a chump out of Don. In reality, her ex had made a chump out of her. Rhys related how Jose had told Kim that much just that morning, when she’d mentioned her and him and the baby going off somewhere and he told her he wasn’t going anywhere with her or the “snot factory,” as Jose had called Cullen.


  Apparently, they were minutes away from a royally hellacious lover’s spat when the police barged in.


  And, unfortunately for Kim, her willing participation in the planning and execution of the armed kidnapping would ensure her incarceration for a while, even if she did turn state’s evidence against the others.


  Not that Manny felt any particular sympathy for Kim. In fact, with Rhys now safely home, she felt a bit of sadistic satisfaction that Don and Cullen would, hopefully, go on to have a good life and that Kim would be stuck in prison, knowing she threw away possibly the best relationship she could have ever hoped for.


  Manny called in an order for pizza after they got Rhys settled on the couch. She made him take one of the pain pills the doctor at the ER prescribed for him.


  As she turned away from the couch, he caught her hand and pulled her back to him, kissing her. “Thank you, love.”


  “For what? Almost letting you get killed?”


  “No. For taking care of me. And you didn’t almost get me killed. That was my own stupidity.”


  She carefully sat on the edge of the couch and took his hand in hers. “You guys were my responsibility. I’m trained, and I let my emotions get in the way of that. I’m just grateful it didn’t cost you your life.”


  He squeezed her hand and gave her another pained smile. “I’ll let you make it up to me for the rest of our lives. How about that?”


  She smiled and leaned in for another kiss. “It’s a date.”


  After dinner they helped him up and to the bedroom. She knew sex wasn’t in the cards that night for any of them, between stress and worrying about jostling Rhys. She was happy to roll onto her side and lay there pressed against his back, spooning him as he quickly succumbed to the pain pills and exhaustion and fell asleep, while Korbin spooned her from behind.


  Korbin nuzzled the back of her neck. “You did good, baby,” he whispered, giving her a little hug. “Real good.”


  She tipped her head back enough to kiss him. “I don’t feel like I did good.”


  Korbin pressed another kiss against her cheek. “What he said. You can spend the rest of our lives atoning for it. Fair enough?”


  The thought of spending the rest of her life with them not only sounded like a great idea, it sounded like the best idea she’d ever heard. “Fair enough.”


  Chapter Twenty-Two


  


  Late on the Sunday afternoon after Rhys’ rescue, Manny parked in the same spot she’d parked in on her last two visits to the apartment complex. It still looked as dingy and run-down as it had on the previous visits.


  Don Aster answered her knock, this time with the little boy on his hip. “Oh. It’s you.” He left the door standing open and turned away from it.


  She took that as an invitation to follow him in, and did so, closing the door behind her.


  “What is it this time?” he asked as he headed for the tiny kitchen. “Did they decide they need to toss me in jail, too, for being a kind-hearted fucking dumbass?”


  “Dumbass!” the little boy cheerfully squealed.


  “Great,” Aster muttered. He looked at Manny through the pass-through. “Just bippy.”


  At least the apartment looked far tidier now than before. He apparently proved the old messy bachelor myth wrong.


  “No other relatives to take him?” She already knew the answer to that, but didn’t want Aster to know just how deeply she’d already dug into the situation.


  “Baby Daddy’s family is a bunch of druggie losers up in Pennsylvania somewhere. Kim’s family’s not much better. Her mother’s a drunk. I don’t know where her father is and neither does she. No aunts and uncles that are worth two cents on either side put together.”


  He looked down at the little boy’s face. “I’m all he’s got. Not that I’m very much. The caseworker from CFS is really nice. She got an emergency custody hearing for me appointing me his guardian. I couldn’t stand the thought of them putting him in foster care with some stranger. They’re going to check in periodically just to make sure everything’s going okay. I’m applying for WIC and a bunch of other stuff for him. He’s had enough upheavals in his life. No reason for him to keep paying for his parents’ dumbassery.”


  “Dumbass!” Cullen happily squealed again.


  He rolled his eyes but didn’t respond to the boy’s swearing. “My sister said the daycare she uses will take him and give me a reduced tuition rate because of the situation.” He glanced around the apartment. “I’ll need the public assistance to keep him fed, because every fricking penny I have to spare will go toward paying for that. They told me if I wanted to apply for adoption after their cases go to trial, that I could probably get both their parental rights revoked. There’s no way either one of them will be out in less than fifteen years, probably a lot longer. Armed aggravated assault, armed kidnapping, and even though they were the bad guys, two men died in the process, so they said that bumps it up to a capital crime because they used guns.”


  She didn’t miss the sad look in his eyes as he stared down at the baby.


  It tugged at even her hardened heart.


  “Well, there’s another option,” she said.


  “What other option? I’m not exactly made of money these days. I’m already going to be pulling every extra shift I can just to keep the rent paid and the lights on.”


  “You could make use of the free employee daycare at Ormond. He’s young enough. They take kids four and under.”


  “That’s a laugh. That’s…” It finally seemed to sink in what she’d said. “What?”


  She smiled, glad, at least, to be able to deliver some good news for a change. “Charles Ormond sent me over here to ask if you’d like your job back. Same pay as when you left. With flexible hours, considering your new parental status.”


  His eyes widened as he rushed out of the kitchen and over to her, the boy still on his hip. “Really? No shit?”


  “Shit!” the boy squealed before bursting into amused laughter.


  She smiled. “No kidding.” She reached out and touched the boy’s chin. “I asked him to let me deliver the news myself since our last two encounters didn’t exactly give you or me warm fuzzies.”


  He reached out and engulfed her with a one-armed bear hug. When he stepped back, he wiped at his eyes. “Holy cra—crumb,” he said. “Thank you. Thank you so much.”


  “Sorry about the gun and duct tape the last time, by the way. But I didn’t know if you were involved.”


  “No, I get it. If I was in your shoes, I would have, too.”


  “No hard feelings?”


  He laughed as he hugged the baby. “No, no hard feelings.”


  “Good. You start tomorrow. I already checked with the daycare, and they said no problem bringing him in. They have plenty of room.”


  She pulled an ID badge out of her pocket and handed it to him. “It’s your same picture from last time. If you want it changed, HR will do it for you when you go in. Stop by there first thing in the morning to get your paperwork handled, then back to your old desk working on Artemis with Rhys and Korbin. And you’ll get back on the company health insurance so you can keep this guy up to date on his vaccinations.”


  “Well, he’s eligible for Medicaid, but yeah, thanks.”


  He looked from the ID badge to the little boy. Apparently sensing how emotional this moment was, Cullen reached out and touched Aster’s chin. “Da?”


  That finished the man off. Tears rolled down his face as he let out a harsh laugh before kissing the boy’s forehead. “Yeah, buddy, I guess I am your dad now.” He tightly hugged him. “And I think life’s about to get a lot better for both of us from here on out.”


  


  * * * *


  


  She drove home to her apartment in a melancholy mood. Before she’d left, she’d also given him a $500 gift card to use to buy things he needed for the baby.


  Hopefully, after a few paychecks, he’d be able to afford to move to a better location.


  At one point in her life, she thought she might want kids. Then after losing Andy, she wasn’t sure she’d ever love anyone enough again to want to have one or more kids with them, much less be in a position to have kids.


  Or feel emotionally stable enough to have kids.


  For the first time in a few days, she realized she hadn’t thought about Andy, hadn’t thought about the explosion.


  Hadn’t thought about grieving.


  Maybe this is progress. Maybe I’ve finally found acceptance. And here I’d thought Doc Greene and everyone were just full of shit.


  She had no doubts Don Aster would make a good life for the boy, as long as the two biological bubbleheads didn’t try to challenge him to get custody back at some point in the future. Not that she suspected they could, considering they would be guests of the Florida Department of Corrections probably until Cullen was eighteen, at least.


  It could be a well-needed fresh start for both Don and Cullen.


  Now she had her own fresh start. Rhys and Korbin had somehow snuck into her heart and taken it over before she realized what had happened. The thought of losing either of them, much less both of them, terrified her.


  That they were so deeply entrenched in her soul this soon also terrified her.


  But, for once, it was the good kind of terror.


  And if nothing else, at least I get free tech support for life.


  On that note she laughed as she let herself into the apartment.


  The men had spent the night at her apartment again and gone home that morning to take care of chores around their house. She’d already taken a short run, grabbed a shower, and had dinner started by the time the men arrived a few minutes after six. The sight of Rhys’ battered face still saddened her, but she knew it could have been worse.


  Much worse.


  The bruises would fade in time. How long it took his mental injuries to heal had yet to be determined. He’d been in fear of his life, as well as watched men get shot, two of them dying in front of him.


  She carefully hugged Rhys before gingerly brushing a kiss across his lips. “How you feeling?”


  “I tried to get him to call it a day at lunch, but the stubborn Brit wouldn’t listen to me,” Korbin groused as he dropped his messenger bag onto the couch.


  “I’m all right, love,” Rhys softly reassured her. “Truly I am.”


  “You don’t get out of putting up with me that easily, you know,” she teased. “I’m stubborn. I’ll track you down no matter what.”


  He managed a lopsided smile she could see from the look in his eyes caused him pain. “I’ll hold you to that promise.”


  Korbin stole a kiss from her. “Dinner smells delicious.”


  “Thanks. Fettuccine Alfredo with chicken. I cut up boneless breasts and broccoli into small pieces.”


  Rhys managed another smile. “Thank you, love. I appreciate the consideration.”


  “Don will be in tomorrow, by the way,” she said. “I stopped by today and gave him the good news.”


  Korbin frowned. “I wish he’d told us what was going on before. I feel kind of bad for the guy. We would have gone to bat for him with Ormond if he had.”


  “I feel worse for the child,” Rhys said.


  “No,” Manny said, “I don’t feel sorry for Cullen. Not anymore. I really think he’s got a good chance, being with Don. I think it’s a good thing for both of them.”


  “It’ll be good to have him back,” Korbin said. “I was tired of Ormond riding our asses about not hiring in another programmer to work on Artemis with us.”


  “But bloody hell, now he wants us to hire on an administrative assistant for real.”


  “And that’s such a bad thing?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Rhys grumbled. “I don’t want an administrative assistant. I’d rather have you back.”


  “Who the hell will put up with us, anyway?” Korbin asked. “Besides you, I mean.”


  She smiled. “Just be nice. Don’t play the I’m Smarter Than You game with them on their first day. And definitely no falling in love with them.”


  Rhys laughed. “Do you honestly think anyone could ever tempt us away from you?”


  “I certainly hope not.”


  “They’d be stupid to try,” Korbin said after leaning in for a kiss. “You’d kick their ass.”


  “Got that right.”


  “Ooh, I love it when she gets all possessive,” Rhys teased.


  Chapter Twenty-Three


  


  After dinner, she thought maybe they’d want to unwind by playing a video game or watching TV.


  She was pleasantly surprised to discover that after they cleaned up the kitchen for her, they wanted to head right for bed.


  And sleeping was the last thing on their minds.


  Rhys laid his glasses on the bedside table and winced a little as he pulled off his shirt. The sight of the fading bruises on his back infuriated her all over again.


  She walked over and helped him, gently trailing kisses along the backs of his shoulder. He held still, tension draining from his body under her ministrations. Gingerly, she wrapped her arms around him and laid her cheek against his back.


  “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there to keep you safe,” she quietly said.


  He covered her hands with his. “Love, it was my idiotic choice to go home. You told me to go to a hotel, but I thought I knew better. I completely underestimated the motives of the people who were up against us.”


  “I should have made sure you went to a hotel. Or kept you here with me.”


  He turned in her arms and forced her to look up at him. “Manny, if it wasn’t for you, I might be dead. Look at the broader picture. Had it not been for you, they might have succeeded in their plans. They might have taken not only me, but Korbin as well. We both could have been dead.”


  She stared up into his sweet brown eyes as she ran a hand through his unruly mop of hair. “I can’t lose you guys. Especially not like that.”


  “Not like what?” Korbin asked as he emerged from the bathroom.


  Rhys glanced over at him. “She’s still feeling guilty.”


  Korbin snagged her arm and pulled her to him. “Then let’s see what we can do about turning off that beautiful brain of hers.”


  “Sounds like a great idea,” Rhys agreed.


  Korbin smiled down at her. “Sick of us yet?”


  She draped her arms around his neck, giving him a little bump and grind with her hips. “Not even close. I don’t think I could ever get sick of you two.”


  Rhys stepped behind her, pressing her into Korbin. She felt both of their hard cocks through their pants. Rhys bent his head to nibble along her neck. “We plan on doing our best to make sure you don’t,” he said, his breath hot against her flesh before he started nibbling again.


  If nibbling on her neck like that was part of their plans, she knew she’d have no problem spending the rest of her life with them. Something about the way he did it totally melted her knees and started her juices flowing.


  They maneuvered her over to the bed, leaving a trail of clothing in their wake. With Rhys still sore, she made him lie down on his back before crawling between his legs to go down on him.


  The feel of his hands stroking her hair reassured her, soothed her shattered security. Life was so fragile, and to almost lose him before they had a chance, to go through that a second time in her life, she didn’t know if she could stand it.


  Licking and sucking his cock, which had no problem getting hard for her, helped her soul feel at ease. He was there and okay and real and not going anywhere.


  Behind her, Korbin slid two fingers into her cunt while reaching around her and playing with her clit with his other one. She closed her eyes and let her body flow between them, the passion Korbin stoked inside her transferring from her mouth to Rhys’ cock.


  “That’s it, love,” Rhys said. “You suck my cock so well.”


  “Yes, she is good at that,” Korbin agreed.


  Korbin picked up the pace, reading her body and soon triggering her first orgasm. As she moaned around Rhys’ cock, she felt his member grow harder and hotter against her tongue.


  “That’s it, baby,” he said, his tone growing deeper. “You know what to do.”


  She lost track of time, her world centered around the pleasure she was giving and receiving. She also lost track of how many times Korbin made her come before his hands disappeared.


  Her eyes flew open and she let out a disappointed whine that made Rhys chuckle. “He’s coming back. Don’t worry.”


  Korbin did return, kneeling between her legs and grabbing her hips to position her before feeding his cock into her cunt.


  Her eyes closed again and another low, rolling moan vibrated through her. Each stroke Korbin took drove her deeper onto Rhys’ cock.


  “I won’t last long,” Korbin gasped.


  Rhys cradled her head in his hands and started thrusting his hips against her, taking over and speeding up the tempo until she was simply along for the delicious ride.


  Then Rhys went rigid and his cock exploded in her mouth.


  Korbin fucked her hard and fast, triggering one more small climax inside her even as she swallowed every bit of cum Rhys pumped out. When Korbin finally fell still, the only sound in the bedroom was the three of them trying to catch their breath.


  Until Rhys’ stomach let out a growl.


  Manny giggled and pried her eyes open to meet his gaze.


  He smiled. “Sorry, love.”


  “At least he didn’t fart,” Korbin snarked as he untangled himself from Manny, climbed out of bed, and headed for the bathroom.


  Chapter Twenty-Four


  


  A couple of weeks after her assignment ended and life settled into some semblance of normal, Manny felt a little pang that she wasn’t working with her guys anymore.


  That pang completely disappeared, however, when she realized it meant no more forced technology. At least, not unfamiliar technology. She still had to deal with Rob and even her dad trying to jam electronics down her throat. But at least she could hold her own in the office with the systems she was already used to.


  Although now that Korbin and Rhys had patiently showed her how to work the scanner software, she did admit it would make things a hell of a lot easier for her and her dad in terms of her taxes.


  It didn’t hurt that she was usually scanning paperwork in the evenings at her desk now set up in the corner of the dining room at Rhys and Korbin’s house. All the clean-up and repairs had been finished, and the men wasted no time beginning the moving process.


  Now it was her home, too, although they still had several days’ worth of packing and schlepping to get her completely moved out of her apartment and into the house.


  The men had ordered a large king-sized bed and cleared out some of Korbin’s things into new dressers in what was formerly Rhys’ bedroom so she could have all her clothes right there.


  Where the three of them slept together every night.


  It didn’t hurt that she’d announced to her father her new relationship with the men and immediately followed it with the news of her scanner being operational and getting her paperwork ready for him.


  By the time he finished telling her how to set up the categories for him, he’d mostly forgotten the news about her unconventional relationship.


  Although he did end their conversation on a fatherly tone. “Are you happy? Are they treating you right?”


  She glanced out into the living room, where the two men were unwinding from their day with a round of Wii racing. “They treat me like a princess, Daddy. And I’m happy for the first time in as long as I can remember.”


  He cleared his throat. “Well, then good. Love you, Manny.”


  “Love you too, Daddy.”


  The next night, moving her entire CD collection proved to be a point of contention for the men. They didn’t begrudge her the books, but they put their feet down at CDs.


  “We have to rip them,” Korbin insisted. “It’s pointless to have to shuffle through all of these to find what you want.”


  “How can you even keep track of them?” Rhys asked.


  She tried not to let her face redden but she couldn’t help it. “I just do, okay?”


  They let it drop.


  The night after that, she arrived home before they did. They called her before leaving work to tell her they’d be late getting home, but not why, and that they’d bring take-out for dinner.


  She used her time waiting to scan more paperwork and change into something sexy for them. Tonight she was wearing one of Korbin’s long-sleeved shirts, sleeves rolled up to her elbows, only the bottom three buttons done, and nothing else. It hung down just to her ass, barely covering her pussy.


  From the bulges tenting the front of both men’s shorts whenever she wore something like that, whether Korbin’s or Rhys’ shirt, it appeared to her that they approved of her attire.


  When they finally arrived home bearing Chinese food and several white plastic drawstring shopping bags emblazoned with the Apple Store logo, she got nervous.


  “What is all of that?”


  The men set the bags down behind the sofa and wouldn’t let her see the contents. “That’s none of your business, love,” Rhys said as he steered her toward the sofa. “That’s for after dinner.”


  Korbin spread the food out on the coffee table. “Don’t worry. We’ve got painless plans for our favorite little technophobe.”


  It turned out they bought her a Mac laptop, as well as an iPod and an iPhone. They spent the rest of the evening showing her how to set up, use everything, and rip her CDs to the music player.


  “I thought you guys didn’t like Macs.”


  “We don’t,” they parroted. They glanced at each other before Korbin continued. “But we also know you’re not dumb. You just need a machine that thinks more like you do. This is our treat to you. We thought maybe if you got more comfortable with these, it might help you out in other areas.”


  “I truly think,” Rhys said, “that a lot of your problems with gadgets stem from you getting frustrated and not believing in yourself. Then it becomes a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy. You have convinced yourself they are against you. Therefore, they are.”


  “And now we can text you,” Korbin said.


  Rhys grinned. “And you can sext us naughty pictures.”


  She laughed, hugging both of them. “I’ll do my best, but don’t be surprised if you get more pictures of my thumbs than my boobs.”


  When she finished transferring her first CD to the iPod all by herself she grinned. “So I can fit all my CDs on this?”


  Korbin looked at the several boxes full of them, still packed and sitting along the living room wall. “Probably most of them. But rip them all in. That’s why we got you the external hard drive. You can store everything there as a backup and shuffle stuff around any way you want.”


  “And we’re getting you a new radio for your Jeep,” Rhys said. “One with an auxiliary jack so you can plug the iPod into it.”


  “You guys are great.” She grinned. “How can I ever show my appreciation?” She slowly unbuttoned one of the few buttons holding the shirt closed.


  She knew exactly how she could show them her appreciation, but she loved teasing her men. She also loved how their confidence—and their dominance in bed—had soared over the past couple of weeks. As they learned all the ways to disconnect her brain from her body via pleasure, her trust in them had also grown.


  Now she couldn’t imagine life without them.


  In fact, over the past couple of weeks she’d grown quite adept at teasing the men by wearing various bits of their wardrobe and little else when home alone with them, now that she’d overcome her anxiety over her scars. It was obvious to her they couldn’t care less about them.


  If they didn’t care about that, then neither would she. They told her they thought she was beautiful, scars and all.


  “I think you know exactly how you can show your appreciation, love,” Rhys said as he set his glasses on the coffee table.


  She did, but she loved kicking them into their dominant bedroom personas.


  She loved everything about her two geeks, and wouldn’t change a thing about them.


  Especially what they did to her in bed. And now that they had the health issues out of the way, they didn’t have to use condoms anymore because she was on the pill.


  She slid the shirt down her shoulders. “Like this?”


  Korbin smiled. “Exactly.” He leaned in and took one nipple into his mouth, laving it with his tongue and gently sucking. Rhys took over the other one, and together each pull of their warm mouths sent jolts of pleasure and need straight to her clit.


  Predictably, her cunt grew wet. Something about them always did that to her, especially once her body realized how good they were. Just thinking about making love to them sent her libido into overdrive.


  She leaned back on the couch and they moved with her, neither relinquishing his hold on her. The men reached between her legs, Rhys playing with her clit while Korbin slowly finger-fucked her.


  “You are wet, baby,” Korbin mumbled. “If we’d known getting you a Mac would do that to you, we would have done it sooner.”


  She managed to raise her head enough to look at them and spot their playful smiles before Korbin’s teeth gently grazed her nipple and she let out another moan. Her head dropped back to the couch while they had their way with her.


  With her fingers buried in their hair, she closed her eyes and worked her hips in time with their fingers. She knew what they wanted and had no problem giving it to them. They loved making her come first and frequently before taking their turns.


  And there was absolutely nothing geeky about the way they made love to her.


  Korbin’s fingers found that perfect spot inside her, ripping a loud moan from her. He focused on it, her juices flooding her cunt as he slowed and timed his strokes perfectly with what Rhys was doing to her now swollen and throbbing clit.


  The first orgasm plowed through her and drew another loud moan from her. She felt her body clamping down on Korbin’s hand inside her, increasing her pleasure.


  Only after making her come twice more did they both sit up, taking turns planting kisses on her mouth.


  “Good?” Korbin asked with a lopsided grin.


  She grabbed his hand and sucked his fingers into her mouth, tasting her juices on him.


  Rhys laughed. “I think that’s your answer.”


  Both men quickly stripped. She thought maybe they’d want to move to the bedroom, but Korbin knelt over her on the sofa, his cock within reach of her lips, while Rhys positioned himself between her legs. She eagerly opened her mouth while staring up into Korbin’s blue eyes.


  He grinned. “Damn, that makes me even harder when you do that.”


  Both men loved her oral techniques and never failed to take advantage of them when she was in the mood. For her part, she loved the way they reacted, loved knowing what she could do to them, how she could turn her two brains into puddles of jelly just with her body.


  Of course, they did the same to her, so fair was fair.


  Rhys hooked his arms under her knees and sank his cock deep inside her the same time Korbin lowered his cock so she could suck it into her mouth.


  All three of them let out a synchronized moan, followed by gentle laughter.


  They laughed a lot, together. In bed and out.


  In fact, it’d been years since she’d laughed this much.


  She loved it.


  Her eyes dropped closed as she tried to focus on Korbin’s cock. He grabbed her wrists and pinned them over her head, drawing another moan from her.


  They knew exactly what she wanted and were more than happy to give it to her.


  She relaxed as he slid his cock between her lips, slowly fucking her mouth, in control.


  Rhys started fucking her, going deep with every stroke, his balls slapping against her ass. Her body hit that downward slide she loved, surrendering to them, letting them drive her body where they wanted it and pulling pleasure from her at their will, not hers.


  Not that she could say no to them. Neither could her body.


  It wasn’t long before she felt another series of tingles starting deep inside her, signaling the start of another orgasm. Korbin and Rhys sensed it, able to read her body in a scary good way.


  “You know you want to, love,” Rhys said. “Give us another one.”


  That’s all it took to flip the switch inside her. Cascading pleasure rolled through her as she moaned around Korbin’s cock.


  “There you go,” Korbin said, picking up speed.


  They fucked her at both ends as she laid there and enjoyed it, wanting them to use her for their pleasure in the same way they brought her pleasure.


  “I’m close,” Rhys grunted.


  “Me, too,” Korbin said.


  Rhys finished first, triggering one last spasm inside her as his hips slammed into her before he fell still. Korbin followed, his cock twitching in her mouth as his balls emptied his cum into her mouth.


  He reached down and stroked her cheek with his thumb. “Such a good girl,” he whispered.


  They’d not only unlocked the secrets of her body, but of her heart and soul, too. She nuzzled his hand as she forced her eyes open again to look up into his face.


  He smiled and blew her a kiss.


  “Did we wear her out?” Rhys asked.


  “Yep.”


  They untangled themselves from her. Each man grabbed an arm and helped her up off the couch. “Ready for bed, love?” Rhys asked.


  She nodded and rested her head on his shoulder as, together, they headed for the bedroom.


  If this is the rest of my life, I’ll never complain again.


  Chapter Twenty-Five


  


  Rob Sawyer leaned against her office doorway. “Did you look at the revamped website?”


  She didn’t look up from her computer, where she was entering a report to send to a customer. “Yes. Please tell Tom I said thanks.” She glanced up at Rob. “Seriously? Why didn’t you tell me our names and pictures were on the website before?”


  “I’ll admit it wasn’t my brightest move.”


  “Ya think?” She sat back and looked at him over the top of her reading glasses. “You’re damn lucky Rhys and Korbin were wearing the white hats, literally, and not the black ones.”


  “We’re in a whole new world. It’s not like it used to be.” He took a step into her office. “I don’t suppose your two guys would want to do consulting work for us, would they?”


  “Would your friend be okay with that?”


  “Probably, if it didn’t interfere with their jobs there.”


  She shrugged. “I’d clear it with him first. If he’s okay with it, I’ll ask them for you.”


  “I appreciate it. Tom’s good, but he admits he’s an old dog and it’s getting harder for him to keep up with all the new tricks out there.”


  “So how badly did he chew you out for putting stuff up on the website without telling him first?” Rob had let it slip that it had been him, not Tom, who had done that part of the website.


  His face reddened slightly. “No, I didn’t think it through. Is that what you wanted to hear?”


  She grinned. “Yes.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Manny arrived a little early that evening for her one-on-one with Dr. Greene. The psychiatrist shared a suite of offices with several other mental health professionals, including the large meeting room where they held the group sessions. As Manny sat in the doctor’s private waiting room, she looked around at the various pictures on the wall. Some of them were better than average nature art pieces, mostly photographs of Florida wildlife, a few of which Dr. Greene had taken herself.


  It felt more like a friend’s study than a shrink’s outer office, something that always put her at ease. It didn’t resemble the sterile, medicinal, fake-friendly waiting areas of VA docs, or less expensive private-practice doctors. Dr. Greene’s bills were only partially underwritten by the VA. Manny footed the rest herself.


  The door opened and Dr. Greene appeared with a man Manny assumed was a patient. Once he’d left, she smiled at Manny.


  “Hello, Amanda. Long time, no see.”


  Manny stood and headed into her office. “I was just here for group a couple of weeks ago.”


  “Yes, you were.” She closed the door behind them and headed for the chair she normally sat in for sessions. “And when I said you were overdue for a private session I honestly didn’t expect to see you here for a few years.” Her smirk belied her words.


  Many laughed. “I’m a woman of many contradictions.”


  “That you are. Now, why don’t you tell me what’s going on, or would you rather beat around the bush?”


  This was one of the reasons Manny loved Dr. Greene, and why she was willing to pay for missed group sessions just to ensure her place there. The doc didn’t waste time on pleasantries.


  Manny opened up to her and told her everything. While in the past she’d alluded to some of her feelings and some of what had transpired between her and Andy, enough that the doctor wasn’t completely hamstrung for info, this time she laid her soul open and bare.


  And it hurt.


  Ten minutes into the telling, the doctor handed over a box of tissues and discreetly nudged a small wastebasket toward Manny with her foot. It took her nearly forty minutes to get through the whole story. Including talking about Rhys and Korbin and how scared she was to now be in love with not one, but two guys.


  And how thinking she might have lost Rhys completely shifted her brain from worry that their dynamic might not work to determined to do everything possible ensure it would.


  Dr. Greene listened with her typical quiet stoicism. When Manny finished, she looked at her. “Well?”


  “What are you looking for, Amanda?”


  “What?”


  “What are you looking for from me, specifically?”


  She shrugged. “I’m telling you what’s going on.”


  Dr. Greene sat forward, her elbows on her knees. “If you’re looking for me to condone or condemn your nontraditional relationship, I’m not going to do either one. You’re an adult. They’re adults. What the three of you do or don’t do, that’s between you. You don’t need my permission.”


  “I’m not looking for permission.”


  “Are you looking for permission from Andy?”


  Manny started to protest that observation when her jaw snapped shut, biting the words off.


  Dr. Greene arched an eyebrow at her.


  “Andy’s dead,” she eventually managed in a whisper. “He can’t exactly weigh in on the issue, can he?”


  “Exactly.”


  Manny took a deep breath and stared at her for a while. “Am I a bad person?” she managed.


  Dr. Greene smiled. “No, you’re a person who’s been through a hell of a lot over the past few years. Do you think you’re afraid of happiness?”


  “What?”


  “Maybe you’re afraid if you embrace what you love that it might be taken away from you. But that’s no way to live. That’s only half a life, if that. Life and loving means learning to live with an acceptable level of fear as well. Life is too short to keep looking back. You’re liable to miss what’s in front of you.”


  Manny sat there for a moment, digesting all of that. Eventually, she nodded. “Thanks, Doc,” she said.


  Dr. Greene reached over and patted her on the arm. “You’re a good person, Amanda. I think if anyone is deserving of happiness, however you choose to seek it, it’s you.”


  At the end of her session, Manny stood and hugged the doctor. “Thanks, Doc,” she said


  “I hope you find the answers you’re seeking.”


  “I think I already have.”


  “Good. See you in group?”


  Manny grinned. “Me, or my check.”


  She left the doctor laughing.


  Chapter Twenty-Six


  


  Manny stood on the condo’s balcony and listened as the Gulf gently lapped at the sugar-sand beach below. No sound of traffic just behind them to drown out the cries of the seagulls, the waves lapping at the shore, or the sound of the breeze.


  No mobs of people traipsing up and down the beach.


  In fact, hardly anyone on the beach to watch the sunset in an hour or so.


  Behind her, through the open slider, she heard the men bringing up the last of the luggage and groceries. “That’s it,” Rhys said. “Everything’s out of the boot.”


  Their mini-vacation after everything they’d been through was a more than welcomed respite for all three of them. Artemis had been successfully demonstrated and was now under consideration by the government. Ormond, pleased with the men’s work, gave them both a raise and an extra paid vacation.


  And Manny’s boss not only gave her a small raise as well, but backed off the technology issue, much to her relief.


  Although Rhys and Korbin had managed to teach her how to successfully use the iPad.


  The setting sun glinted off the ring she now wore on her left hand, presented to her just the night before by her guys when they formally “proposed” and asked her to spend the rest of her life with them.


  No, they couldn’t legally marry each other the way they’d like, but that wasn’t important. She had what she needed—all she needed.


  Them.


  She turned back toward the room with a smile. Fortunately, there weren’t any rooms below them, just parking. And they were in an end corner unit, with the only unit next to them vacant. They could make all the noise they wanted.


  “You guys brought way too much stuff. We’re only going to be here for five days.”


  She’d brought a backpack and a small duffel bag, in addition to her favorite pillow. She wasn’t anticipating much need for clothing, except for the few times they managed to get outside the room.


  Which, if she had her way, wouldn’t be very often.


  “We only brought the essentials,” Rhys protested.


  “You guys do realize you won’t be doing any work the next several days, right? You didn’t need your laptops and all that other fancy stuff.”


  Korbin started to reply, then his mouth snapped shut as he understood her meaning. “Sorry. We’re not used to having a reason not to work.”


  “Bloody good reason, if you ask me,” Rhys added.


  “Then come out here with me and enjoy the view for a few minutes. You won’t be seeing much of it while we’re here, either.”


  They nearly trampled each other in their rush to get to the door, making her laugh. Once on the balcony they stood on either side of her, Rhys with his arm draped around her waist, Korbin’s across her shoulders.


  It felt right.


  Perfect.


  Like for the first time in her life, she was exactly where she was meant to be.


  Rhys let out a content sigh. “It is beautiful, isn’t it?”


  “You two are white like vampires,” she observed. “You won’t explode into flames or anything on the beach, will you?”


  Korbin leaned over and nibbled on her neck. “Like you said, we probably won’t be seeing much of the beach over the next few days.”


  “It doesn’t bother you guys what I do for a living, does it?”


  “Hell no,” Korbin said. “Why should it?”


  “It’s not like you’re kicking our arses, love,” Rhys playfully added.


  Korbin turned her to face him and kissed her. “And if it hadn’t been for your job, we might never have met you. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”


  They made their way back into the room, which also had a small efficiency kitchen.


  They’d have very few reasons to leave over the next several days.


  Korbin closed the sliders and the drapes, dimming the light. He wrapped his arms around her as she started unbuttoning his shirt. “And you can always slather us in suntan lotion if we do decide to go outside in the daylight,” he told her. “Just to make sure we don’t explode.”


  “I rather think I’d fancy a moonlit walk on the beach myself,” Rhys said as he started nibbling on the back of her neck again. “Perhaps even go skinny dipping. I’ve never been before.”


  “Bullshit,” she said. “We went in the pool.” Several times in the past few weeks since she’d moved in with them. Not to mention making love there with either or both men more times than she could count.


  “I meant in the ocean, love. I don’t really think in the privacy of your backyard where no one can catch you is in the true spirit of skinny dipping.”


  She pushed Korbin’s shirt down his shoulders. He shrugged it off and let it fall to the floor. “I think I’ve created a couple of sex maniacs,” she teased.


  “No, we were always this horny,” Korbin said. “You just brought out the beast in us.”


  “I thought it was the best in us?” Rhys countered.


  “I’m the funny one, remember?”


  “Boys, stop,” she interrupted before they could get off-track on one of their rambling arguments. “Focus. Sexy time. Girl wants to get naked and do dirty things with both of you.”


  “Right,” they both said.


  She giggled. “I love you guys. You have no idea how much.”


  “Love you, too,” they parroted, making her giggle again.


  Rhys lifted her shirt up and off her while Korbin worked on her shorts. The fact that she felt comfortable enough around them to wear shorts spoke volumes about her heart. Within a minute all three of them were naked and sprawled across the king-sized bed.


  “Wait just a moment,” Rhys said, jumping out of bed and rummaging through his luggage.


  “What?”


  He held up a zipper-top baggie. In it, several dozen condoms and a large bottle of lube. “Supplies.” He grabbed a towel from the bathroom and returned to bed.


  “We don’t need the condoms anymore, remember?”


  He gave her that wicked grin that could make her instantly wet and totally disarm all of her objections in one fell swoop. “For this, I should think yes, it’s practical.”


  He nudged her on top of Korbin, who obligingly slid his cock deep inside her.


  She had to stop and take a deep breath to pull her body back from the brink. She didn’t want to come yet. She wanted to see what Rhys had rolling through that deliciously evil little brain of his.


  It didn’t take her long to find out. He pushed her down onto Korbin. Then she felt Rhys spread her ass cheeks with one hand while he drizzled lube over her rim with the other. As he worked plenty into her ass, she closed her eyes and writhed against Korbin.


  Both at the same time. Something they had yet to try, but she definitely wanted to do.


  “You like that, huh?” Korbin asked. He fisted a hand in her hair and made her look at him. “Tell us, baby.”


  “Yes,” she softly admitted.


  “Tell us what you want.”


  She swallowed hard. “I want both your cocks in me at the same time.”


  Rhys’ fingers disappeared from her ass. She heard the rustle of the condom wrapper before he said, “Wish granted, love,” and then the feel of his engorged head pressing against her rim.


  She closed her eyes again and took a deep breath. He slowly pressed forward, not quite through, taking his time and teasing her.


  “Yes, our lovely girl is going to be quite happy, I should think,” Rhys said. He stroked her back as he talked. “Going to keep her bloody well fucked so she can’t give even a second’s thought about getting rid of us.”


  “Mind control,” Korbin agreed. “We haz it.”


  She snickered and managed to crack open an eye in time to spot his playful smirk. “Mind control?”


  “Well,” Rhys said, “I do remember us warning you about that.” He pressed forward a little more, until his cock breeched her rim. “We are rather persuasive and stubborn.”


  “Not to mention madly in love with you, babe,” Korbin added.


  “Yes, there is that,” Rhys said.


  She let out a soft moan at the feel of Rhys’ cock working deeper into her ass. A not entirely unpleasant burning pinch that seemed to translate into pleasure signals which in turn made her clit and pussy throb with desire.


  Once he was completely buried in her ass, he grabbed her hips. “And now, let’s check another item off our bucket list, love.”


  Her swollen clit perfectly rubbed against Korbin’s cock in this position. She gave up trying to be in control and let the men find and set a rhythm that soon had her body flying along on a building wave of pleasure between them.


  The feeling of both of their cocks inside her at the same time was like nothing she’d ever dreamed of. The double pleasure of the way they filled her, deliciously stretching her, pressing against sensitive nerve endings inside her and sending the signals straight to her clit.


  Why’d we wait to do this? was the last coherent thought she had before the first orgasm of what she was sure would end up being many that evening swept through her.


  “That’s right, love,” Rhys said. “You enjoy yourself. By the time we finish with you, you’ll know you’ve been well and truly fucked.”


  “Amen,” Korbin grunted. “Damn this feels great, baby.”


  It didn’t feel half bad from her end, either.


  She braced her palms on Korbin’s chest for balance and sat up enough he could reach between them and zero in on her clit with his skilled fingers. Behind her, Rhys reached around and cupped her breasts in his hands.


  The men fell still inside her as they worked to make her climax a second time. She felt lucky that no other women had truly seen this side of her men, the confident, talented lovers who had the ability to make the top of her head explode. If they had, they never would have let them get away.


  And I wouldn’t have them.


  No way in hell would she ever give either of them up.


  She threw her head back as Rhys leaned in and nibbled along her neck. It always sent a delicious shiver up her spine when he did that, as if tied directly into her nervous system.


  Korbin let out a soft moan of his own. “Damn, I felt that, baby. You feel so freaking tight like this. It’s great!”


  Who needed a muscle-bound Alpha male with an ego to boot?


  She didn’t. Not when these two guys seemed to unlock every secret about her body without even breaking a sweat.


  And they love me.


  It didn’t take Korbin long to get her close to the edge again. Both men sensed it, reading her body better than any book. Rhys bit down, hard, on the top of her shoulder. That sent her crashing over the edge with a cry that her men echoed as her cunt and ass tightly squeezed their cocks inside her, intensifying the sensations.


  Rhys pulled her up against his chest, cradling her body against him. “Such a beautiful girl.”


  Korbin wasn’t finished, continuing to play with her clit until he pulled another orgasm out of her. When she tried to reach down and move his hand, she realized Rhys had his arms wrapped around in her in such a way as to hold her tightly in place.


  “Uh-uh, love,” Rhys teased. “Another. Until we’re satisfied you’re satisfied.”


  Inside her something broke free, the way it always did when they took over and took charge like that. They had every ounce of her trust and she knew they’d never hurt her. Being able to let go to them, knowing they cherished and protected that trust she bestowed upon them was as heady an aphrodisiac as any previously known to man.


  She shivered through the echoes of her climax while Korbin gently rolled her clit back and forth between his thumb and finger.


  “Come on, baby,” he coaxed from below her. “You’ve given us more than this before.”


  Then Rhys’ embrace tightened, firm, his lips pressed against her ear even as his stiff cock twitched inside her ass. “Come for us, love,” he whispered. “We’ve got all night if need be.”


  Even her toes curled. Wave after wave of pleasure forced her body to squeeze their cocks, milking them, intensifying every sensation until all she could do was tremble in Rhys’ arms.


  No, she wouldn’t, couldn’t fight them. She wouldn’t know where to start or how to try. If they wanted her body, they could have it.


  They already owned her heart and soul.


  Finally, Rhys let out a gentle chuckle. “She’s knackered, mate. Let’s take pity on her.”


  Korbin grabbed her hips and began thrusting up into her, still as hard as he was when they started, hot steel fucking her and making her shiver every time his cock stroked along her clit. It wasn’t long before his rhythm changed, sharp, hard strokes.


  “Almost there.” She managed to open her eyes in time to see his gorgeous blue gaze, intense, focused on her, just before his eyes closed and he let out a groan before falling still.


  “Annnd that’s my cue.” Rhys gently lowered her onto Korbin. Korbin captured her lips in a kiss as Rhys grabbed her ass and started fucking her, hard and fast, his balls swinging against her at the bottom of each stroke until he, too, let out a moan and fell still. He braced himself with a hand in the small of her back. “I love you so much,” he hoarsely said. “You have no idea.”


  “Me too,” Korbin said, breaking their kiss.


  She smiled. “I love you,” she told Korbin. Looking over her shoulder, she smiled at Rhys. “And I love you, too.”


  They moved to the shower before returning to bed to rest and await the pizza they ordered for dinner. As she cuddled between them, her back pressed against Rhys and her arm draped over Korbin, Rhys channel-surfed and landed on an old monster movie.


  “Right there,” she said, fighting the peaceful sleep wanting to take over her system.


  “There?” they both asked.


  She nodded, unsuccessfully trying to stifle a yawn.


  “I didn’t think you liked those old movies,” Rhys asked.


  She shrugged. “They’ve grown on me.”


  “Kind of like us?” Korbin playfully asked.


  She smiled. “Exactly.”
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